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Preface

In 1945, shortly before departing for expatriation in France,
Richard Wright spent two months 1living on a picturesque little island
south of Quebec Cit_v.1 Witnessing the extent to which rural French
Canadian 1ife was wedded to tradition, Wright, seizinrg upon the
contrast with the urban irdustrialized milieu of Chicago and New York
from which he sought escape, marveled at this "“close, organic, intimate,
e Way of 1ifb.“2 Earlier, in the Twenties, Marcus Garvey had traveled
also to Canada ard, because his purpose was to find Black Canadian
disciples for his United Negro Improvement Associaticn, his relation=-
ship was of the socio-political stamp which has long dominated any
rapport between Quebec and Black America.3

Since the nineteenth century, at least, French Canadians have
been concerned with the Black situation in the United States; for
they too were slave holders and exposed, alheit only to a potential
degree, to the historical process such a situation wouldcreatesouth
of the border.u In the contemporary period, however, the Black
population in Quebec being minimal, it is not the few streets arourd
Windsor Station, in Montreal (where there is a tentative Black ghetto),
the fact that Jackie Robinson played for a Montreal baseball team, on
his way to break the "color bar" in the Major leagues, nor the presence
throughout Quebec of an integrated middle-class of teachers, engineers,
doctors and other professionals, composed mainly of Blacks of West
Irdian descent-- which sensitized Quebec culture to the Black experience.
Rather, the emergent "Québecois" identity of the late Fifties and

Sixties did,



If i1t may be said that the Supreme Court 1954 school decision,
or the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, is a watershed for any understanding
of modern Black assertiveness; likewise 1959, when a notoriously auto-
cratic Church-dominated type of politics ended, is the correspording
crucial date for the articulation of modern Quebec. For it is in the
early Sixties, when the politics of Canada ard the United States become
decidedly conditioned by the call-for-attention from the French Canadians
ard the Blacks,5 that the figure of the Black man, as symbol, image
and myth, emerges in the French Canadian consciousness, A young poet
expresses thus this novel identification: "(quand j'irai ¥ New York
c'est vers Harlem que j'appareillerai et non par exotisme j'ai trop
le souci de parentés précises je connais le gofit de la matraque 2
Alabama 11 y a des fraternités dans le malheur que vos 1libertés civiles
savent mal dissimuler.)”6 Ard a would-be revolutionary entitles his

political memoirs, N3gres Blancs d 'Amérique, dramatizing thereby in

an extended metaphor his experience of submissiveness, alienation and
long repressed anger,

Politics, then, seems to be the only common ground between
Quebec ar? Black America, So much so that three years ago it served
as touchstone for a M,A, thesis which I somewhat sonorously titled

Black Negroes and White Negroes: A Comparative Analysis of the Black

American and the French Canadian Novel of Protest (parts of which have

been revised and incorporated in the present dissertation; particularly
the chapters dealing with revolt in the two literatures), But, in the

intervening three years, one, of course, comes to realize that although
a telegram from Stokely Carmichael vouching solidarity with Vallidres,
or the image of young Quebecers shaking their fist in Black Power-style
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defiance, is worth noting; such phenomena, nonetheless, are not of much
help when it comes to literary analysis, For the fundamental question,
which three yvears ago I was not ready to answer, remains: What is the
oxisting rapport between Black American and French Canadian 11terature?7
What is there in the two 1literatures that makes for a striking paral-
lelism? The answer to these questions, this dissertation purports to
provide, The basis, though, for attempting to analyze two literatures
apparently so foreign to each other can, I believe, be presently
outlined, It lies in the spectrum of Western culture understood, histo-
rically speaking, as a unified experience,

Against such a background, the literatures of Quebec and Black
America appear as epigones in & movement which starts with the Renais-
sance breakaway from the unitar}?%etween the Church and the State; the
rise of scientific inquiry which not only questions the wvalidity of
certain hitherto accepted values ard beliefs; but, in the Baconian
call for the "advancement of learning," argues for the total revamping
of a classical legacy of culture: hence, the eschewing of rhetoric as
the fawvered mode of communication; the rejection of Platonic Idealism
and Scholastic deductive methodology in philosophy and science; and
the adoption of empiricism as groundwork ror the new theories of
knowledge, Preceding the breakthroughs of Hobbes, Descartes, Locke
and Newton, the impact of the Reformation cannot be overlooked; inasmuch,
R,H, Tawney and Max Weber point out, that the rise of the Calvinist
ethic is as radical arnd fruitful a departure from the medieval world
view as the substitution of fact for faith, But how did such a total
cultural re-ordering affect the imagination?

Specifically, the replacement of Latin by the vernacular as
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the Manguage of culture™; the substitution of a national point of view
for a continental; the ascent of the middle class as patron and consumer
of the arts; the stress placed on milieu, character, the avowedly
secular in literature represent seminal points of departure which
ultimately explain the imagination at work in Black American and French
Canadian literature, Indeed, the empiricist outlook articulated threugh-
out the seventeenth century and calling, in Descartes, for systematic
doubting, testing and rejecting of pre-conceived notions (innate {deas)
in all fields and particularly with regard to what artistic and cultural
matters should be,in fact, gives us the historical perspective behind
the existence of such literatures, Just as the middle-class novels of
Deloney, Defoe and Richardson convey the effects of a radical shift
whereby the aristocratic ethos could not survive in a society where the
bourgeoisie held the powers-to-be in economics, it would seem that the
outlook articulated in the "young"iteratures of Quebec and Black
Amorica comes as a& culmination of the secularization process, If
"milieu,”" "character,""plot" are enlisted for the creation of an
emergent moral value congruent with & new ethos --and the genre of the
novel, as Tan Watt points out, is thereby created in the eighteenth
century-- it seems that the twentieth~century phenomenon of ethnicity
may inject in the novel a set of attributes as significant for the
urderstarding of a cultural phenomenon as the features of Deloney's,
Defoe's and Richardson's novels.

Since the "novel" (as distinguished from Northrop Frye's three
other forms of fictiont Romance, Confession and Satire) is the creation

of a total economic, philosophic, politic and religious overhaul,
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molding as well as translating the values of the middle class, two chief
characteristics stand out: the "modernity" and the "openness" of the
genre, The publicness of the novel's forum militates, I believe, as an
essential angle of vision from which to approach the literatures of
Quebec and Black America: as cultural barometers., In the analysis
that ensues, I am less interested in a Ludpckian-Jamesian “eraft of
fiction," in Boothyan "rhetoric™ and other formalisms --although, as I
hope to make clear, any criticism of fiction must benefit from the
work of these theorists-- than in the kind of answerableness the genre
holds to the society in which it is rooted, or the outlook that
genetically produced it, The approach at work, then, owes much to
Lucien Goldmann, Georg Lukﬁcs, Jean-Paul Sartre, Erich Auerbach, in
addition to the invaluable Ian Watt,

To be sure, other genres will be discussed, such as poetry,
drama, essay; references will be made to trends and movements,
inasmuch as they are all necessary for the understanding of the "“world"
portrayed in the novel, And what is this "world"? It is, it can be
said, the product of a second genesis: that of the nineteenth century
belief in national characteristics, when not the beneficiary of
Enlightenment theories of progress, Thus it is no coincidence if the
literatures of Quebec and Black America are born in the period when,
historically, colonies make way for nations, the pan-European dream is
shattered by the rise of nationality which culminates, a century later,
in the celebration of ethnicity which, for the most part, is the "world"
of the novels we are to analyze, Thus we have the Rousseau-like figure
of Caliban, born in insularity, in exile, away from a tradition-bound

concept of "culture” and "models,”
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Critically, one should not expect the kind of analysis long
extant in some circles: the sources and influences "received”™ by the
non-metropolitan writer, However true it is that such and such Black
American or French Canadian writer read and seemed to have been
influenced by such and such European writer, my purpose is to ignore
this kind of knowledge, Rather, because the world of Maria Chapde-
laine, say, or that of Bigger Thomas is specific, and self-sufficient
for dramatization and evaluation, I aim, first, to identify and
describe this world as closely as possible; thus I think it is
imperative to discuss each literature separately, in its organic
progression, before attempting any comparison. Second, the conclusions
reached state what empirically must have been evident all along: the
echoing and parallelism of the two literatures, At this stage, the
comparative method at work becomes manifests from the initial premise
of an European "organic whole," we come to a resolution with another
organic whole which is that of "post-European” literature within
which Black American and French Canadian literature's rapport is
explained,

Richard Wright's concluding insight-- :  "The Negro, like
everybody else in America, came originally from a simple, organic
way of 1ife, such as I saw in French Québec.”g-- may well motivate the
discussion trat followss since it tries to answer what Wright did
nots What is the relationship between the Black American arnd the

French Canadian imagination?
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Introduction

Western literature in the twentieth century has witnessed the
growth and fruition of a soclo-cultural phenomenon that arose with the
Renaissance and was stressed in the age of Romanticism, The breakdown of
a common religious belief and an outlook said to be God's design,
traditionally articulated in a universal language (Latin), Ian Watt tells
us,l brought forth philosophical concerns about Nature and man, and the
emergence of fiction rooted in close analytical descriptions of milieu and
character and preoccupied with the significance of societal, bourgeois
values, This preoccupation with man's immediate environment and his role
in it, augmented by the taste for folklore, local color, the cult of the
self, undoubtedly finalized, in the nineteenth century, the severance of
what once was, according to René W’ellek,2 the unity of European culture,

The rise, then, of self-conscious bourgeois literature, and the
continuation of its radical secular stance with national literature, lead,
it would seem, directly to the increasing affirmation, in the twentieth
century, of sc-called "minor" literatures, Indeed, one cannot but notice
the assertion, since the last World Whr,3 of the culture of regional
characteristics, ethnic interests, or that of newly-independent nations,
What is the critical student of literature to do when faced with a body
of literature coming from Africa, the Caribbean, French Canada and Black
America? 1Is he to stress the filiation of such writers as Achebe, Ngugi,
Oyono, Hamidou Kane, Aquin, Roy, Wright and Himes with French or English/
American literature? The point jg that if these writers express them-
selves either in French or in English they should be critically analyred

in the tradition of the given language and that of the "mother™ literature,



(This, of course, opens up the whole question of "what makes the nation-
ality of literature?™ Political statehood? Language? Geographical empla-
cement? As fine a literary mind as René Wellek had to confess that,
theoretically, this is a moot point.)u Or should not the critic take it
as self-evident that Prospero’s gift is acknowledged in the very fact of
the use of language? Rather than belabor a tired argument, the critic

should perhaps lend an ear to the specificities articulated by the African,

Antillean, Black American or French Canadian writer. To do so is to acknow=-
ledge Caliban's own experience of the world,

It will be remembered that in Shakespeare's play, The Tempest,
there is an altercation between Prospero, the Duke of Milan, and Caliban,
the "savage and deformed slave” whom the Duke has reduced to servitude,
The gist of it is Prospero’s anger at Caliban’s persistence in foul-mouth.
edness and ingratitude, considering the civilized virtues --of which the
power of language is uppermost=- bestowed upon him., Caliban replies with
accusations of usurpation, false representation and trickery in Prospero's
take-over of an island rightfully belonging to him and his mother. To
cap things off, he adds that the use he has for Prospero's prized gift,
language, is to curse him botterl5

A number of critics, oblivious apparently to the brevity of this
scene in the structure of the play ~-and equally indifferent to the fact
that even Shakespearian scholars have a difficult time fathoming the
significance of this bewildering Masque~comedy in relation with the
"periods” of the Bard's evolution-- have seized upon its rich symbolical
texture and seen in this confrontation an almost step-by-step summary of

modern colonialism, The French scholar, O, Mannoni, in Psychologie de la

Colonisation, the Barbadian novelist, George Lamming, in The Pleasures




of Exile, and the German Africanist, Janheinz Jahn, in Neo-African
Literature, have all seen in this altercation a parable for our times,
While the Martiniquean poet, Aimé Césaire, has gone even further in his
Une Temp8te: re-ordering Shakespeare's play in the polarization of the
Fanonian "wretched of the earth,"

Mannoni's interpretation, in seeming to corndone the colonial6
policies of Europe, has earned him the full wrath of Frantz Fanon,
George Lamming®’s,articulated in cultural elitist terms, seems too open=-
ended to Jahn.7 Jahn's, for that matter, is perhaps a speculative and
systematized attempt to suit his thesis of a 'Weist" unifying, culturally,
peoples of African extraction, irrespective of geographical location and
historical conditionings.8 Nevertheless, Jahn comes closest to respecting
Shakespeare®'s meaning; in that sense am I indebted to his insights for
the point of departure of this dissertation.

Shakespeare's The Tempest is, then, a Masque, an art form
strongly dependent on symbolism. It presents figures that are suggestive,
evocative and allusive; and it often relies on mythopoeic references for
full effect. I think that if we accept this to be true, and recognize with
Browning9 that the power of the symbolism carried by Prospero and Caliban
overcomes by far the meager externslized relationship between the two, its
slight surface importance in the context of the spectacle,lo we may
explore the meaning of each figure and, while respecting the essential
half-tones, come out with applications appropriate for a present cultural
dilemma,

Prospero, as the name itself implies, is the sophisticated product

of an urban, metropolitan, culture, A man of the Renaissance, of the

"revival of learning,” his culture or outlook is derived from his reading



of the best that has been thought and expressed. (Indeed we learn it is
because he chose to spend his time "bettering his mind" through constant
reading, rather than tend to the administrative affairs of his dukedom,
that his more pragmatic brother succeeded in driving him from Milan, into
exilo.)11 Caliban, on the other hand, is the mysterious, almost preter-
natural, figure at ease with a non-verbal sensory world of feelings and
moods. His only meaning, before he meets Prospero, is to be part of
Nature’s continuum, fo feel rather than think, to dream rather than talk,
to be sensual rather than rational, He is a definite figure of darkness
to Prospero's lightness ("A devil, a born devil,,,, this ihing of darkness
eees Whose mother was a witch,,.." says Prospero).12 Both figures are
antithetic and prototypical for Shakespeare's dramatization of illusion
and reality, the known and the unknown, the conscious and the unconscious;
a theme, as is well known, that recurs in his early and late comedies and
obsesses many of his tragic heroes. Significantly, there are echoes of
King Lear, Macbeth, Hamlet, not to mention all the Benedicks and Malvolios
of the comedies, when Prospero reflects:

We are such stuff

As dreams are made on, and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep.
Indeed, seen in reference with the Bard's vision, the Prospero-Caliban
antithesis is, ultimately, the division each individual carries within
himself. So that Prospero's contrapuntal benignity vis-%-vis Caliban
(who tried to have him killed) at the end of the play implies Prospero's
recognition that the “poisonous slave," son of the devil and of a witch,
is really the dark side of his self denied so long as he was & metropolitan
man, but which he has come to accept during his sojourn in insular darkness,

through the practice of witcheraft, Thus the prayer uttered in the Epilogue

is that of a repentant Christian man fully aware of the views of the



society he is about to re-enter on the subject of the black arts (Prospero
knows very well that Caliban's mother, Sycorax, was deported to the island
because she dealt in mngic)slh

esomy ending is despair,

Unless I be relieved by prayer,

Which pierces so, that it assaults

Mercy itself, and frees all faults,

As you from crimes would perdon'd be,

Let your indulgence set me free,

In the structure of the play, though, Prosperu’s experiences in regions
of the unknown have furnished him with the necessary means to regain Milan,
He has gone through an education.

But, initially, in the first Aét, which is the crucial point for
our discussion, Prospero is an 1ll-educated man., When we first meet him,
stranded on an island, faced with creatures of the mysterious, Prospero
must shed light or else he is 111 at ease., This need for light explains
his lack of scruples in his dealings with Ariel, and his self-righteous-
ness regarding Caliban.16 Any means seemgto be appropriate for Prospero,
g0 long as it is to restore the kind of milieu or outlook he is used to.
The key to this restoration is language, books., Yet, Caliban, for all
his alleged stupidity, sees through Prospero's shallowness. When he
counsels Stephano and Trinculo to make sure before assaulting him "to
possess his bookss for without them/ He's but a sot,"l7 we have the
implied motive behind his surliness and abusiveness toward Prospero. He
is revolting against the sham, the pretenses, of the metropolitan man's
alleged superior brand of experience, and sees mainly deceit (..., I am
subject to a tyrant; a sorcerer, that by his cunning hath cheated me of
the 1sland.").18 There is an added poignancy to this revolt since

Caliban knows he did not need Prospero's help to feel and to dream, to



have a humane sensitive rapport with his milieu and to build images as
reflectors of these feelings. This is made evident in Act IIT when, in
order to reassure Stephano in the dark, he says:

Be not afeard; the isle is full of nolses,

Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight, and
hurt not.

Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments

W11l hum about mine ears; and sometimegvoices,

That, 1f T then had waked after long sleep,

Will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming,

The clouts, methousht, would open, and show
riches

Ready to drop upon me, %hat, when T waked,

I cried to dream again. 9

It can be argued, however, that this passage only proves Caliban's

indebtedness to Prospero, for it is through Prospero's gift of language
Caliban is able to articulate what was before non-verbal., Notwithstanding
the fact that Caliban may very well have had a language of his own in the
first place, incomprehensible to Prospero, it can conversely be argued that,
in his choice of images and sounds, Caliban has subverted the metropolitan
man's language, subordinating it as a medium for the end expression of his
sensitivity. Caliban is thus bilingual, he partakes of two cultures; but
they are integrated into his view of the world:

So he captures, in his own and Prospero's language a culture
Prospero did not oreate and cannot control, which he, Caliban, has
recognized as his own., But in the process the language is transformed,

acquiring different goanings which Prospero never expected. @aliban
becomes "bilingual."<"?

Now, one does not have to go beyond Shakespearian meaning to find
in the Prospero-Caliban set of symbols an appropriate metaphorical
application for the dilemma brought about by the sprouting of a number of
minor, rezional, national or ethnic literatures. African, Antillean,
French Canadian and Black American writers need not hurl abuse at their

French or English/American Prosperos, but they do claim a metaphorical or



actual land of their own, and an experience of the world differentiating
them from linguistic or geographical congeners, As such, they adopt Cali-
ban's stance and their novels offer the singular view of a world Prospero
419 not make.

What are, consequently, the specificities of Calibanic literature?

I should like to focus on the novels of Black America and French Canada
and discuss the themes ordering them, While respecting each culture's
organic progression, T hope to demonstrate that the stages reflected in
the "open" form of the novel, in fact, lead to a possible descriptive
theory embracing a host of literatures which evolved out of a common
"post-European™ genesis. I aim to show, in conclusion, how emerging in
the nineteenth century, in the historical context of Europe's dream of
aggrandizement, post-European literature comes, critically, as a logical
continuation in-a process of miniaturization of the concept of culture
that started with the late Renaissance in Europe.

One suspscts that, more often than not, the discussion will have
to do with uneasiness, discontent, Yet all this should be interpreted as
a logical unravel ing. For, given the fact that one is indebted to an
Other's language which, at least to a certain degree, implies a certain
outlook, view of the world and of self,21 the post-European writer's
dominant temper reflects the archetypal Shakespearian predicament., If
Prospero is as much a part of Caliban as Caliban is of Prospero--and
Prospero, at least,does not realize this until he has battled with Caliban--
the same is true of the post-European writer vis-3-vis the European icon,
But he has to shatter it first in coming to terms with his dilemma,

To be sure, the specificities which preoccupy the Black American

and the French Canadian writer stem neither from a common political fate



nor from a common racial or ethnic background, Perhaps one could not
find a better point of departure, than these immediate polarities, for an
analysis that aims through diachronic argumentation to show how the Black

American and the French Canadian writersnonetheless share a common

aesthetic program,
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10

l. DBlack Culture and the Novel

Black culture in the United States stems from the same grounds
as that of any group. The product of a communal experience achieved
through an homogeneous historical tradition upon a distinct geographical
milieu, it is a culture indigenously elaborated and articulated upon
American ground. The removal from Africa having apparently annihilated
all links with that continent, and obliterated whatever historical tribal
heritage the Blacks had, Black American culture, justlik%Mro-American,
is "new,"

Throughout the course of the slavery period, from the seven-
teenth to the nineteenth century, the uprooted Blacks slowly constructed
their new culture. As is common with all incipient, emergent nation-
alities, when a diversity of peoples or tribes grasp the extent of their
collective identity, the new culture is an oral one rooted in folklore.
Enslaved on the plantations, the Blacks elaborated a music, a rhythm
expressed in their dances, an oral literature indicative of their plight.
There is the sense of sadness and resiliency conveyed in the Blues, yet
there is a kind of gaiety in &he dances and in the tales, for, through
despair, is obtained the fortitude and strength twentieth~century Existen-
tialists believe to have discovered.

Until the Negro Renaissance in the 1920s, in fact, the group exper-
jence produces an essentially non-literary folk art. Literarily, of
course, there are the "Slave narratives,” stories of escape from servitude
by Blacks which feed the Abolitionist movement., Within the ranks of
that movement we find, in the years preceding and following the Civil War,

writers depictineg the Black condition. These writers were for the main part
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Larriet
White, Thus the didactic fiction they produced is epitomized iq‘Beecher

Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin. Unsurprisingly, the first known "novel® by a

Black author, William Wells Brown's Clotel (1853), is a mixture of slave
narrative and Abolitionist faith,

Evolving out of the North, the Abolitionist school of writing
gave impetus to a Southern reaction during the Reconstruction period,

writers '

The Plantation writings of such as Joel Chandler Harris, Thomas Nelson
Page, Thomas Dixon, antithetically celebrate the glory of the %“good old
days"™ of the slavery period when the Whites and the Blacks allegedly
lived in harmony, since, as master and slave, each knew his "place,"
To prove their point, these writers oppose to Uncle Tom the likes of Brer
Rabbit and Uncle Remus, types closer to what these Southerners believe to
be the truth about the Blacks, It is within the framework of a Romantic
jdealization of the South's way of living that the second generation of
Black writers appears, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Charles Waddell Chesnutt,
to name the most important, do not indulge in outright racial expost-
ulations, glorifying one so-called Master race, But in one's predilection
for dialect and a particular form of folk humor (Dunbar), and the other's
fascination with the courtly manners of the genteel South (Chesnutt),
they share the Harris-Page=Dixon outlook,

Thus literature about, and not so much of and by, Black people was
born, It is no coincidence, then, if upon figures such as Uncle Tom,
Brer Rabbit, Uncle Remus, various stereotypes will rest, How could it be
otherwise? Since whether we are dealing with Wells Brown or Beecher Stowe,
Joel Chandler Harris or Charles Waddell Chesnutt, we are really faced with
a moral dilemma, the confrontation of a Northern and a Southern American

ethos, within which the Black condition is but a footnote, Hence, even
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with the addition of Mark Twain's Jim, the image of the Black male is that
of a patient, good-humored, common-sensical, obedient, inoffensive,
shuffling and head-scratching subordinnte.l One is undoubtedly led to the
conclusion that this recurrent and repetitive pattern of servitude makes
of the Afro-American a castrated man. How the conscious and deliberate
correction of this image will take place, starting with Jean Toomer, will
be discussed later, I should like now to take an overview of standard
critical approaches to Black literature, the Black novel and its major
critic, Professor Robert Bone, in particular, in order to indicate their
1imits,

In the face of his traditional typecast, Bone points out that
the Black man, in 1life and in literature [emphasis miné], is alternately
attracted by the two polar opposites of Assimilationism and Nationalism,
One the one hand, he is tempted io accept wholeheartedly his stereotype
and wants to conform to the image the White man has of him; indeed he
models himself on White standards, and becomes "White™ if the color of
his skin is light enough (hence the phenomenon of "pessing), and if it
is not he exhibits the presumed Caucasian contempt for his race, On
the other hand, he rebels against his "image," knowing it is not of his
own articulation, As the Black man denies his stereotype, his reliance
on self and collective identity is, according to Bone, nothing but
"defensive in character,” and constitutes an essentially reverse form of
racism.2 Bone feels that these two concepts are essential for the under-
standing of the Black American's cultural history. So much so that they
furnish him with a pendulum motif for his chronology of the "Negro"
novel up to 1952,

Four periods, then, would characterize the evolution of the
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"Negro™ novel:s

1890-1920, the first period,has the novel describing the war
between Assimilationism and Nationalism, the mulatto middle-class versus
the black "common folks," In addition to Chesnutt and Dunbar, writers
of the period include W,E,B, DuBois, James W, Johnson, and Sutton Griggs,

1920-1930 is characterized by the Negro Renaissance, It is the
era of the "Jazz Age," the "Roaring Twenties," a time when the overall
societyin America and Europe was enthralled by an uninhibited 1ife style
and indulged in wild drinking and dancing, In such a climate of liberated
mores and manners, where the primitivism of African art and the dancing
of Josephine Baker are celebrated, blackness became the symbol of whatever
it was that made the epoch so exciting, The Black man, according to Bone,
accepted this new stereotype and actively cultivated what it implied:
black culture as having something that the White does not have, The
accent, accordingly, fell on celebrating the differences between the
Whites and the Blacks, In literature the two traditional concepts are
again opposed, Nationalism is embodied in the "Harlem School™ grouping
writers such as Langston Hughes, Claude McKry, Countee Cullen, who were
at the forefront, Assimilationism, or opposition to the stressing of
Black culture, is maintained by the "01d Guard,"™ the people, says Bone,
who in the preceding period tried to assimilate, and now feel that in
affirming his "distinctness™ the Black man is setting back the movement
toward integration. DuBois and Brawley felt that "unassimilable elements
in the race should be hidden and not exposed to public view in sordid
novels."3

1930-1940 is the period of social realism in the overall

American literature, Black literature partook of that movement. The
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Great Depression has come and lingers still; the migration from the rural
to the urban envirorment has created an urban proletariat, The novel is
decidedly rooted in the city which, swelling with the ranks of the
discontented, becomes theoente%f turmoils of various kinds, The predo-
minance of Marxism as social doctrine being not the least of these turmoils,
as it is ardently affirmed by intellectuals and artists, The Black man,
of course the hardest hit by the Depression, has more than ever grounds
for protest, During that period Nationalism is ardently exploited,
albeit without the exoticism of the Twenties; Assimilationism is quasi-non-
existent, The radicalism of the day, geayed to social issues, translates
itself in a novel such as Richard Wright's classic Native Son,

1940-1952 Bone sees in two divisions, if not three, First,
there is the "Wright School" of protest which is belatedly carrying on
in the social-realistic vein, and, second, the revolt against it, Against
the 1likes of William Gardner Smith, Chester Himes, Ann Petry (the vanguard
of the "Wright School"™) three kinds of writers are going to rebel: a)
those who write an "escapist™ kind of literature, like Frank Yerby;
b) those who are writing what Bone calls "the assimilationist novel proper,”
which does not deal at all with race material: the likes of Willard Motley,
and the "reformed"” Himes and Petry; c¢) finally those who are dealing with
"Negro" life but who approach "the Negro concretely as a human being,”™ and
do not use him in a "conflicting racial pattern®: the likes of William
Demby and Ralph Ellison., With such systematization, Bone can then oppose
the Nationalist (here the Wright School) and Assimilationist (here Yerby,
Motley) strains he has been pursuing all along., As they dialectically
eliminate each other, there is only one logical conclusion, That is the

kind of novel, Bone says, Ellison writes: the novel of "aesthetic”
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pursuit. A novel, Bone implies, which does not deal with (racial)
conflicts.u

I have dwelled purposely on Bone's approach and treatment in
order to show the limitations of historical and sociological criteria
when applied to literary criticism, Bone's historicism is interesting
and valuable, but only as far as it goes, 1952, But, given the fact
that Bone chose to interweave a distinct, even if mild, sociological
viewpoint in his approach the result is unsatisfactory., Can we really
believe that notions such as Assimilationism and Nationalism, which

Bone himself admits straddle life and literature, have been put to rest

in 1952 with Ellison's Invisible Man? Indeed, in the social arena, the

landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision had not even taken place, let alone
the claims of Black Power, Black studies, Community Control, and what
not, Can we believe, moreover, that what we have since 1952, with the
likes of James Baldwin, lLeRoi Jones, William Melvin Kelley, Paule
Marshall, is the novel of "aesthetic® pursuit? It is patently clear
that the resting of the future course of the Black novel in 1952, on an
author who, however great, has still written only one novel would smack
of pretentiousness when allowance is not made for the vagaries of Ph,D,
writing.

But Bone is but the more obvious example of an uncritically
accepted standard, The belief expressed in terms such as, "As the race
question emerges as the major issue confronting American society there
is occurring a remarkable burst of literary creativity among Negroes"5
or "...the revolution in Negro attitudes which has produced this
liternture,"6 or |

The occasion and the substance of most Negro writing in America
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is stil]l the undeclared race war in which all Americans are, by definition,
involved. This writing often becomes a weapon in the race war, and from
the point of view of white readers, an enemy weapon,

is unfortunately the time=honored tradition (but deadly for Black liter-
ature) that sees an inevitable correlation between art and the nature of
the soclety in which it grows; the more elements there are that are
debatabl: in the nature of such society, the more attention is deflected
toward these 1ssues, With the result that for Black literature this
sociological slanting operates in a "kiss-of-death" pattern, as Ralph
Ellison, for one, acutely felt and resented.8 If anything, I think

the air has been saturated long enough, to such & point that it may be
possible to attempt an analysis of Black culture, as expressed in the
genre of the novel, by taking a deliberately opposite approach, one that
ignores mundane social polarities better to explore the deeper realms of

the American psyche, its myths and symbols,
Relying on the extended metaphor of Caliban and Prospero for a

descriptive analysis of the dominant features of twenty novels published
between 1853 and 1969, what do we find? That the polarization between
Assimilationism and Nationalism, for instance, is but the expression of
the divided Self of the American Black man, the tensions of a hybrid
personality, There is no need for a social explication of this fact when
the Caliban~Prospero symbolism is so appropriate, For what is Caliban if
not Prospero®’s son? True, nowhere in the play does Shakespeare state that
Prospero begot Caliban, The devil did it. Yet if there is this central
meaning that Sycorax®'s dabbling in the black arts made her the bride of
Lucifer (a notion which a tradition going back to the high Middle Ages
would wnrrant),g it follows that Prospero, in becoming the devil's

disciple through his own indulgence in witch-craft, is wedded to Sycorax,
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He is, then, as much as Lucifer, a paternal figure to Caliban, This is
not stretching things too far, considering the hostility existing between
the two when we first meet them, Is it just because of Prospero's
usurpation, or Caliban's foul-mouthedness? If so, how can we explain
this somewhat belated hostility, for Caliban did trust Prospero? One
may reply that this is exactly the point: Caliban, as he himself indicates,
naively confided into Prospero who, consequently, took over the island,
The troubling question remains, though, Prospero did not always view
Caliban as an object of disgust, For why go through the pains of teaching
him language, educate him, in a manner similar to Prospero's attentions
toward his "legitimate™ daughter, Miranda? It is possible to surmise
that some change of attitude, similar to that manifested so explicitly in
the Epilogue, took.place, This change would be in keeping with the
fundaméntal duality, Prospero’s own ambivalence discussed earlier, What
we have in the hostile confrontation, in one of the first scenes of the
play, is Prospero's sensing of himself, of' his sin in Caliban, In the
dark, mysterious figure, the metropolitan man sees the result of his
11legitimate practice in the forbidden arts, Prospero being what he 1is
early in the play, a man infatuated with a partial view of himself, such
an explanation does not seem invalid, Neither is it in the light of his
pure and chaste daughter, Miranda, Is not the thought of possible
compounding of his own sin, now through incest, behind his charge that
Caliban tried to seduce Miranda?

If Prospero is Caliban¥s fﬁther, and Caliban Prospero's son, one
can interpret Shakespeare's meaning in quite a different light, In a deep
sense the playwright is showing the interrelationship between beings,

through his favorite family complex, How, no matter how denied, refused,
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condemned, human kinship is as in a troubled family: fraught with
misunderstanding but ineluctable, Have we been led far afield from the
American scene?

In the Black's uprootment from Africa, the severance of tribal
and family ties, in the operation of slavery where the plantation owner
indulged in a transplanted medievai "droit de seigneur,™ enjoying sexual
dalliances whose existence (and the existence of the off-springs)
he and his society's outlook absolutely denied; in, briefly, the
inereasing divorce between the conscious and the repressed Self we have
underneath the whole American divorce between Black and White a
repetition of the Caliban~-Prospero truth, Even the fantasy-level germane
to Shakespeare's spectacle is appropriate, The misunderstanding between

novelists
the races in America, as pointed out in the writings of such,as Ellison,
Jones and Kelley, as will be seen later, is steeped in a never-never
realm; it is even the result of a will to fantasy because rooted in
denial.

It remains to be seen whether the American Prospero will come
to a point in his experience willing, like his prototype, to accept him-
self fully, His initial reaction, nonetheless, when confronted with
the reflection of himself in the figure of darkness, is one of recoil,
At this juncture appears the first dominant theme in the Black American
novel, From Caliban's viewpoint we are offered the "other" truth of

Prospero's culture, through the Black man's trials with his Self,
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1For the general background of Black American cul ture and

the novel, see Margaret Just Butcher, The Negro in Americgn Cu] ture,
PPe. 132-148; Addison Gayle, Jr, "Cul tural Hegemonys The Southern

White Writer and American Letters," Amistad, 1-24; Robert A. Bone,
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81 an referring, of course, to Ellison's debate with Irving
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in his collection .of essays, A World More Atirgctives; and "The World
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2., Quebec Culture and the Novel

In 1959 Maurice LeNoblet Duplessis died, The death of this
politician who had dominated Quebec's political 1life for three decades
-=close to twenty of which as Prime Minister-- signaled the end of an
era, For Duplessis was the sour incarnation of a long-standing
tradition: the alliance between the Church and the State, wherefrom
Duplessis could brac of having bishops eatine in his hands, He was a
bachelor who shunned the claims of the flesh, Molded by his rural
origins, he held intellectuals, artists and plain educated people in
utter contempt as he clung to quasi-mystical beliefs in the virtues of
the vast while he conceded the vresent of industrialization and techno-
logy to the American trusts and corporations which owned the economy
of his province. So that when Duplessis died in Quebec's northern wild-
erness, while visiting the installations of the Iron Ore Co, (one of
those combines whose rights for exploitation were obtained for a
pittance), his was the ironical death of a King, a "Roi Négre."l

Knowing his record, intellectuals and artists who had formulated
their dissent throusghout Duplessis' rule in the pages of Le Devoir and
Cité Libre 413 not cry "Vive le Roi" but thought joyfully nonetheless
that their ficht against obscurantism had been rewarded.2 Now, it was
felt, Quebec would open its windows to the world, But this latter task
would befall a new generation and their vision would not be quite the
same as their liberal elders', Radical it was,

The new generation grouped around such little magazines as

3

Liberté, Parti Pris and the publishing cooperative Hexagone, ' informed

by the revised Marxism of the Third World decolonization movement and
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its literature of revolt, explained the Duplessis phenomenon not as a
cause but as an effect of a larger cnet what was identified as the
historical French Canadian state of Adispossession and alienation,
Inspired by the coming-to-independence of former colonies (17 African
countries in the span of one year t196Q], as one writer exclaims in
wonder),u the painful consciousness of a sorry state gives birth to
the separatist movement, Telescoved into the extreme violence of the
FLQ terrorists, the post-Duplessis social and intellectual effervescence
culminates in the Fall 1970 murder of a Quebec Minister, Plerre Laporte
(a man yet who in the Fifties stood as a symbol of rebellion against
Duplessis!),

Within such a turbulent context contemporary French Canadian

literature arises, The radical social crities of Parti Pris, Liberté

and Hexacone are also the creative writers who self-consciously prorlaim
the theme of "le pays" through the imperative of "la parole" of the
committed ("encagd™) artist, By "le pays™ is meant the actual land to
be observed, investicated, lucidly (and not mythicized religiously as

of yore) in order to be celebrated and embraced because in its aljenation
and tradition, pitifulness and warmth, it is Quebec, the artist and the
people, "la parole" is the power of the writer's (more often than not
the poet's) anprv, vrophetic and lyrical word whose vitality is to
symbolically liberate the land, This program entails a capital attitude
on the part of the writer who must not create out of individual
preoccupations or consciousness but for others, the people, since it is
believed no preoccupation or problem can be 1limited to the individual,
Rather, because of the historical perspective at work (Marxist to be

sure), it is believed the collective experience of the French Canadian
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explains away the malaise and psychological unrest that have historically
plarued the writer, Therefore by openine himself to "le pays," by
committine himself to the investiration and celebration of the land, the
artist creates an art that is aesthetically and socially redeemine,

This three-point program seems to echo another one, Césaire's

Cahier d71~ Hetour au Pays Natal effectively articulates the same three

points, The "pays" for Césaire is alienated and dispossessed, that
which the primary act of consciousness presents: " ,.. les Antilles qui
ont faim, les Antilles pgrélées de petite vérole, les Antilles dynamitées
d'alcool, échoudes dans la boue de cette baie, dans la poussidre de cette
ville sinistrement échouées."5 Because this ambient dispossession is
the poet's (symbolized namely in the nowerful Parisian subway scene:
"Un ndgre comique et laid et des femmes derridre moi ricanaient en le
regardant, ,., J'arborai un grand sourire complice... Ma 1dcheté
retrouvée," £ the secondary act of consciousness requires him to embrace
and recognize ("assumer") it if he is to find meaning, Hence, "Je
réclame pour ma face la louange éclatante du crachat."7

As an existential repossession of self takes place through the
recognition of one's actual situation the poet is now able to use "la
parole," the 1liverating power of the word, the paradiem of "le pays."
We come tc the third dialectical stage of assertion, self-articulation,
lyrical expression of the new=-found individual and collective self,
Says Césaire:

que je m'exige bécheur de cette unique race

que ce que je veux

c'est pour

1a so. -or 1ibre enfin

de produilre de son intimgté close
14 succulence des fruits
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But the poet in order to reach this third stage had of necessity
to be committed in his task, to recognize himself through others; for
without this enpagement the artist is stifled much as the total inertia
of land, town, people represented in the first part of le Cahier, The
imperative of commitment occurs in the secondary act of consciousness
in Césaire's Cuhier, as the poet nffectively resolves to return home:

"Ma bouche sera la bouche des malheurs qui n'ont point de
bouche, ma voix, la liberté de celles qui s'affaissent au cachot du
désespoir,”

Et venant je me dirais 3 moi-méme:

"Et surtout mon corps aussi bien que mon &me, gardez-vous de
vous croiser les bras en 1'attitude stérile du spectateur, car la vie
n'est pas un spectacle, car une mer e douleurs n'est pas un proscenium,
car un homme qui crie n'est pas un ours ‘jui danse,”

To be sure, other poets irn the Négritude movement, Jacques
Roumain, David Diop, René Dépestre (not Senghor, quite understandably,
since his is a deeply religious poetry of reconciliation and harmony
with the dead and the ancestors) echo in the strident note of revolt
one finds in the poetry of Gaston Miron, Paul Chamberland and Jacaues
Brault,® But the programmatic task artfully delineated by Césaire
first in 1939 (and revised for the final 1956 version, probably the
~ one read by the Quebec poets) is the ssminal influence at work in the
literature of the Sixties in Quebec, No*withstanding the internal
ovidence in his work, we have the factual one of Chamberland®'s homage:
. J'accomplis ce que Césaire appelle un "retour au pays natal",

C'est alors que s'inaugure une étrange mais vitale conjugaison: celle
qui enferme le je et le nous en un seul mouvement, Le retour au pays
natal, & 1'homme réel, au pays réel, impose deux attitudes rigoureuse-
ment liées: 1- je me reconnais tel que je suis, tel que la situation
m'a fait, ... . 2- je nous reconnais tels que nous sommes1 Jje prends
acte de notre vie, de notre misdre, de notre malheur ... . 1

Moreover, muchi?keNégritude, the literature of Quebec is one

12
of "exile," Before the Sixties' claim to "le pays," a number of

literary and cultural movements had tried to come to grips with this
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consciousness of exile, The ambiguities, paradoxes and ironies that
emercad as a result are worth surveyine,

In the 1860, the "Mouvement Littéraire de Québec’s" foremost
poet, Octave Crémazie, had bemoaned the plight of writers having to
1live in a society of grocers ("épiciers") and consequently took his
leave for France where he died,l3 But the movement's stalwart, 1'Abbé
Casgrain, prevailed in assigning to religion and a mystical concept of
the land, language and family (all of which will be later called the
"Mgssianic"™ mystique) the mode for survival the French Canadian writer
had to celebrate, "L'Ecole du Terroir" is thus given birth and
dominates the literary output up to the second World War, In the 1900s
is founded a counterpart to the Quebec city movement, "L'Ecole Littéraire
de Montréal," an outgrowth of the early nineteenth century Institut
Canadien, a free-thinking anti-clerical group attuned to the heritage of
the French Encyclopédistes (and from whose ranks emerge the leaders of
the il1l-fated 1837 Patriots! rebellion).lu Inasmuch as the Institut
was composed of an élite, with no real ties with the reonle, and certainly
fought by the dominant clergy, its influence was not deeply felt, The
"Ecole Littéraire de Montréal® knows a similar fate, One great poet
emerges from its fold of "beaux parleurs,” Emile Nelligan who writing
out of a tortured romantic vision succumbs at the age of 2N to the
dangers of insanity contained in the imagery and symbolism of his most
famous poem, "Le Vaisseau d'0Or," From Nelligan on to St-Denys Garneau,
Paul Morin, René Chopin, Alain Grandbois and Anne Hébert there are
basically two poles in French Canadian poetry: dark solitary ruminations
and escape from the 1and.15 Garneau and Hébert, first cousins, and

descendants of colonial "seigneurs,” extend Nelligan's painful vision
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and retreat in a closed private world where the joys and innocence of
lost childhood are contrasted with an angulshine present, Garneau ends
up in more or less killing himself; Hébert seems to have resolved her
anxieties by claiming the "pays" and "la parole" (one of the first
Quebec poets to do so) but like Grandbois, Morin, Chopin and other
poets the re#l solution for her lies in devarting from the land of
exile and returning to France,

From the late Thirties to the early Fifties a movement grouping
for the first time novelists and essayists is organizad: La Reldve

named after a review and its successor, La Nouvelle Reldve, both put

out by Roger Charbonneau, Jean Le Moyne, Robert Elie., Whatever were
the preoccupations of that sroup (with which St-Denys Garneau
collaborated and from whose ranks are to be found his most ardent
admirers, e,7, Jean le Moyne), they really had nothine to do with
Quebec, Theirs were attuned to the Christian philosorhy of Emmanuel
Mounier (whose review Esprit was the bible to the eroup), Jacques
Maritain, which emphasized the supremacy of individual ethic and the
cult of the person, oblivious of course to the larger issues of the
tribe, Unsurpvrisinegly, this movement's influence will only extend to
its 1limited group of members, Living at a time when the la2a?d was
bankrupted by the likes of Duplessis and an omnipotent Jansenistiec
clerey (In 1954 the movie Luther was banned from showiro in Montreal;
in 1959 an interview with Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir was
not shown on the state television network, Radio-Canada, because of
Cardinal Léger's disapproval, etc), these intellectuals were meditating
about the spiritual wealth of the individual soul,

Yot at least one known significant pre-1960 artistic movement
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tried to confront the actual cultural situation of Quebec society: the
"Mouvement Ades Automatistes" comprised mainlvy of painters and sculvtors
such as J,P, Rionelle, J.P. Mousseau, M, Ferron led by Paul-Emile BorAuas,
This movement is famous for its 194R Manifesto, "Refus Global"; a piece
of writing which at the time amounted to the principal sionatories'
Aismissal from their positions at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Montreal,
and 1ittle else, But, in retrospect, the Refus seems to foreshadow

at times contemporary radicalism, Attackine the traditional shibboleths
of fear of the Enelish-speakine world, of modern technolory, avant-
rgardism whether in the arts or in ideologies, what were felt to be a
recressive view of man and society due to extreme clericalization

("Petit peuple serré de nrds aux soutanes restées les seules dépositaires
de la foi, Au savoir, de 1a vérité et de la richesse nationale, Tenu 3
1'écart de 1'évolution universelle de 1la pensée..."),16 the manifesto
went on to call for:

Rompre définitivement avec toutes les habitudes de la sociéts,
se Aésolidariser de son esprit utilitaire, Refus d'étre sciemment au-
Aessus de nos possibilités psvchiques et physiques, Refus de fermer les
veux sur les vices, les duperies perpétrées sous le couvert du savoir,
du service rendu, de la reconnaissance due. ... Refus de se taire ...
vee Refus de torte INTENTION, arme néfaste de la RAISON, ...

PLACE A LA MAGIE! PLACE AUX MYSTERES OBJECTIFS!17
And it is at this level of affirmation, particularly the last sentence,
that the Automatistes show their true colors, or their limitations,
After a couraseous denunciation of their society's ills, the only
alternative vroposed is that of Surrealism, (Indeed "Automatisme" for
the one poet of the group, C/audc Gauvreau, means literally the
exverience in poetic form and unmediated svontaneous verbalization led

by Nesnos, Breton and others in the Twenties and Thirties in France,)

Further, there is a contempt for Reason, and one suspects the material
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order which is not that far from the one historically borne by the Church,
Magie whether it is the Roman Church's or Breton's, specifically with
respect to French Canadian society, 1S still an opiate, So, then, the

one pre-196N literary and artistic movement that correctly diagnosed

the problems of French Canadian society petered out on the altar of another
form of cultism instead of articulatine an aesthetic relevant to the
society, Borduas died in Paris in 1960, a heart-broken man in exile,

The most renowned of the oricinal signatories, Jean-Paul Riopelle, has
been living in France for a number of decades and rarely comes bark

to his native land,

If this introductory overview serves a purpose, it is to point
out how indeed the fact of exile --as a pervasive sense of spiritual
malaise-= is a dominant experience against which French Canadian
culture and literature have to be tested., Hence the necessity to start
with the historical cause of this sitvation; second, to analyze the
consequent cultural conditionine; before, third, observing its reflection
in the novel; and, lastly, resuming the general theoretical discussion
recarding the significance of Calibanic culture,

The basic historical traumatism in the French Canadian's expe-
rience in North America is that of the termination, in 1760, of French
rule in a country that had been named "New France.,” Two resultant
attitudes are usually assiened to this termination: one is that the
French Canadian feels he was defeated, and that he is part of a "conquered
people”; and the second is that French Canada was abandoned by its mother=-
country, France, As Mason Wade, the foremost American authority on Quebec
history, says:

An important part of the French Canadian's special outlook arises
from his consciousness of belonging to a conquered, or at least a
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minority veople, He may deny this, an? is sure to protest that his
ancestors were abhandoned by the French rather than conquered by the English,
whenever some arrogant "Anglo-Saxon" prefaces a denial of French-Canadian
claims with:"After all, we conquered you.," But the state of mind,
consclous or unconscious, is still there, for the French Canadian is
encircled by an English-speaking world which clashes with his own in
many respects, and he is constantly reminded that it was not ever thus,18

Althourh Edmund Wilson emphasizes the first of the two: "French
Canada has never zot over the battle of the Plains of Abraham -««in which,

1

one French Canadian said to me, "we are told that we were defeated"-g
at anvy rate these two attitudes are ingrained in the French Canadian
character and motivate the subsequent Messianic ethos the French
Canadian felt he had to proclaim in order to survive on a continent where
he was now left to himself, From 1760 until well into the twentieth
century, the French Canadians turn upon themselves and live an enclosed
and sheltered kind of 1ife, necessitated by the feeling that the over-
all environment outside of Quebec is hostile, The land, the family,
relicion, lanzuage, all "traditional values" left by the Ancien
Régime experience are clung to as defenses, They become so entrenched
as to constitute a particular ethos whereby the defensiveaxtltude
the post-conquest culture is proclaimed as the necessary asceticism for
these the "chosen veople” who were by dint of the example of their
spiritual superiority to serve as a beacon in the Anglo-Saxon materialist
wilderness of North America. L'Abbé Casgrain, one of the first clerical
celebrants of the Messianic mystique, writes:

Quelle action la Providence nous réserve-t-elle en Amérique?
Quel r8le nous appelle-t-elle 3 y exercer? Représentants de la race
latine en face de 1'élément anglo-saxon, dont 1'expansion excessive,
1*'influence anormales doivent étre balancéees, de méme qu'en Europe,
pour le progrds de la civilisation, notre mission et celle des sociétés
de méme origine que nous, éparses sur ce continent, est d'y mettre un

contrepoids en réunissant nos forces, d'opposer au positivisme anglo.
américain, & ses instincts matérialistes, & son égo¥sme grossier, les
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tendances les plus élevées, qui sont 1l'apanage des races latines, une
supérioritéd incontestée dans 1'ordre moral et dans le domaine de la
pensée.,

To 1'abbé Groulx, a student of Gobineau, Le Bon, and other racialist
thinkers of the late nineteenth century and, perhaps, the most influential
historioeravher of French Canada until his death in 1948, this mystique

is "a race.”21

Skevtics who had benefited otherwise from their studies abroad
took a Aifferent view of this life~style, particularly since, as early
as World-War T, heresy was on the rise in the face of the mgproiuctivity
of farm life and the urban call of new values, Michel RBrunet, the
historian, sees "le messianisme" as: "Un faux spiritualisme,,. Cn
~onfondit nauvretd et esvrit de pauvreté, renoncement volontaire et
privations imposées par les circonstances, Au lieu d'apprendre a
Aominer les biens matériels afin de les mettre au service d'un idéal,
la jeunesse regut 1'ordre de mépriser la richesse,"?? More denun-
ciatory, Pierre Elliott Trudeau considers that ethos to be a misan-
throoic "system of defense" built as a result of fear to protect and
comfort a peovle, who, after 1760, could not or would not face up to
the secular order now identified with foreieners of a different
language and relicion:

Pour un peuple vaincu, occupé, décapité, évincé du domaine
commercial, refoulé hors des villes, réduit pen & peu en minorité, et
diminué en influence dans un pays qu'il avait pourtant découvert,
exploré et colonisé, il n'existait pas plusieurs attitudes d'esprit qui
pussent lui permettre de préserver ce par quoi il était lui-méme, Ce
peuple se créa un systdme de sécurité, mais qui en s'hypertrophiant
1ui fit attacher un prix parfols démesuré 3 tout ce qui le distinguait
dtautrui, et considérer avec hostilité tout chansement (fit-ce un
progrds) qui lui était proposé de 1'extérieur.23

How, then, has such a trauma affected literature, particularly

the genre of the novel? Mr, Jean=Charles Falardeau, a sociological



30

critic, considers that French Canadian novelists: "Consciemment ou in-
consciemment ,.,., sont des redresseurs de torts, Solt qu'ils acceptent
ou qu'ils rejettent leur société, soit qu'ils la condamnent ou qu*ils
ambitionnent de la transformer, ils expriment 2 son sujet un voeu
global.“zu This redress of wrongs takes place in three stages, The
first,and most inconsequential, would go from 1860 to 1900, the period
of "the historical novel," which follows in the wake of the impetus
given to the budding French Canadian literature by the publication

of Frangois-Xavier Garneau's Histoire du Canada, The disciples of

Garneau, grouped around the poet Octave Crémazie and 1'abbé Casgrain
in the "Mouvement Littéraire de Québec," saw in that Histoire a
reservoir for vprotest (the Histoire itself was initially conceived
as a protest against Lord Durham's assertion in his famous Report that
the French Canadians had no history) from which they would draw themes
and attitudes essential to the indigenous literature, Thereafter the
1ikes of Joseph Marmette, Philippe Aubert de Gaspé, even Robert de
Roquebrune (who chronologically is not of that period but writes in
that genre in the 1920s) wrote historical novels, where in fact they
re-wrote history, emphasizing and aggrandizing noble exploits of the
colonial period while generally omitting the unhappy events leading to
the Conquest,

Gilles Marcotte has pointed out the typical ploy of the genre,

In de Boucherville's Une de perdue, deux de trouvéees (1864) and Aubert

de Gaspé's Les Anciens Canadiens (1864), the indignities of the Conquest

are melodramatically avenged by a French Canadian girl who refuses to
marry an "Anglo-Saxon" on the grounds, as Gaspé's heroine points out,

that the blood which was shed fighting the man's compatriots cannot be
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violated by contracting marriage with the "oppressor," lest everything
be in Vainlzs

The second stage goes from 1900 to 1940 and may be entitled
"the Rise and Fall of the Messianic Mystique," Tt is that of the
affirmation of a rural-based way of life conveyed in the "romans du
terroir" of Louis Hémon, Félix-Antoine Savard, Harry Bernard, Claude-

Henri Grignon, Namase Potvin and, in its final thrust, Ringuet's

Trente Arpents, The third stage,from 1940 to present day, may be

entitled "the process of:ggf}zagggculation" resulting from the shift
in values occasioned by the modern urban-industrial environment,

These divisions follow closely enough those enunciated by a
variety of crities, Marcel Rioux, a2 University of Montreal sociologist,
sees the first stage from the beginnings to 1935 and calls it "idéolo=-
gies de survivance nationale"; the second, from 1935 to 1950, "rejet des
premidres idéologies, tentatives d'objectivation"; and the third, from
1950 to our day, "idéologlies de contestation et recherches d'identité."26
The trouble with such a pattern, one suspects, is that M, Rioux sees the
literary development from a sociologically-biased standpoint, Thus he
1limits the latter quest far too arbitrarily, and elongates the first one
perhaps unduly,

J.S. Tassie is somewhat more pertinent when he allies the
literary development of the French Canadian people with their historical
evolution, He sees the first stage as "la période coloniale qui se
termine par la conquéte anglaise,"™ where there is no indigenous literature
to speak of, except the later writings of the "historical® school
reflecting that period, The second stage is that of "la période de

stabilisation dans une société homogdne," identified in literature with
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the "Ecole du terroir," The last stage is that of "la période moderne
de transformation,” identified with "le roman citadin.”27 What is
lacking here is a chronological division, One has to interpret, rather
than read explicitly, that the second period goes from 1760 or there-
abouts to the 1920s, And the latter from the 1920s to present day.
Gérard Tougas, judzing from the divisions of his Histoire de la

Littérature Canadienne-Frangcaise, sees four stages: "L'dge de Garneau
"UeTs la craailon d'une tradition littdraire (1865=~1899)";
(1845-1865)"; 4 "L'Epoque Moderne (1900-1939)"; and "L'Epoque Contempo-

raine (1939- )."28 Since Tougas is not primarily concerned with
the evolution of the novel (but with that of French Canadian literature
as a whole) one should not take him to task for such a division, Were
we to do so, one could ask why the second division? It contains only
one novelistt: TLaure Conan,

Gilles Marcotte, on the other hand, establishes three stages in
the evolution of the novel, The first, from the beginnings to 1920,
he reviews very fast, unable to see any validity to the novel of that
period (the novel is "un enfant malveny"), The second, from 1920 to
1938, "le roman se rapproche décisivement de la réalité,” He sees in
that period a "personalization" process where as the novel is rooted in
the concrete Qquebec environment it finds its real beginnings, The
third, from 1938 to present day, is characterized by "1'observation,”
He sees in that period a literary "revolutior' brought about by Lemelin,
Ringuet, Roy, who clinically observe and describe the people, the milieu,
the man, particular to Quebec.29

In the divisions of these critics we find the common cleavage of
the rural and the urban scene, The former propounds the traditional

values associated with the land, religion, and family, The latter, the
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urban scene, is a rejection of the Messianic mystique brought about by
the break-up of the rural order, This break-up begins in the Twenties
after the First World War, takes momentum after the Second, and comes
to full emergence in the late Fifties and continues to this day, As
the industrialization process takes place, the mipgration to the cities
accelerates, so that by the early 1940s, durine the War years (which
more than anything else undermined the "01d Order"™ as the war industries
drew most of the people to urban centers), with the emerzence of
novelists such as Lemelin, Roy, Gudvremont, one can no longer situate
the French Canadian "anegst™ in a bucolic set-up,

This fundamental cleavare between the rural and the urban
scene will constitute the two essential voles in our analysis of this

other Calibanic literature,
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1Ffor a view of Nuplessis, the man an? the populist, Aemagogic
politician, see Pierre Laporte's Le Vral Visage de Duplessisy for a
caustic courageous denunciation of the quagmire in which his alliance
with the Church kept public education and intellectual 1ife for Aecades,
by a Christian Brother who will then be exile® in Europe by his superiors,
see Jean-Paul Desbiens' Les Insolences ~u Fr3re Untel; for the story
of Nuplessis' rollusion with the reactionary seement of the Church, in
particular his successful engineering of the Archbishop of Montreal's
resignation, in the early Fifties, because Mgr Charbonneau had ~ared
to Aefen? the rights of asbestos mine workers in their 1949 epoch-making
strike, see Renaude Lapointe's L'Histoire Boulerversante 2e Mgr Charbon-
neau particularly pp.11-34, 60=70; finally, for an analysis of the
intellectual an? economic implications, not to say the social, of that
1919 strike, when Duplessis' Adecision to use the Juebec State Police
(the infamous "Police Provinciale") as his personal "Tontons Macoutes"
or goon squad to break up the strike force? a number of intellectuals
an? public figures to take sides and to actively manifest an anti=-
Nuplessis commitment, see Pierre T1liott Trudeau's La Grdve de 1'Amiante,
particularly Tru’eau's chapter Aealing with the socio-intellectual
implications, "La Province Ae Québec au Moment Ae la Grdve," pp.3=90,

2Le Nevoir is a small circulation but very influential Aaily
newspaper founde? around 1910 by Henri Bourassa, a fiery nationalist
politician, From its beginnings as more or less an organ for a certain
historical school of politicians, it has over the years, an? particularly
under uplessis, stoo? ac the conscience of the liberal intellectual
community in Juebec, Pierre Lavorte, the assassinated® Minister of Labor,
before coing into politics, nservel as its Quebec City an? parliamentary
corresponiant, for a number of years, Inteéd his aforementione’? book
(spe rrevimie fantnote) relates hov Nuplessis, in the mi”=Fifties,
unable to contain his anger at Le Devoir an? its correspondent'= Qamaging
reports on his feufalism, ha? Laporte banne? from his presence; see
the chapter "Maurice Nuplessi= et les Journalistes," pp,175-128, Cité
Libre was a monthly intellectual review foun?e? by Pierre Elliott Truﬂeau,
Jacques Hébert, Pierre Nancareau an? other committed lawyers, Aoctors,
professors et al. ir 1950. to maintain an outlet for the fight against
Nunlessic Aramatically spurred by the Asbestos (an Eastern Townships!
tovn name? after the main natural resource of the region) strike, One
cannot emphasize enough how Le NDevoir and Cité Libre by being the only
volces for the anti-Nuplessis forces Aurineg the years of "la eranie peur"
(see Desbiens' book, pp,6E=67), when everyone else trembled under the yoke
of "Le Cheuf," Aeserved their characterization as symbols of resistance
which coul? rightly claim victory when NDuplessis Aie? an? a sorry era
Aisappeare’ altong with him, Cité Libre, in the post-Duplessis era, having
lost its "raison A'8tre," foun? a new one in focusing against the rise
of separatism, This new avocation is illustrate? by such Aoom=sounding
articles as Truleau's "La Nouvelle Trahison Aes Clercs," or "Les Sépa-
ratistes:t Mes Contre-Révolutionnaires." The attack is, of course,
Airecte? against a younger intellectual generation and its outlets,
Liberté, Parti Pris, After protracted internecine fights (Pierre
Tallisres [the would=be Fanon of Quebec if we are to believe some reviews
of his autobiography, "hite Niggers of Americal, an avowed separatist
"revolutionary" had, in 106L-65, manage® to take over Cité Libre's




35

editorship, much to the later Aismay of Trudeau and others when they
started reading his articles!), an? Trudeau's an? Gérard Pelletier's
entry into federal politics, in 1967, the review folded, an? one may ad’,
none too soon,

3Liberté, a review more concerne’ with the arts than political
engagement, grouped young novelists, poets and filmemakers such as
Jacques Go“bout, Jean-Guy Pilon, P,M, Lapointe, Hubert Aquin, Yves
Préfontaine, in 1958, 1In the mif=Sixties, following some of its leaders'
involvement in Third World literature (GoAbout, Aquin, Préfontaine) and
separatist effervescence in Quebec, it along with Parti Pris' ideological
bent, gave impetus to "le Pays" celebration, Parti Pris, founded in
1963 by a number of students at the University of Montreal Adoing
grafuate studies in philosophy and political science =~some of whom
had started publishing creatively (Paul Chamberland, Jean-Marc Piotte,
Pierre Maheu, André Major, Laurent Girouar? and others)=~ proclaimerd
the need of Third WorlA=like revolution, along the lines articulated
by Frantz Fanon, Albert Memmi an? the earlier writings of Marx and Llenin,
so as to create a "Free, Laical an? Socialist” Quebec, It folded in
1968 when the social climate forced a commitment in revolutionary
Aeeds rather than words, Interestingly, ncne of Parti Pris' writers
followed up, leaving what they had sown to be reaped by real proletarian
types such as Vallidres, the Rose brothers an? others who had somewhat
a better perception, stemming from their lower-class, poor origins of
the reality the writers =-all issued from the bourgeoisie, as Vallidres
says in his autobiography=-- had been trying to change through verbal
commitment ("la parole"), Hexagone, a publishing cooperative founded
in 1958 by the poet Gaston Miron, Louis Portugais, Gilles Carle (the
last two filmemakers) and others is important for its publication of
a type of poetry, particularly Miron's, that depicts the sense of
alienation an? Aispossession which is the poet's because it is "le
pays'," giving birth thus to a cultural movement increasingly invest-
igated in the 1little magazines of the mid=Sixties, and creative literature
as well,

“Marcel Chaput, Pourquoi je Suis Séparatiste, p.18,

5a1mé Césaire, Cahier A'Un Retour au Pays Natal, p.26,

6043, .65
?Toid,

Bbid., Pe75.
9bid., p.2,

10This is Aiscussed in an article of mine, "Pays, Parole et
Négritude," Canadian Literature,58=63,

1lpau1 Chamberland, "Dire ce que je Suis,” Parti Pris, 38=39, See
also Pierre Vallidres' -~ _ N3pres Blancs d'Amérique, p,202, where he
mentions his introduction to Césaire's work by Gaston Miron,
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. Césaire's resounding speech at the 1956 Congress
of Negro #riters and Artists (the very speech which so antagonized James
Baldwin,8ee p.160, n,2t), "Culture et Colonisation" was reprinte? in a
1963 issue of Liberté, 15=35, Yves Préfontaine, one of Liberté's early
editors, an? a poet in his own right, is the author of a study of Négri-
tute, Quatre Figures Martiniquaises [A, Césaire, E, Glissant, E, Yoyo,
Jo Sudelor) .

124 term which first appears eritically, it would seem, in the
French Canadian critic and professor's Gilles Marcotte's article, "Une
Poésie A'Exil," Canadian Literature, 2-36,

135¢e Michel Dassonville, pp.54=55,

e vhole period of liberal intellectual thinking which rejected
the Church an? calle? for a revolution, an® culminate® in the 1837
rebellion, as well as its consequences for the rest of the nineteenth
century is the subject of an important study by Joseph Costisella,

L'Esprit Révolutionnaire Aans la Littérature Canadienne Francaise Ae
1837 E 1a_fin du XIX Sidcle,

15566 G11les Marcotte®s Une Littérature gui_se Fait, pp,79-8l,

16Pau1-EMile Borduas, Refus Global, p.l.

17114, pa7.

18Mason Wade, The French Canadian Outlook, p.14,

1983muna Wilson, O Canaia, An American's Notes on Canadian Culture,

D.69.

?04,D, Casgrain, Oeuvres Compldtes, p.370.

21As shall be seen in the analysis of his novel, L'Appel de la
Race,

22M4 chel Brunet, La Présence Anglaise et les Canadisns, p.1673,

?3Pierre Elliott Trudeau, La Grdve de 1'Amiante, pp.11-12,

quean-Charles Falardeau, Notre Société et son Roman, pp,11-12,

2‘7'"!'1.31'001:1:9,Une Littérature qui se Fait, p.15; see also Philippe
Aubert Ae Gaspé, Les Anciens Canadiens, p.233, Says the heroine:

Vous m*'offensez, capitaine Archibald Cameron de Locheill! ...
Est-=ce lorsque la fumée s'é13ve encore Ae nos masures en ruine
que vous m'offrez la main A'un Aes incendiaires? Ce seralt une
ironie bien cruelle que A'allumer le flambeau fe 1'hyménée aux
cendres fumantes e ma malheureuse patrie! ,,, jamais une
A'Haberville ne consentira 3 une telle humiliation,
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26yarcel Rioux, "Aliénation Cul turelle et Roman Canadien,"
Reghercheg Sogiogrgphigues, pe 145.

215,85, Tassie, "La Société & travers le Roman Canadien~Fran-

gais," Archives des Lettres Cangdiennes, ppe 154~157.

284rard Tougas, Histoire de la Littérature Cangdienne-Fran~
gaise, pp. 311-312,

29Marootto, Ibid., pp. 12-34.



38

3« The Hybrid Black

In the first three novels of this analysis, Clotel, House Behind

the Cedars, The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man, we have the depiction

of a dilemma that an American of African ancestry (among others less
palpably differentiating, needless to say) has to live with, How to
reconcile one's American-ness, fully participant in the Dream ethos of
pursuit of happiness, and one's African-ness, which has to do with one's
color that is objected to? How to live with one's sense of Self when
this sense is in constant danger of being thwarted by the Other's surface
view? This dilemma has been caught in a nutshell by Frantz Fanont
"Quand on m'aime, on me dit que c'est malgré ma couleur, Quand on me
déteste, on ajoute que ce n'est pas A cause de ma couleur.,. Ici ou 13,
Jje suis prisonnier du cercle infernal."l

Because in the early novel, up to the 1920s, we are dealing with
more readily mixed-blooded Americans, called mulattos, quarteroons,
octoroons, quadroons and what not, as novelists and characters, this
"infernal circle" takes the form of tragedy. In Clotel, and others, the
tragedy stems from the characters®' (preferably women) proximity to
Caucasian physical criteria and the consequent rejection they suffer upon
discovery of Black blood in their ancestry, Hence emerges the theme of
the "tragic mulatto” in American letters, which is really, and literally,
romantic melodrama complete with recourse to heart-bresaks and tears,

Clotel (1853), is hardly a novel; surely, it should not be judged
according to the formal standards used when dealing with the work of Henry

James or Gustave Flaubert, It owes its form, rather, to the tradition
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of the slave narrative, and its intent to the Abolitionist movement,
Written by a man who really did escape from slavery, and who later earned
a living lecturing to abolitionist audiences in the northern United
States and Europe, this "novel"™ is important from a historical point of
view. Central to the slight fictional drama is the recourse to the
reader's emotions better to render the horror of slavery, This pathos,
which Brown uses after a tradition popularized by Harriet Beecher Stowe's

Uncle Tom's Cabin, relies on the device of presenting characters, prefer-

ably inter-related, that are seemingly Caucasians but who, because of some
African ancestry, find themselves put into bondage or relegated to the
level of the Blacks, It has to do, then, with a fundamental ambiguity,
both on the part of the characters and on that of the over-all society
which rejects them, But the authors of such melodramas are not interested,
at this early stage, in exploring the metaphysical and psychological depths
of such a situation, Unable to accept their ostracization ~-moreover when
it is alleged, as in Clotel, that the heroine of the same name has been
a person

fathered by no less, than Thomas Jefferson, slave master and former President
of the U,S5.!~-~ the mulatto characters suffer a tragic end, bitterly
lamenting the vagaries of Fortune and the ways of men, Death by
unnatural cause, suicide to be specific, is common fare,

Here is the prototypical description of the mixed-blood female,
the very unrestraint in authorial presence (the author being, more often
than not, himself a mixed-blood) serving as harbinger of woes to come:

There she stood, with a complexion as white as most of those who
were waiting with a wish to become her purchasers; her features as finely
defined as any of her sex of pure Anglo-Saxon; her long black wavy hair

done up in the neatest manner; her form tall and graceful, and her whole
appearance indicating one superior to her position,
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Tt is significant to note the emphasis on color, features, hair texture,
demeanor, all that can be seen, and that which should count, supposedly,
as opposed to the genetic factor, the unseen, which tips the scale against
the visual evidence,

The same technique is used in Charles Waddell Chesnutt's The House

Behind the Cedars (1900), a romance set during Reconstruction in the South,

The plot is about a girl's attempt at following in her brother's footsteps,
that is,in successfully "passing™ for Caucasian, She succeeds for a while
under her brother's guidance, However, her Southern gentleman lover, of
the "upper class » finds out about her antecedents on the eve of their
marriage, He breaks off their engagement and she, unable to withstand

the pressures of both Black and White worlds, dies of pneumonia, incurred,
0ddly enough, while hiding under a rainstorm in the forest at night from
White and Black suitors.

The tragic, or melodramatic, temper is indicated by comments on
the 1ady's physical beauty (a character is speaking):

But as I was saying, this girl is a beauty; I reckon we might
guess where she got some of it, eh Judge? Human nature is human nature,
but it's a d-d shame that a man should beget a child like that and leave
it to live the 1life open for a Negro. I{ she had been born white, the
young fellows would be tumbling over one another to get her., ,.,. She has
a very striking figure, something on the Greek order, stately and slow=-
moving., She has the manners of a lady, too --a beautiful woman, if she
is a nigger! 3
Obviously, such comments do not speak enough for themselves, The author
does not hesitate, accerdingly, to intervene, to dictate, as it were to
the reader's sentiments:

The taint of black blood was the unpardonable sin, from the
unmerited penalty of which there was no escape axcept by concealment. If
there be a dainty reader of this tale who scorns a lie, and who writes the
story of his 1ife upon his sleeve for all the world to read, let him

uncurl his scornful 1ip and come down from the pedestal of superior moral-
ity, to which assured position and wide opportunity have 1lifted him, and
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put himself in the place of Rena and her brother, upon whom God had
lavished his best gifts, and fray whom society would have withheld all
that made these gifts valuable,™

Another novel that pursues the dichotomy between the kinetic and

the genetic is James Weldon Johnson's Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man

(1912), Again, from the point of view of form and technique, this is
hardly a novel, (Certainly this apparent unconcern with form on the part
of these early novelists must be correlated with the didacticism involved,
the urgency to express their discontent, But this is another matter,)
Johnson's narrative is about the growing years of a young mulatto in the
North and in the South, his piano-playing as an adult in Harlem, his world-
traveling with a rich white decadent "3 la"Dorian Gray, his disenchantment
with the Black world upon his return to America and subsequent "passing"
and marriage with a fine White lady. This seems to be quite an order,

but Johnson succeeds in making with this first-person narrative a
convincing account of moral ambivalence, mainly because he is a much
better writer than either Brown or Chesnutt, and much more sophisticated

in his approach to the tragic theme,

The opening description of the central character (this time it is
a boy) tells us we are in familiar territory:

I was accustomed to hear remarks about my beauty; but now for the
first time, I became conscious of it and recognized it, T noticed the
jvory whiteness of my skin, the beauty of my mouth, the size and 1liquid
darkness of my eyes, and how the long, black lashes that fringed and shaded
them produced an effect that was strangely fascinating even to me, I
noticed the softness and glossiness of my dark hair that fell in waves
over my temples, ... .

Indeed, this is a boy speaking, and not Brown's Clotel or Chesnutt's Rena,
The attitude toward color, features, hair texture is the same as in the
preceding novels though, if not more extreme, Yet, through invoking

economic necessity and a humanistic legacy, through denouncing human
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absurdity, Johnson makes a good case for the right-to-be, the authenticity
of a self-sufficient mulatto bourgeoisie, He even foreshadows Ralph
Ellison's "invisibility"” concept when the disillusioned hero, back from
his European peregrinations, reflects:

I argued that to forsake one's race to better one's condition
was no leess worthy an action than to forsake one's country for the same
purpose, I finally made up my mind that I would neither disclaim the
black race nor claim the white race; but that I would change my namaé
raise a moustache, and let the world take me for what it would .., .

Tragedy, in the form of the mixed-blood's fatal attraction toward
the White world at the expense of negating his "other"™ heritage, has not
been forsaken, though, The rest of the book shows that Johnson's journey
has yet to be mapped out by Ellison, For, while Johnson carefully
avoids to state, in the above quotation, that the Narrator's opting
out of all race is indeed an opting irfs the White world, the Narrator's
subsequent material success, social standing, and his marriage take place
within such & world, The conclusion of the narrative reveals the cost
that had to be paid, Instead of the melodramatic suicide favored in the
earlier novels, death here takes its toll in the soul, Here is the
remembered picture of connubial bliss: "I was in constant fear that
she [the wifeJ would discover in me some shortcoming which she would
unconsciously attribute to my blood rather than to a failing of human
nnturo."' And there is the psychological sense of security that
"passing” should have assured:

Sometimes it seems to me that I have never really been a Negro,
that I have been only a privileged spectator of their inner 1ife; at other
times I feel that I have been a coward, a deserter, and I am possessed by
a strange longing for my mother's people, ..., I cannot repress the thought
that,after all, I have chosen the lesser part; that I have sold my
birthright for a mess of pottage, 8 :

In contrast tothe preceding novelists, Johnson does not rely
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exclusively on pathos for effect; his technique, as we earlier said, is
more subtle, allusive; it is even tainted with irony, as the two above
quotations indicate when contrasted with previous "tragic mulatto"
endings, Ironically, again, the authorial presence that intrudes on the
story told, or the characters' behavior, is less felt here, and this
undoubtedly shows Jolmson's mastery over his material (considering the
obvious pitfalls of a first-person narrative), But in the end, in the
sensitive portrait of the alienated character of a mixed-~blood, this
novel while it indicates an undeniable maturity and sophistication in
treatment, is nonetheless concerned with the same preoccupations as

Clotel and The House Behind the Cedars,

The "tragic mulatto" theme is the subject of numerous novels in
the Twenties and Thirties, Writers such as Nella Larsen, Jessie Fausset,
Walter VWhite, Wallace Thurman, to mention just a few, carry on the melo~

9 It would be inaccurate, then,

dramatic tradition of the earlier period.
to say that this theme dies out at any particular period, moreover
considering the variations it undergoes, Yet we have indicated some of
the changes that could already be seen in Johnson's novel, Nowhere do we
have their portents so well elaborated upon, both stylistically and
spiritually, than in Jean Toomer's Cane, the seminal verbal articulation
of the Negro Renaissance,

Cane (1923), seems, at first glance, to be an 0dd collection of
short lyrical poems and stories, However, because of the lead story,
"Kabnis," whose dominant concern orders the whole book, and because,
also, Toomer was experimenting with form, Cane, like Winesburg, Ohio,

is a novel, "Kabnis" is ordered, like the novels previously seen, by

the dilemma facing a number of mixed-blood characters
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as they are brought together in the South of their origins, The leading
character is Kabnis, a schoolteacher, who comes back home after experien=-
cing the effects of "passing™ in the North, He is introduced as an
alienated person, a schizophrenic (from his very premises, we can already
see how Toomer breaks with tradition: he starts with the mulatto's
tragic state in order to go beyond; whereas with Brown, Chesnutt and -
Johnson, everything is contrived to end in tragedy)., Kabnis' divided
self is referred to by another character, Lewis, and what we have in
Toomer's highly poetic language is the depiction of a state already
encountered: "can't hold them, can you? Master; slave, Soil; and the
over-arching heavens, Dusk; dawn, They fight and bastardize you. The
sun tint of you cheeks, flame of the great season's multicolored leaves,
tarnished, burned."10

Kabnis is ulienated and a misfit not only because of the denial
of blackness adopted in order to "pass™ in the North, but mainly because
of his education and outlook (he is a man of words, as opposed to senses,
in the favorite Negro Renaissance antithesis), In the contrasting set
of images and symbols used by Toomer, Kabnis emerges as a victim of his
unreconciled being,at firsi:

The form thats burned into my soul is some twisted awful thing
that crept in from a dream, a godam nightmare, an wont stay still unless
I feed it, An it lives on words, Not beautiful words, God Almighty no,
Misshapen, split-gut, tortured, twisted words, Layman was feedin it
back then that day you thought I ran out fearing things, White folks
feed it cause their looks are words, Niggers, black niggers feed it cause
theyre evil an their looks are words, Yaller niggers feed it, This whole
damn bloated purple country feeds it cause its goin down t hell in a
holy avalanche of words,ll
Whereas what Kabnis needs is a reconciliation with his Caliban-ness, with
the dark, primitive, non-verbal world of sensuality. A world that is

described ~-evoked would be a better word=- in its self-sufficiency and
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archetypal roots, much as in Shakespeare:

Houses are shy girls whose eyes shine reticently upon the dusk
body of the street, Upon the gleaming limbs and asphalt torso of a
dreaming nigger. Shake your curled wool-blossoms, nigger, Open your
liver 1lips to the lean, white spring., Stir the root-life of a withered
people, Call them from their houses and teach them to dream, 12
We can see in this passage that although the vitality of the dark world
is stressed, the play of symbols (houses and street, civilization and
the natural world) indicates the relationship that must exist between
Prospero's and Caliban's world, The dark world of nature, the unconscious,
the repressed self is the foundation for the light world of the conscious
self, Kabnis must then reclaim his roots to get out of the alienation
incurred by claiming the house at the expense of ths street,

The traditionsl "tragic mulatto" writers would rest their melo-
dramas precisely on this point, that the mixed-blood, by definition,
cannot claim roots of his own., Toomer momentously indicates the end of
such ambivalence by assigning Kabnis' rootlife, indeed all rootlife, to
the world of nature or that of the dark self, This reconciliation takes
place at the end of the story in a highly allegorical scene that has
Kabnis descending into a hole, a somewhat nether world of unknown forces,
where Father John, an o0ld blind Black preacher, resides, Since this
encounter relates directly to religious beliefs, its detailed discussion
will take place later, Suffice it to say now that the symbolical reunion
between the mixed-blood and the Black preacher is striking in its
innovative aspect, Kabnis' final recognition and acceptamce in Father
John of himself, his "id," takes its dramatic importance in the contrast
which opposes such a stance to that of the preceding alienated mulattos:
where this "1d," or the African ancestry used to be the negative motive

upon which rested melodrama, now it is the end point of a journey toward
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consciousness, spiritual fulfillment.

The theme of the "tragic mulatto," insofar as it presents a
profound historical ambiguity in Calibanic culture, ends with Toomer's
resolution. To be sure, as mentjoned earlier, a number of writers will
go:'éxploitinq this theme. But the dilemma itself, defined as a
situation begging for an answer, has erded, That is why "exploitation"
is the word for works such as Quicksand and Passing.

In contrast, and contemporaneous with Toomer's resolution, we
have the beginning (with the 1likes of W,E.B, DuBois, Claude McKav,
Langston Huehes) articulation of Calibanic values and mores not
preoccupied with Prospero's acceptgniee or reijection. This cultural
sel f-assertion obviously comes as a contrapuntal movement to the theme
of hvbriditv:> it is, moreover, a wizened stance, Before we start
discussing it, however, it is significant to notice, starting with

Ellison's Invisible Man and on to the later novels of Chester Himes

and William Melvin Kelley, the subversion of the early tragic tempo
into a comic or consummate ironical mede, In the three novels that
shall be discussed next the authorial presence is strongly felt, in
Ellison's case through the first-person narrative, Himes' through the
device of the omniscient author, Kelley's through the fabulistic
type of narrative used, Yet the intent and purpose of such presence
is totally different from that of the early novelists, Undoubtedly
all three authors are indebted to their predecessors for the detach-
ment that enables them to satirize so-sucecessfully, That granted, it
is a relief to turn now to the modern author's attitude toward hybridity,
Chester Himes' Pinktoes, though published in 1962, is in setting,

rooted
tempo, atmosphere and plotA in the Harlem of the Negro Renaissance,
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Hence, such a novel would be disturbingly anachronistic were it not for
the fact that this turning to the past is contrived for satirical comment,
It is quite sure that Himes, a younz man in his teens at the height of the
Renaissance (the Negro), could not have partioipated in ite But he has
read on the period and, though an expatriate in Europe for a good number
of years, he can recall with great gusto the festival that Harlem life
was when the cake walk, rent parties, primitivism were actively pursued,

Pinktoes is a comic novel that uses sex in a manner that in some
quarters has been called Rabelaisian.13 In dealing particularly with sex
between the races, Himes conveys his understanding of hybridity in
American culture. The figure of Mamie Mason, Harlem Madame, and her
house where a number of interracial parties are held serve as nerve
centers for the satire, Himes' humor, to be sure, is not refined nor
subtle, But seen as a vehicle for authorial comment and, principally,
in conjunction with the theme we have been pursuing, it is highly
effective, The following passage gives the clue to Himes' intent:

Joe's [Mamie's husband] big job, however was that of consultant
on interracial relations for the national committee of a major political
party. Mamie claimed this was the only reason she gave so many parties,
Where could one consult better on interracial relations than at inter-
racial parties where interracial relations hecame even more related,
she contended,

Parties, then, where males and females of both races pair off in every
conceivable sort of combinations (and the gallery of characters that come
and go boggleé.the mind) fulfill that design. Satirizing the societal
set-up where the cultures of Prospero and Caliban are kept apart,
supposedly because they have nothing in common, Himes uses the historical
fact, stemming from the Plantation system, of racial admixture to drive

his point home, Perhaps in the ante- and post-bellum era interracial

sex was the sole privilege of the Plantation master, Now, with zest



48

ard detachment, Himes shows how neither Prospero nor Caliban is right in
claiming exclusivity or purity, Whites and Blacks in America have never
been so together (and by extension their cultures)as in bed,

With Ralph Ellison and William Melvin Kelley there is the sobering

and refining of slapstick into cultivated irony. Ellison's Invisible Man,

of course, is a journey toward self-awareness, taking the nameless
protagonist from the South to the North, from the main currents of the
American Dream into the fold of the Communist party of the Thirties, and
finally into a conscious acceptance of invisibility., (Prospero will not
acknowledge Caliban's existence, We see already in the central concept
of invisibility contained in the title the presence of irony: highly
visible blackness that yet remains unseen, undifferentiated blackness
which stops Prospero from recognizing individuality.,) This journey
operates on two levels, the realistic and the surrealistic, as it
represents a sort of descent into hell, The hero's fate is meant to be,
by accretion, both allegorical and symbolical, Allegorical, because

the collective lot of the Black is embodied in the hero, The whole of
the racial nightmare, in the South and in the North, in the rural set-up
and in the ghetto of Harlem, in the hope that the Communist party
represented for a time in the Thirties, and in that of the capitalist
system with philanthropists of the Abolitionist tradition, within the
industrial system as well as outside of it, is experienced., In short,
the allegory is meant to be total, so much so that the hero's journey into
the world of invisibility parallels very much Christ's own journey into
the world of man, Both voluntarily let themselves be destroyed, both
overcome their physical destruction with a spiritual belief (religious

for Christ, existential morality for the invisible man), and, finally,
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both promise to be reborn and to come back into the world of the living
at the opportune moment. The journey, secondly, is symbolical because

it 1s in fact Caliban's destiny, The unfolding of events in the story
1s almost a systematic recapitulation of Caliban'’s striving to pene-
trate Prospero's culture, only to be rebuffed or deceived, in Shake-
speare's play, But there is more, the ending in the conscious acceptance
of Self reiterates Kabnis®' quest in term of human universality, in a
humanism which undoubtedly places Ellison next to Camus, Beckett, Sartre
and other great existential writers,

Upon graduation from high school, Ellison's hero and some of
his classmates are subjected to a ritual designed to instill in them
the sense of their "place™ in society, The ritual is presided over by
the town's businessmen, It is varied, The boys are made to fight each
other blindfolded, then are thrown coins on an electrically-wired carpet
which, naturally, gives them an electric shock everytime they reach for
the money, Then there is the prime feature of the ritual, dealing with
the sexual code, A white naked female is made to dance in front of
the naked boys, If they express either signs of desire or repulsion
they are liable to be brutalized (there is an obvious allegorical over-
tone to this scene, it reminds of Christ's dilemma about the coin),

Sex, then, is used also by Ellison for satirical intent, It is used to
deflate, from a very authorial point of view, Prospero's idolization of
Miranda's innocence and virginity and to indicate, in no uncertain
terms, that a chief reason for Prospero's ostracization of Caliban is
the irrational fear that translates itself in the belief that Caliban is
a beastly lecher bent on ravishing Miranda, How Ellison succeeds is in

the use of contrast, ambiguity of situation, where pretense, deceit, is
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shown for what it 1s,esp°°idlywhen it is the reflection of a dominant
cultural attitude, For instance there is the description of the naked
female in the dramatic scene early in the novel: "The hair was yellow
like that of a circus kewpie doll, the face heavily powdered and rouged,
as though to form an abstract mask, the eyes hollow and smeared a cool
blue, the color of a baboon's but 12

In the North, the hero encounters other White women, in somewhat
more genteel surroundings, The resultant meaning, in line with the
constant contrapuntal dynamics of the novel, is that Miranda cannot be
made to play the role of a disincarnate symbol forever, She cannot
be told, or be made to feel, that Caliban is an inhuman animal that she
should keep away from without wanting to find out the truth for herself,
And she does, And she has been doing so for longer a time than one
might presume, Ellison says, when the hero reflects after his first
sexual experience in New York: "And my mind swirled with forgotten
stories of male servants summoned to wash the mistress's back; chauf-
feurs sharing the masters' wives; Pullman porters invited into the
drawing rooms of rich wives headed for Reno--."16

A long, pathetically funny, scene comes immediately after the
final riot that eventually bringé the hero to a conscious appraisal of
his invisibility, 1In the pitiable character of Sybil,Ellison explodes
once and for all the Miranda-like cultural pretense, Sybil herein
craves for her sado-masochistic pleasures:

'But I need it,' she said, uncrossing her thighs and sitting up
eagerly, 'You can do it, it'l]l be easy for YOU beautiful, Threaten to
kill me if I don't give in, You know, talk rough to me, beautiful, A
friend of mine said the fellow said, 'Drop your drawers,,, and == ,.. «
A really filthy man,' she said, Oh, he was a brute, huge, with white

teeth, what they call a 'buck,’' And he said, 'Bitch, drop your drawers,'
and then he dit it, 17

-
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The pathetic, and even tragic, character of Sybil emerges in the ambiguity
that she is indeed a victim of Prospero's outlook, or education. How else
explain her present insanity, if not through the early inculcation of
certain sexual traumas? Indeed: "'Well, ever since I first heard about
it, even when I was a very 1little girl, I've wanted it to happen to me.'
'*You mean what happened to your friend?' ‘'Uh Huh."'18 Prospero's
victimization of Caliban, it is clear, has boomeranged and destroys that
which he so cherished, his symbol of purity, Ellison's belief that
Prospero's denial of Caliban results in his own destruction as well has
seldom been so well illustrated as in the character of Sybil who finds
sexual gratification only by means of perversion: "'Come on, beat me,
daddy -you-you big black bruiser, What's taking you so long?® she said,
'*Hurry up, knock me down! Don’t you want me?'"19
Thus we have Ellison's dramatization of hybridity in American
culture, William Melvin Kelley does not have Ellison's creative range,
nor does he have his depth of vision, Nonetheless he succeeds in the
ironical mode of his second, perhaps overly contrived, novel Dem (1967),
The story concerns a junior executive's astonishment when informed that
his wife, due to a very rare physiological occurmence (superfecundation),
has given birth to twins, one black and one white, It is explained that:
Superfecundation is the fertilization of those two eggs within a
short period of time by sperm cells from two separate intercourses., Now
obviously, if you had fertilized both eggs, no one would be able to
distinguish it from usual two-egg twinning, But if your wife had,,.
relations with another man, who is very different physically from you,
and each of you fertilized one egg, each of you would pass his traits on
to the particular twin he had fathered, 20
This conceit roots Kelley's treatment of hybridity, Wwhen it is learned
that a Black man is in fact the father of the dark twin the subsequent

search for Cooley, through the back alleys and cellars of Harlem,



52

represents Pierce's exposure to Caliban's culture; it is a carry-over of
the womb metaphor where, symbiotically Caliban and Prospero are linked,
In the second half of this fabulistic novel Pierce encounters people such
as Carlyle who "conks™ (uncurls with a hot comb) his hair, Gloria who
wears a bright red wig, Calvin an Ellisonian Rineheart figure of invisi-
bility whom Pierce fails to recognize as Cooley (in the end he does,

when it is too late), All these characters are grotesque figures
representing the dark side of Pierce's consciousness, Unfortunately,
though, given the nature of fabulation, Kelley does not come to a success-
ful resolution with the plot, He has Pierce lapsing for instance into a
dream sequence which bears the unmistakable Joycean stamp, if not Himes®
type of humor, as white and black males and females cavort in bed,
Finally, the novel falls off into witless humor of the "what-people-wille
say" variety, now that the doorman of Pierce's apartment building knows
sbout the twins,

Yet, if only because of one scene that pits Pierce against a huge
black figure of a woman, Kelley's work is a minor masterpilece for what
he attempts and succeeds in doing, The black woman is everything that
is antithetical to Pierce's outlook and life style, Unsurprisingly,
Pierce can only stare in a stupefied state. To the black woman, Plerce,
who is being "passed™ off as a light-skinned Black from Canada, increa-
singly comes to represent what is wrong with educated young Blacks
(4ironically reversing the "tragic mulatto™ theme)., More than anything
else, the connotative, the suggestive aspect stands out, In this long
scene, we get an externalized picture of absolute contrast in color, style,
speech, tone and attitude, in short the Caliban-Prospero initial pola-

rization; yet, symbolically, the two extremes complement each other
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and are onet

It was only a few steps to the kitchen, Just inside the door, a
table blocked the way, a money-filled saucepan in the center. Behind the
table, the kitchen was a high-ceilinged room. At one time it had been
some bright color, Now it was impossible to tell what color; no one
would have chosen the gray which covered the walls,

At the far end was a spattered white stove, crouching hidden
behind a Black woman at least as tall and twice as wide as Mitchell
[Pierce] +« She wore a black dress decorated with large yellow sunflowers,
one of which stretched across her broad back, 1like the picture on a team
jacket,

"Ts this where I pay?"

"No place else, baby," She turned now, smoke rising from an iron
kettle behind her, She was the woman he had seen sitting beside the
highway,

"Well?" She moved toward the table. ™Ain't you got change?"
She stood behind the table, large hands hanging at her sides, "It's
in the pan there, Go on, I trust you."

"Didn't T see you a few hours ago on the highway?"

She wrinkled her tiny nose, "Highway?"

Perhaps he was mistaken, But,,. "You look very familiar to me,™

"I ain't never been to Canada,"

Mitchell was confused, decided to let the matter drop., "Is this
where I pay?"

"That's what I said, Don't you light-skinned niggers never
listen to anybody but white folks?"

"Why, yes." He took a five-dollar bill from his wallet, “And
could I have three drinks, Do you have bourbon?"

"Course I do."” She bent into a cabinet, brought out the bottle,
"Three?" She squinted at him,

Perhaps three drinks were too many, "Yes," He wanted them all
himself; they might relax him, "One's a double,”

She poured the drinks, using a jigger glass with a thick bottom,
"What's wrong now?"

"Not a thing,"

"What's wrong with you, boy? You a retard?” She did not wait
for his answer, but returned to the stove, picked up a two-pronged fork,
began to spear each piece of chicken, bringing it close to her face for
inspection,

He choked down a large swallow, "It's just that I think I've
seen you before,"

Her back to him: "I probably look like your mama,"

Mitchell smiled, almost laughed, His mother, dead now eight
years, had been small and dry, "No, that's not it," He took another
swallow, The alcohol could not possibly be in his arteries yet, but
knowing it was on its way made him feel better, "But-"

"T get one of you at every party Gloria gives," She spun around,
"You 1light-skinned, educated boys! Young Black girls scare you, so you
come out and talk to mammy,"

Mitchell tried to laugh, "Really that's not."

"Well, mammy's a girl too and she ain't got time for scared boys,"
Unless you want to come on in the kitchen with me.," She shook her head,
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"No you don't want that., Go on away from here, Mammy ain't got no time
no more for scared boys, Mammy wants meni"

Mitchell finished the double bourbon, "I'm not afraid,."

"Then why you hanging around the kitchen?™ She advanced on him,
pointing the prongs of her fork at his eyes, "Go on now," 2l
Plerce backs away from the challenge, resisting the obvious attraction
for this haven of security,

On this note of cultural distinctiveness ends our analysis of
hybridity in the Black American novel, From a somewhat tragic stance,
0ddly of Calibanic insistence to be integrated into Prospero's world,

we moved to its successful resolution in Toomer®s Cane; finally we

looked at certain variations in an ironical or satirical mode in the

modern period,
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4o The Hybrid Quebecer

Ahandoned by France and conquered bv Pritain in 176N, the French
fana”tians thereunon suffer a scissinr within *he <e1f, This seissinn
exnlains the turnine for protection to a Messianic mystique wherebv
the French fCanadians root themselves in a rural order revolving around
the land, the lancuare, the family and the faith, VWNotwithstanding the
fact that the land was trulv not the creat purvevor and maternal
protector it was purnorted to be, and that the woman could not be made
into a source of endless fertility, the French Canadian, armed with
spiritnal fervor, willinely turned his back on the secular environment
and sought comfort and sublimation for his frustrations, aneruishes and
anxieties, Hence the mainful hybriditv: the towering imace of a small
self-enclose’d peonle confident in its mission of beinc a Aivinely-
inspired and divinely-protected peovle at odds azainst a majority of
materialistic "foreirners”" for whom it will function as a ecod=-ordained
exemplum (for uebec was the Aucustinian Aivine commorwealth!); while in
fact, as the followine novels demonstrate, the continsencies of existence
were becomine more pressine,

Maria Chapdelaine (1915), the classic novel by Louis Hémon

celebratine the rural set-up ant its ethos, contains, as in a microcosm,
all the attitudes that we have discussed in general, This novel about
a turn-of-the-century French-Canadian family living in the villace of
Peribonka, in the Lac Saint-Jean recion, focuses for its dramatization
of Maria Chaplelaine's thwarted love for Frangois Paradis on the funda-
mental myths elaborated since the Conquest: fidelity to the land, the
family, "1la race}j the faith, that are held to be sacred virtues that the

French Canadian must uphold, lest he perish, Nothing has changed and
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nothing must change if Quebec is to g0 on existing,

Let us first examine the attitudes towards three of these
fundamental values: the land, the woman, the faith before A%scussing
how they come to bear on the central character, Maria Chapdelaine,

The land is early introduced as abundant, fertile, The general
picture is one of licht, of happiness, and more importantly, of stability,
of assurance, as when Maria's mother, Mme Chapdelaine, is described

thinkine ahout it:

Les poines sur les hanches, dsdaicnant de s'attabler 3 son tour,
elle célébra 1a beauté du monde telle qu'elle la comprenait: ... la
beauté placide et vrale de la campagne au sol riche, de la campapgne plate
qui n'a pour pittoresque que 1'ordre des longs sillons paralldles et la
douceur des eaux courantes, de la campagpne qui s'offre nue aux baisers
Au soleil avec un abandon d*épouse,l ’

The land is later presented as part of an alliance grouping the family,
love and spirituality, The significance, of course, is that all the
earthly attributes are at one with divinity; they are part and reflection
of the divine order, One feels that the description of the Chapdelaines
looking back on their early life applies to a whole people and a whole
way of life:

la vie avait toujours été unie et simple pour eux: 1le Aur
travail nécessaire, le bon accord entre époux, la soumission aux lois ce
la nature et de 1'Eelise, Toutes ces choses s'étaient fondues dans la
méme trame, les rites du culte et les détails de 1'existence journalidre
tressés ensemble, de sorte qu'ils eussent été incapables de séparer
1'exaltation relicieuse qui les possédait d'avec leur tendresse inex-
primée, 2

Yot an ominous note is likewise introduced: the land is not
as abundant and felicitous as Mme Chapdelaine would think, M, Chapde-
laine is talking to his helper and both are working in the fields, The
indication is that work on the land is hard, not quite as rewarding in

material terms as the spiritual vision these farmers have of it: "la

terre est bonne; mais il faut se battre avec le bois pour 1tavoir; et
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pour vivre il faut économiser sur tout et besogner du matin au soir, et
tout faire soi-méme, varce que les autres maisons sont si loin."3 Hémon
introduces a character, Lorenzo Surprenant, a French Canadian who left
Pbribonka, to make a living in a New England industrial town, Coming
from the outside and no longer a part of the prevalent ethos, he sees
clearly the kind of 1ife that the rural folks are living, What he
replies to the overall celebration is again quite ominous, To the free~
dom, the abundance, the fertility, and the implied feeling of assurance,
he says: "I1 n'y a pas d'homme au monde qui soit moins libre qu'un habi-
tant ... « Vous étes les serviteurs de vos animaux: voild ce que vous
8tes, Vous les solienez, vous les nettoyez; vous ramassez leur fumier
comme les pauvres ramassent les miettes des riches."4
The attitude towards the woman is not one where she is seen as
a mistress, or a symbol of sensuality, Always in these rural novels she
is portrayed after the land in a maternal picture, a source of fertility
and abundance, a procreator, Frangols Paradis, Maria's tragic lover,
envisions her in his love transports not as a possible mistress but in
the realm of maternal possibilitiest "I1 sentait qu'elle était de ces
femmes qui, lorsqu'elles se donnent, donnent tout sans compter: 1'amour
de leur corps et de leur coeur, la force de leurs bras dans la besogne
de chaque jour, la dévotion compldte d'un esprit dans détours,” > The
maternal image of the woman is likewise referred to when the village
curate has a talk with Maria followine her lover's tragic death in the
woods, It is quite significant the curate ignores the sensual female
in Maria that is mourning as he tells her to look towards her still
unfulfilled maternal role as a source of hope, if not as a "raison

d'8tre," In other words, the curate means that Maria has no cause for
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erief since she is not married and has yet to fulfill her role as mother
and wife : "Une fille comme toi, plaisante 3 voir, de bonne santé et avec
ca vaillante et ménagdre, c'est fait pour encourager ses vieux parents,
A'abord, et puis aprds se marier et fonder une famille chrétienne,” 6

Relizion, as has been said, is the pgreat spiritual force that
calvanizes these rural folks in their fieht for survival, Not surpri-
singly, the novel opens with the people of the village coming out of mass
on Sunday mornine: "La vorte de 1'église de Péribonka s'ouvrit et les
hommes commencérent & sortir."7 The "messianisme™ bemoaned by Prunet,
this abneration towards necessities of the material order, the negation
of womanhood in her sensuality, the fundamental sublimation of all
matters of the secular order into spiritualism, is better understood when
one knows the far-reaching role that the priest played in the rural
parishes, for as Hémon says: ".,,, le vr8tre canadien n'est pas seule-
ment le Airecteur de conscience de ses ouailles, mais aussi leur con-
seiller en toutes matidres, 1'arbitre de leurs querelles, et en vérité
la seule personne Aifférente d'eux-mémes & laquelle ils puissent avoir
recours dans le doute,"-

411 these attitudes, the celebration and the mythicizine of
the land, the negation of the sensual woman and the celebration of her
maternal role, the overall religious orientation, revealing as they are
interspersed in the course of the novel, take a momentous dimension in
the characterization of Maria Chapdelaine and her story,

Maria 1s a young woman, a dutiful daughter, 1iving with her
varents on the farm, doing her share of work and destined to marry
Frangois Paradis, a dashine youns man in the tradition of the "coureurs

de bols," As Francois unfortunately dies, with him vanish all the
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1ife Aifferent from that led at home, She finds therefore consolation
in her faith, in what the curate tells her; she is willine to resien
herself to Fate, not unlike the Corneillian heroine whose examnle nf
ahnamatinn will he propnsed tn cernerations of French Canadian girls,
However, temntation enters, 5She is courted by two young men, symbol=
izine two opvosite ways of life: +that of the city and all its material
advantaces, an? that of the country that she knows, Maria is decidedly
temoted to embhrace the kind of 1ife offered by Lorenzo Surprenant:
" .. la vie macnifique Aes erandes cités, de la vie plaisante, siire,
et Aes belles rues droites, inondées de 1umidre le soir, pareilles 3
des merveilleux svectacles sans fin," 4 By contrast, Eutrope Gagnon,
the local boy, rauche and timid as only a farm boy can be, promises
only: "Faire le ménage et 1'ordinaire, tirer les vaches, nettoyer
1*'étable quand 1'homme serait absent, travailler dans les champs peut-
8tre, varce qu'ils ne seraient que deux et qu'elle était forte, Passer
les veillées au roust ou & redoubler Ade vieux vétements,"-10

As Maria is courted by these polar opposites she confronts the
world of the material present (and the future) and that of the past:
the scintillating world beyond Peribonka she would 1like to enjoy and the
traditional world of obedience and duty, unrelieved by secular pleasure
which is her mother's lot and the villagers', Her first reaction clearly
shows her choice: she wants to renounce her mother's way of 1life, in
her initial reijection of Eutrope Gagnon:t "Non, elle ne voulait pas vivre
comme cela."l1 Her renunciation stems not only from the fact that she
is fascinated with Lorenzo's world but, moreover, because she asrees

with Lorenzo's denunciation of the rural way of 1ife, She too believes
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that its celebration is a myth-makine process, a systematic, conscious
and unconscious, construction of the mind carried by people who could

not do otherwise lest they succumb to despair. Lucidly, Maria is ready
to renounce her mother's world as she agrees with Lorenzo's observations:
"C'est vrai ce que disait 13 Lorenzo Surprenant; c'était un pays sans
pitié et sans douceur,"™

Yet, whereas the stage is set for a momentous nesation, Mme
Chapdelaine dies, Maria has to reconsider her decision, Two main
factors will be brousht to bear on her consciencey; what her father
tells her, the notese-subtle influencing that his celebration of the
inspirational qualities of his wife represents; and the "volces" that
Maria (much as a latter-day Joan of Arc) hears, the voices of the past,
those of the collective unconscious,

At first, Maria's reaction to her father's narration of abnegation,
endurance, selflessness, and other heroic and supra-heroic qualities that
the French Canadian rural mother possesses (the association through her
between land and divine order) is one of obedience: "Vivre ainsi, dans
ce pays, comme sa mére avait vécu, et puis mourir et laisser derridre
sol un homme chagriné et le souvenir des vertus essentielles de sa race,
elle sentait qu'elle serait capable de ce'J.a.."13 Yet she remains doubtful,
Then she hears the voices of the collective unconscious. In fact she
hears three voices, and the third is the decisive one, Quite signifi-
cantly there is the alliance in it of the land, the maternal role and
divine order: ",,., la voix du pays de Québec, qui était 3 moitié un
chant de femme et 3 moitié un sermon de prétre."14 The content of the
message conveys the messianic trait, the global alliance of man-land-and

God, but more significantly it reveals the repertoire of myths and
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legends the traditional nationalist school in French Canada utilizes
(even up to present day) to salvanize the energies of the French Canadians:
"Car en vérité tout ce qui fait 1'&me de la province tenait dans cette
voix: 1la solennité chére du vieux culte, la douceur de la vieille langue
jalousement sardée, la splendeur et la force barbare du pays neuf ol
une racine ancienne a retrouvé son aﬁolescence.",ls

Maria heeds what the voices say to her, With the result that
despite her initial impulse she now embraces what she knows consciously
to be an idealized vision of life, and will marry Eutrope, The
justification is not only that she has to carry on her mother's role, but,
on a deever level, there is the implication that, as she fully assumes
the meaning of her act, she accepts the Messianic myth for what it symbol-
izes: the survival of her people, This is impressed upon her when the
voices tell her that the French Canadian, in order to endure, must
forsake any individualism and uphold rather the common values and beliefs
lesated by tradition, in the life style of simple folks such as Peribonka's
and, more importantly, in the symbol of continuity and fidelity contained
in motherhood: "Rien ne changera, parce que nous sommes un témoignace,
De nous-mémes et de nos destinédes, nous n'avons compris clairement que

" ’16

ce devoir-13: persister,.,, nous maintenir,,, And her story closes

on the apotheosized glorification of the past, a society's resiliency to

change s

C'est pourquoi il faut rester dans 1la province ol nos pdres
sont restés, et vivre comme ils ont vécu, pour obéir au commandement
inexprimé qui s'est formé dans leurs coeurs, qui a passé dans les ndtres
et que nous devrons transmettre 3 notre tour 3 de nombreux enfants:
Au pays de Québec rien ne doit mourir et rien ne doit changer,..

Lionel Groulx's L'Appel de 1a Race (1922) is set in Ottawa and

centers on a marriace between a French Canadian and an English Canadian
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woman that has resulted in the assimilation of their off-springs into
Anglo~Saxon culture, The theme of assimilation is extended however to
include also a larger historical frame which Groulx, as an historian,

is foremost interested in (to the extent of using art as propanganda):
the 1920 issue of separate schools for French Canadians in Ontario,

As a member of the Canadian House of Commons, the protaconist, Jules de
Lantagnac, is brought to confront this issue, The threat of assimilation
is, therefore, both private and public, familial and historical; so that
it comes as no surprise when the novel's climactic point, de lantagnac's
momentous speech in the Commons denouncing the English, is paralleled

by the dissolution of his marriape,

Thus, this first novel by one of French Canada's dominant nation-
alist leaders deals with the same theme that Hémon was concerned with:
the necessity for Quebec to present a homogeneous front against an out-
side threatening environment, Consequently, the attitudes towards
relision, land, languase, are similar in both books; except for the
difference of their being lumped into a racialist frame of reference
evolved from Groulx's reading of Gobineau, Le Bon and Barrds at his
worst, Religion is introduced in the conventional pattern., In the
early part of the novel, Pdre Fabien impresses upon de Lantagnac, uneasy
about his French heritacge, that the Church is the "key" to the under-
standing of the Québecols; that which de Lantagnac must have‘poticed
in his recent search for roots in Quebec:

Et de 13, M, le philosophe, continua plus ému le religieux, de
13, pour chercher la c1é Au mystére, vos yeux s'en sont allés d'eux-mé-
mes, n'est-ce pas, vers 1'église prochaine, vers son clocher d'argent?
ees En méme temps qu'il est resté le sicne loyal d'une latinité authen-
tique, 11 se Aresse comme la plus haute fleur d'une terre oY le travail

n'est jamais triste, embléme d'une race o} 1'esprit est toujours le
plus haut, 18
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The land is similarly identified as depository of the ancestors' heritare,

As in Maria Chapdelaine, it is celebrated in a mystique from which, it

is alleced, no French Canadian can withhold recoenition, That the land

is more a spiritual imace tied to a subconscious archetype rather than

a concrete environment can be seen in de lantarnac'’®s replv: "J'avais 15,
Aevant. moi, 1e champ Ae bataille de mes ancétres, les vieux défricheurs,
les vainquenrs des foréts vierses, Je vovais le religuaire de leurs
suenrs at Ae lenr Aure veine. Ce sol, me ravmelais-je, a été conquis,
pied var pied, nouce mar pouce sur la forét millénaire.";19 This indi-
visible partnership of man and lan? is restated at the end of the novel
when de lantarnac makes his speech in the Commons, Because it is assumed
this partnership rests on a fundamental Aivine plan, it is felt that a
Adenial of the Prench Canadian, an injustice directed at him, is tantamount
to being a sacrilecious act, fGroulx seems to imply as much in rheto-
rically askine: ",,., est=il au pouvoir de quelques milliers de persé-
cuteurs A'écraser une race qui plonge ses racines au plus profond du sol
canadien, comme 1'érable, son symbole immortel?"eo Languace, finally,

is another indivisible element; any threat posed to it is as sacrilecious
as when directed acainst some of the other values, At one voint there

is a reference to the kind of French de Lantagnac's daughters are beine
taught at school, the upshot being its questionable value since it is
Parisian and not the particular Quebec variety:

Nellie et Vireginia articulajent, & ciel! le vrai frangais d'es-
sence ontarienne, le pur et authentique Parisian french, Non seulement
leur pdre devait leur apprendre une langue nouvelle, ignorde; force lui
était de nettoyer d'abord leur esprit, du jarson prétentieux et barbare
dont un faux enseignement 1l'avait encombré.éi

Yet it seems, in Groulx's mind, that all these traditional values

need a more dramatic center of reference, Hence "la race," as an all-
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encompassine doctrine, is directly emphasized: under its banner are all
the battles of the French Canadian to be fought, all his problems to be
explained, indeed all of 1life's complexity summarized, As de Lantagnac
exvlains to Pdre Fabien, who suggested a trip to the province of Quebec
of his boyhood, as a means of renewine with his heritage, "1la race"
finally motivates him to recapture his lost identity: "Sur la tombe
des lantagnac je me suis accordé 3 mes ancétres, 3 ma race, Je 1'ai
éprouvé, je 1'al touché avec une réalité sensible: 1le Lantagnac que
j'étais, allait devenir une force anarchique, perdue,” 22 The reference
here to the world of the dead, the heritage of the ancestors, indicates
Canon Groulx®s nationalist affiliations., ULater on he demonstrates fully
that his notion of "1la race" stems indeed from a certain nineteenth
century Furovean school. In a discussion between de lantacnac and the
vriest regarding the effects and consequences of his marriage, the latter
reveals the reasons for his disapproval of such alliances, First he
denounces the miscegenation that went on between Europeans and Indians
back in the pioneer days, and which may account for the 1760 defeat:
"Qui.sait, avait dit le Pdre, avec une franchise plutdt rude, qui sait
si notre ancienne noblesse canadienne n'a pas di sa déchéance au mélange
des sangs qu'elle a trop facilement accepté, trop souvent recherché?”
Next, the priest tries to scientifically prove his understanding of

miscegenation by quoting LeBon'®s long since discredited Lols Psycholo-

eiques de 1'Evolution des Peuples: "'Les croisements peuvent 8tre un

élément de progrés entre des races supérieures, assez voisines telles
que les Anglais et les Allemands d*Amérique, Ils constituent toujours
un 8lément de dégénérescence quand res races, méme supérieures, sont

, 24
trop différentes, '™ However, such statements coming from a priest
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cannot but Ademonstrate the towerine influence the clergy enjoyed: de
Lantagnac is, of course, led to believe that his marriage is an aherration
that must be destroyed if he is to re-enter "la race," For here is the
question broucht to bear on his conscience: ",.,, ai-je le droit de
Adémolir mon foyer, d'opére? la dipersion de mes enfants? J'irai plus
loin: mon devoir Ae député, le dévouement que je dois & ma race

25

m'obligent-i1ls jusqu'd de si terribles sacrifices?™ The answer is a

forecone conclusion,

Ne lantagnac's sacrificial rituval reminds of Maria's: the
individnal's personal claim to happiness is stifled by the weight of
collective impositions, What makes it particularly avpalling,thouch,
is the fact that the priest has caused the Aissolution of an institution
that the Church (of which the priest is God's servant) considers as an
indissoluble sacrament in canonical law,

Another novel of interest in the "messianic" period of French

Canadian culture is Mgr Félix-Antoine Savard's Menaud Maftre-Draveur

(1937)., Tt tells the story of a woodsman's, Menaud's growing sense of
Aispossession of his forests, his family, as it culminates into insanity,
Throurshout, enhancing Menaud's tragedv, the message the "third voice"
communicates to Maria Chapdelaine is repesated as a leitmotif: ™nothing
must die, and nothing must change in the province of Quebec," Arainst
the backdrop of men at work in the woods, this prose poem celebrates the
myth of the land, the bravery of the people, the courage and heroism of
the ancestors, the necessity to remain faithful to their lecacy, and
warns acainst the presence of an undefined "enemy," Yet the reality of
the Aay (which Harvey, for instance, tries to communicate in les Demi-

Civilisés, as shall be seen later), in its increasing urbanization,
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infustrialization, Menaud cannot accent, He immerses himself consequently

into the world of the past, and of Maria Chapdelaine that he does not

cease to read and enjoy., He projects over his disintepratine environment
imarces of an inner landscape more and more Adivorced from the outer,
Mowhere in French Canadian literature, it would seem, has the anguish,

the drama, brousht about by the passine of the traditional order and the
coming of the new one, the conflict between the world of the past and

that of the present an? the future, been sc passionately portrayed,

Menaud and what he symbolizes end in defeat, ant it is the defeat of a
whole way of 1ife that takes place,

In Menaud's defeat is pointed out the necessity to embrace the
secnlar order, with the reguired concrete stance, tools and courage the
movement of revolt, starting in the Forties, will articulate from the
standpoint of the city. Let us analyze the components of Menaud's
defeat,

As in the novels previously Aiscussed, land, languvage, faith
and family, individually or lumped together in the Messianic mystique,
are celebrated and clunz to by the old woodsman, the more desperately
so as he withdraws into a mythical world, Menaud, his son Joson, and
Alexis, a voung woodsman, are introducerd as part of the same mold as
Frangois Paradis, in the "coureurs de bois" (scout) tradition: "Menaud,
Joson, Alexis, eux n'avaient point bronché, étant d'une autre race, de
celle que la terre mesurée, avec ses labours et ses moissons, ses ricueurs
et ses tendresses, n'avaient pas encore apprivoisée, Pour eux, la vie
c'était 1e bois od 1'sn est chez soi partout ,,, ." If there seems to
be an attempt to create an ovposition between the "coureur de bois" and

the farmer, the nomad and the sedentary, it is better to emphasize and



celebrate the majesty of the land the likes of Menaud and Alexis almost
vhysically possess as they roam throuch its vastness, The symbolic
siernificance of a land=hase) Chapdelaine is found to be magnified in the
land=rovine Menaud who sees God's amnle desiens everywhere: "Lui, Au
clan des louns de bois, jamais 11 n'avait tant aimé la terre, toute 1la
terre de son mavs, mais surtout cet &pre rane de Mainsal, déecriéd par tous
les Tabaavenrs Ar plaise,,, e snl janre oY i1 avait pris souche, libre
parmi tous les sonls," 27

Venaund's vision of the environment around® him is the same used

hy the third voice in Maria Thavdelaine; there seems to be a symbiosis

hetween the past Menaud reads about an? the present be ideally conceives,
So that the imarinary and the actual, Adream and reality, idealization
and concreteness are all one: "En somme, tout cela, tout autour, Aans
les chamns et sur la montasne, assurait qu'une race fiddle entre dans

1a duréde Ade 1la terre elle-méme,,, C'était 13 le sens Aes varoles: 'Ces
rens sont d'une race qui ne sait pas mourir,,.'" 28 The old man's
spiritual involvement with the land is so passionate that he too, it is
implied, hears a "voice" impelling him to ro further, The lersacy is no
lonrer that Quebec must not chance, but that it must acgerandize itself,
revossess  its lost spaces: "Posséder, s'arrandir! Voild le mot d'ordre
venu du sang, 1'appel monté de 1la terre, la terre qui toute, dans la
erande nuit de orintemns, clamait: *Je t'appartiensl'"29

Faith is, likewise, the same deevply~-rooted attachment found in

Varia Chapdelaine, Indeed it is that particular view of faith which

roots the Messianic mission of the French settlers in North America:
"Nous avions apporté A'outre-mer nos vridres et nos chansons: elles

30
sont toujours les mémes," Another part of the sacred heritage to be
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upheld is language: ".,, notre langue, nos vertus et jusqu'd nos fai-
hlesses deviennent des choses sacrées."‘31 Yet, beyond specific cele~
brations, there is the gzeneric global ethos,

Mgr Savard's concept of "la race" parallels the "voice's" in
Maria: it is the collective, the oreganic, sense of the French Canadian
experience in North America, But his concept differs from Groulx's;
at least insofar as it is not overtly associated with any racialist
nineteenth century European doctrine, Here it means the fidality of
the French Canadian to his origins, a sense of personal and collective
jidentity that has allecedly insured survival, historically, Not
surprisingly, Menaud's reflections on the subject stem from the initial
passage in Hémon's book: "Nous avions apporté dans nos poitrines le
coeur des hommes de notre pays vaillant et vif, aussi prompt 3 la pitié
qu'au rire, le coeur le plus humain de tous les coeurs humains: i1
n'a pas chamzé."32 The vresent, then, cannot but be viewed in the
perspective of the vast, the lecacy of the ancestors Menaud is wont
to look for in his son, Joson: "*Une race qui ne meurt pas!' Menaud la
voyait 13, vivante, non dans les livres, mais dans sa chair dressée
Adevant 1111.“:}3 But this is the extent of the correspondence, Not only
are Menaud's hopes destroyed when Joson accidently dies, but,more
importantly, the 0ld man does not see the reflection of the past either
in the actual world »5r in his daughter's, Maria's behavior, Thwarted
in his dreams, the 0ld man lives a state of painful desperation, Whether
it concerns his family or the woods, Menaud's strident consciousness of
his legacy keeps him in a state of revolt, the more hopeless because
it cannot find any channel to exteriorize itself, For instance, as the

woods, are beine sold to foreisgn interests, Menaud finds release only
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in a dream sequence, whereby the collective unconscious tells him to find
his freedom, He is told this freedom is in himself; but the woodsman
cannot apprehend it, he is a captive, One may surmise, a capiive much
as his generation and the ones before which imprisoned themselves in a
spiritually-sustaining mystique that nevertheless locked them out of

the material world:

-=Tu sais maintenant, lui dit quelqu'un de cette foule; délivre

1a liberté!
-=0% est-elle?
-=Nans ton sang,
--Qu'est-ce_gui la retient captive?
~=Toi-mdme 3

Menaud's tragic bout with existence is, in addition, more force=-
fully portrayed in his attitude towards his daughter, with whom he is as
overpossessive as he is with the land, and with the same results, When
he hears that Dé1ié (a young man working for the "foreigners" who are
now acquirine the forest) is courting his daughter Maria, he flies into
a rage as blind and irrational as it is il1l-founded, since the girl has
no interest in the man, It would seem, however, that Délié serves but
as a pretext for Menaud to discharge his overflow of frustration at a
world, a present, a reality completely alien to his vision:

Car tu le comprendras un jour, transmettre son nom, son sang, ce
n'est pas cela qui contente le coeur; mais, dans la chair qui vient de
soi, sentir battre les mémes amours et briiler les mémes haines, mais
voir des pas s'orienter pour 8tre le prolongement de ses pas, et des
pestes s'élever pour 8tre le reldvement de ses gestes, voild le désir
qui fait vivre quand on recarde ses enfants, Né d'une race qui bataille
ici depuis trois sidcles, j'avais le droit d'espérer que le pacte fait
avec la terre de mes a¥Yeux ne se briserait pas dans ma maison ,..
J'avais le droit de compter ggg la fille 3 Menaud ne trahirait pas en
épousant un b&tard de déchu,

The term "bftard"™ signals that a concern with bastardization as
symbolical of the degeneration of the present generations (giving birth

to a contrast with the greatness of the ancestors, the past) is equally
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dominant in this novel, It is as if the line read in Maria Chapdelaine

("Rien ne changera parce que nous sommes un témoignage"), as it comes

to haunt Menaud, instills in him an irreducible sense of guilt, The
heart of Menaud's attitude, therefore, 1ies in the fact that it is
because the legacy of the ancestors has been betrayed throuch bastard-
jzation that he is being deprived of his woods by "foreigners," If

the fidelity and security assured in the Messianic ethos have failed the
descendants it is not hecause the ethos itself could not protect
indefinitely from the outside world, but rather because the descendants
were not faithful, Délié, then, in Menaud's eyes stands as the living
symbol of degeneration; althourh he is the one character in the book
willine to 1listen to the winds of change and espouse progress, All of
Menaud's frustrations find nonetheless, momentarily, an object for focus;
Dé11é emerges as the necessary "nemesis" in Menaud's tragedy: '"Non
Menaud n'aimait point ce gars-13} Ne tout -on instinect A'homme libre et
jaloux Au sol, I1 était pour lui, Ae ces esclaves dont les épaules

ont les gales Au bft, qui livrent, pour “e 1l'argent, la montagne et

les chemins 3 1'étranger,”

However, in spite of Menau?'s rantings against Délié, his
Aaughter, Maria, the "foreigners" of the implacable fate that ravished
his son, he never ascribes the collapse of his worl® to any single
visible cause, Befitting his tragic stature, Menaud's "hubris" lies
in that very which gives him spiritual sustenance: the mystical
celebration of the land which he never allows his mind to rest from,
much less to question, Every event builds up his incapacity to cope
with the secular worl? and inexorably weaves his 1ife up to the climactic

point of enmeshment in a total schizoif web, Has catharsis been reache?
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when, in the technique of ancient trapgedy, the reader i= indirectly tol”
of the "“off-stage" resolution of the conflict: "On entendait son pére
battre Ae ses appels le grand Aésert Ae la folie?“37 A painful one
infee?,

But the Qefinitive "roman Au terroir" both for the glorification

of the rural or”er an? its ~Qeca’ence is Ringuet's Trente Arpents (193R),

a novel built like a clas<ical tracedy with its constitutive four
Aivisions, its larger=than=1life protagonist, Euchariste Moisan, its
rise=ani=fall propression an?, lastly, whose cathartic effect cannot

but impress on the reader the fact that the rural order is unieniably
dea? when its <ymbolie incarnation is left a prey to quiet Aecperation,
evile? in a New Fneglan® factory tovn, Ringuet, acainet the backirop

of three generaticnc of the Moican fa~ilw, t~17< t+the story of the
patriarsh, Enchariste, from his early manhoo? in the region of Saint-
Jacque= 1'%rmite, in the Laurentians, as he is ahout to et married,
work his ovn farm an® raise a family, to his o0l?® age as a nicht watchman
in a factory, Moisan =successfullv manaces< his farm an? be begets
thirteen children to bear witness to his orosperity; or, mythically,

to rouni=up the covenant lan?=family=<*ivinity at work in the tra-'itional
~1lture, In the fullness of 1life, thus, Wuchariste is silhouette?
arainst the fertility of the lan? to which corresponds the fertility of
his wife, Go?'s plan, which is never Aoubte? since it roots the very
notion of life, is nevt consecrate? when the eldest of the chilAren
hears the Lor?'s call an? becomes a priest, Having reache? in the secon?
part of the book, Summer (for the four parts correspon? to the seasonal
cycle), the highest Aegree of fulfillment, the Moisan family, an®

particularly Euchariste, is henceforth Aoome”,
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Ominous signs appear, as is wont to happen in classical tragedy,
as suacess radiates, A relative who has emicrate? to a New Fnglan?

factory town, much like Lorenzo Surprenant in Maria Chaplielaine, comes

for a visit with his American-born wife an? the tinsel an? glitter of
city 1life reverberate from his gol? teeth an? lou?d talk, when it is not
the seeds of "les fleurs Au mal" that are planted as his wife seduces
one of her awe’ country nephews, the thir® of Buchariste's boys, Ephrem
(an?; sipnificantly, the first to leave the farm and embrace city life;
the one in whose home, in New Englan?’, Buchariste is exiled; an?,
lastly, one whose American-born wife is also a’ulteroust!), Secon?

omen, Ozuinase, the priest in the family, is of a weak constitution an?
soon Aies of consumption in the Autumn Aivision of the book, Thir~,
Lucin?a, one of the girls, follows in FEphrem's footsteps and leaves for
the city where (in the "Winter Aivision) she turns to prostitution,
Fourth, the post=World War I course of modern life erupts in the village
when automobiles appear and in‘ustrialization starts taking place, But,
fifth, an?® more importantly, the mother, Alphonsine Aies giving birth
to her thirteenth child, Nowhere is the profoun? tragic irony of the
omen more evident than in the placifity, contiguous with the orsanic
process of life, with which the mother's Aeath is accepted:

Et, avant qu'Euchariste ait pu pleinement se renire compte de ce
qui se passait, il se trouva Aans la grand-chambre, au pie® Au 1it od
une forme vague et un masque cireux et exsangue étaient tout ce qui res-
tait de son Alphonsine, Les enfants se tassaient dans la porte, les
afnés sanglotant, les petits cherchant 3 comprenire pourquoi on les rete-
nait 13, tandis qu'un soleil Aoux les appelait au Aehors, Nans un coin
Ae la cuisine, 1'afnée, Malvina, bercgait une petite fille en qui la vie
Ae 1la mdre était passée pour toujours,

Pentant trois jours et Aeux nuits, la malson fut envahie par la
parenté et le voisinage, Cela,heureusement, était survenu pendant la
périole relativement inactive A'entre semailles et moisson; il n'en fal-

lait pas moins, le jogﬁ, soigner les bétes & 1'accoutumée et faire 1'or-
Alnaire Aes travaux,'
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However impervious to the meaning of these omens, and congenitally Arawn
to espouse 1ife as a process of Aetermine? destruction ani creation, the
Moisan family is from then on led to a likewise implacably Aetermine?
course, it would seem; <that of their fall, principally in the figure

of the patriarch,

Euchariste, crafty an? shrewd, keeps tons of hay in store with
the hope of capitalizing on the rise in prices consequent to increase?
War Aemanis, One nicht a fire burns his barn completely to the ground,
Euchariste is responsible for that mishap since, preoccupie? by his
Aiscovery that a neighbor has outsmarted him in a land Jeal, he left a
lighted pipe in the barn, The first signs of character flaw appear,
though, in the greediness and excessive pride which explain the
unfortunate fire, FEuchariste heretofore the richest an? shrewdest among
the farmers is Aoomed when the qualities that insured his success turn
into the excesses of avarice and pride, These crucial flaws soon
accumulate their toll when Euchariste next loses two legal suits, lodger
against the neighbor who outsmarted him, and, further,loses all his
savings when the local notary absconds with his clients' deposits, At
this stage, the en? of the third Aivision (Autumn), the climactic point
has been reacherd,

Although some time elapses between Euchariste's bequeathing of
the lan? to his eldest surviving son, Etienne, an? his exile in New
Englani, these three main setbacks, each connected to flaws in the
protagonist®s character, have seale? his fate, The rest of the novel,
the fourth Aivision (Winter), accor?ingly is the anticlimactic implacable
Aisintegration not only of Euchariste but of the worlA he symbolized in

the earlier image of fertility and abundance, Successively, the sons
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an? dauchter- of Saint=Jacques 1'Ermite's farmers leave for the cities in
greater numbers as the lan® cannot sustain them, The Moisan family
Ajisintegratest another chil?d ~ies of consumption; the youngest son
cannot fin? work an® has to be supported with his family by Etienne, the
beneficiary of Euchariste's lan?, who, in turn, beleaguered by his own
mounting problems resorts to the Narwinian principle of "survival of

the fittest" by unemotionally sending his father for a visit to Ephrem
which is to be of no return, Pictures of Aegrafation (from the
perspective of the traditional culture, to be sure) aboun?® in Euchariste's
journey to an? sojourn in exile: in Montreal he gets lost in the streets
a? joining the train station, but he fin?s his way back after rude
sarcasms from prostitutes among whe m, unbeknownst to him, is his Aaughter
Lucinfas in "hite Falls, he finds his Aaughter-in-law one afternoon with
a man in his undershirt an?® innocently believes her statement that the
man came to offer him a job, These scenes, pregnant with bittersweet

if not bitter irony, serve well a technique that is evidently to the
point: the o0l” man®'s inability to grasp the truth in these situations

is but a Aramatic parallel for a more fundamental blindness which existed
alrea’y in the more glorious Aays of Summer, of fertility an?® abundance,
as the earlier ignorance of the omens demonstrates, Such is the power
of the Messianic myth,

e can now turn to an analysis of the myth*s constituents which
give to this novel its particular tragic power: that of French Cana?ian
society at a cultural if not historical crossroads, Or why Trente
Arpents, as earlier sai?, is a definitive work, First must be pointed
out the references to the lan?, the mother, the faith an? the family

common to the tradition of the "terroir." The land, as in Maria
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Thaplelaine, Menau? an® other works, is portraye® in a maternal imagery,

a central orranic universe against which everything is measure?:

La terre, impassible et evigeante, suzeraine impérieuce Aont 11«
étatent les serfs, payant auv intempéries 1'avenage Aes moi<son< gitées,
assujettis aux corvées de “rainage et ~“e Aéfrichement, soumis toute
1'année longue au cens Ae la sueur, Ils s'étaient regroupés sur et prec-
que contre la Aure 213be Aont on ne tire rien qui ne lui soit arraché 3
force Ae bras, Par sa volonté muette, ils avaien%sreconstitué 1la trinité
humaine: homme, femme, enfant, pre, mére, fils, 39
The woman, seen only as mother, is naturally envisage? as a parailem of
the lan’: 1ike the land, the woman-as-mother is to be fertile, abundant
an? the symbol of the Bibliecal call to work, Here is Euchariste's notion
of love as he contemplates marrying Alphonsine:

Certes, il aimait Alphonsine, ... Certes, il ne la parait point
d'irréel et ne lui tissait pas une robe e madone; 1'i‘ée qu'il ='en
faisait n'avait rien Ae romanesque, Au contraire, i1 <avait fort bien
ce qu'elle vourrait 1ui Aonner: forte et rfblée, pas regsardante i 1'ou-
vrage, elle caurait 2 la fois con’uire 1a maison et 1'aifer auv champs
Y 1*'énaque e 1a moisson, "e vi-ase avenant, bien tournée “e sa personne,
alle lui “onnerait “ec gars =olivas aprés “es plai<irs aurquels il pensait
parfois sans honte ni hfte evarérée, C'est pourquoi A'un coeur consentant
11 s'4tait lai<sé aller 3 1'aimer ou plus jystement 3 la vouloir avant
méme 1'habitu’e Ae la voir chagque Afimanche,

If the man i= relurtant to celebrate =evual pa<sion, happiness to him is
that his relationship with the woman be consecrated by a hicher callinge
which 1= the Biblical evhortation to multinly an? propasate Go?'s Aesieni
the more the 1lan?® an? the woman are abuniant the better the Christian,
Religion, therefore, is the principle of orfer that governs everythine,
The prie<t, in particular, inasmuch as he is the center of power, the
Aominant ficure whose counsel an? guilance are =sought, appears a= the
"real" man in the community, Any analysis of the family or societal
set=up must understand his very vital role as a "father" in the rural
environment, That such a role entails the emasculation of the legitimate

father an? husban? in the traditional culture certainly accounts for the

castration complex asainst which many "sons" in the urban modern set-up
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revolt, as shall be seen in a subsequent chapter.4l But here is the
masculine principle long wed?e? in Quebec to the feminine principle of
the lan?, or Alphonsine's real "husban?":

Paysan i1 était certes, et marqué pour toujours ~u siene Ae la
terre maleré les anndes ~e colldge, en Aépit Aes quatre ans Ae séminaire
et des onze ans e prétrise penfant lesquels il avait été chef Ae pa-
roisse, & 1a fois pasteur, juge et conseiller Ae tous, arbitre Ae toutes
les Aisputes, intercesseur auprds Au ciel qui Aispense les plules et
accorde lec beaux temps, &ne véritable de cette communauté étroite et
hermétique qu'est la paroisse canarienne-frangaise, 42
At the risk of being sacrilegious, cannot the following question be
asked: If the priest is the real "husban®" and progenitor, is it
surprising that the Church in Quebec long proclaimed the existence of
the large family (such as the Moisans) as one essential Auty té be
fulfille® (what historically is calle?® "the revenge of the cradle™)
lest the French Canadian perish? At any rate the woman's fertility
stoo? as barometer for success in the Messianic ethos,

After carefully Awelling in the representation of tracition,
Ringuet clinically (in real 1life the author was a medical man) paints
its Aecadence, At the en?® of the book, 0ld Euchariste, aware of the
ruins of his family an? of the lan?, has to realize: "La terre faillait
aux siens, la terre éternelle et maternelle ne nourrissait plus ses
fils."44' (True to type, though, like Menau® he muses that industrial-
ization an? faile? Jescendants are to blame for this,) Religion is not
the center of stability and security it once was: the two Moisan
children who have joined religious orders have both Aie? of consumption,
GoAd's Aesign has failed, moreover, in the Aisintegration of the Moisan
family, One of the avowed aims of Messianism, the redemption of "pagan"

Anglo=Saxon North America Quebec was to accomplish, is portrayed, in

the end, in its ironic subversion as Euchariste, the fallen symbol,
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reflects about what he had heen taught now that he is in New Englan?:

Les rares fols,que, chez lui, Fuchariste Moisan avait évoqué les
"Etats", 11 avait imap iné des villes et Aes campagnes lointaines, mais
semblables 3 celles qu'il connaissait, Ft i1 les avait vues lentement
envahies par le Québec, Tant Ae familles de sa connalssance avaient
émigré que cette coulée vivante et prolifique ne pouvait ne pas aveir
prolongé 13-bas la patrie laurentienne et formé un nouveau Québec amé=-
ricain, ¢¢o Un million et Aemi Ae "Frangais" Aans le seul Est Aes Etats=-
Unis, Aans la seule Nouvelle=Angleterre!

Et voild que venu au foyer Ae son fils, en une ville ol lui
Aisait-on, prés A'un tiers e la populat%ﬁ? était de sang frangais, il
ne retrouvait rien qui lui fit prochain,

Intee’, it is such a painful awareness of failed, misguide? hopes which
gave birth, no Aoubt, to the "Beat" sense of voiAd articulate? in the
late Fifties by a descendant of these French Canadian immigrants, Jack
Kerounac (of which more later),

So, as the book closes on the bleakness of exile, the Aarkness
of the soot an? grime of White Falls, U,S,A,, in jarring contrast with
the golden open fields and sunny fays of the first half of the novel,
and as these two poles coalesce in Euchariste's decrepitude =

A table, au Aéjellner ~u midi, i1 mangea le nez ~Aans son assiette,
levant les yeux Ade temps 3 autre pour voir si ses petits-enfants 1'cb-
servaient, Mais ils causalent entre eux et en anglais, apparemment
insensibles 3 la présence Ae ce paysan qu'ils ne connaissaient point,
Aont apparemment ils ne savaient rien sinon que c'était  un e leurs
gran?s-pdres; non pas celui de Washington Street, un bon vieil Irlan-
Aais aux Aents et 3 lunettes A'or, ... mais bien 1'autre grand-pére,
sorti Au fon® Au lointain, et nor?ique Québec, “u Québec rustre ot
arriéré, ,os Un gr%nﬂ-pére qui ne sentait point la boutique Ae barbier,
mais 1'étable, -~ 4
a powerful if sad resolution takes place: the Adeath of a family, a way
of life, a culture, To be sure, the seeds of Aaestruction were present
all along in the composition of the Messianic myth, in the very outlook
so brilliantly introduce® in the opening pages (when young Euchariste

i1s sitting on a verandfa with his uncle, whiling away the "eternal moment"

of a late sunny sunday afternoon, presenting an arresting image of



imperviousness and obliviousness to whatever exister outside their
immediate environment), Yet, one cannot help wishing Fate had been

more lenient,
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5« The Revolted Black

The second major theme of the Black American novel is one that
historically appears wedded with the theme of hybridity. Germane to the
melodrama or the tragedy of the mulatto is the mood of discontent
against an overall culture that will not absorb an independent class of
mixed-blood (cf., Johnson) or, as was more often the case, will not
differentiate between someone that "is known to be a Negro" (to use
Himes® phrase), though he does not appear to be, and one that is
recognizably Black (e¢f, Chesnutt and Brown).1 Though this discontent
is one of the chief features of ante~ and post-bellum Black literature
the protest that is articulated does not attain the lewvel of revolt,

Nowhere is there the kind of sweeping indictment that Richard
Wright brings to the scene with Native Son., The novelists in the Brown
and Chesnutt tradition, and even the writers of Slave narratives, work
rather in the framework of Christian morality when not appealing to pathos,
to inveigh against the "evil" (a term that recurs) of slavery or of the
caste system, In other words, the early writers are at bottom optimists,
dyed=in-the=wool believers, as it were, in the American Dream ethos,
They believe in an evolutionary process strongly reliant on a Puritan
sense of destiny that if consclences are appealed to in the proper way
then the barriers of slavery and caste will come down, Underlying the
tragic ending of Chesnutt's and Brown's novels is the notion that if
people really knew what it is to be a Clotel or a Rena Warwick, as the
reader gets to know her, then acceptanmee would come, Prospero would
recognize Caliban's humanity, |

But it is really with the Negro Renaissance that, as in many

other things, revolt has its real roots, The discovery of self-conceived



64

and articulated values, emphatically Calibanic rather than Prospero-
oriented, which takes place in the Jazz age -=with Harlem becoming,
literally, the cultural center of the Black world-~ the stressing of
Caliban's (albeit tentative) self-sufficiency, establishes the groundwork
upon which Wright's thoroughly disillusioned generation will vent its
revolt with fury, In a way, it seems odd to consider a time suited to
dancing, singing, hedonism, sensuality, and general festivity in the
framework of revolt, There are two reasons which militate for such

a perspective, First, starting with a writer such as Toomer there is a
radical scission with the precedent cultural stance, Continuing with
DuBois, McKay, Hughes, and a number of other writers, the new attitude

is one of self-discovery, Calibanic search for indigenous roots,
Contrarily to the previous writers' plea for acceptahce in the "other's"
culture, we have a departure from tragic alienation to a reconciliation
rooted in self-recognized and assumed experience, Whether this reconci-
liation is celebrated in wild rag-time music, cake-walk dancing, the
verbal witticism of a Langston Hughes or the explorations of a Toomer, a
central fact emerges: there is an undeniable "joie de vivre," a lyrical
celebration of what it means to be alive and truly Caliban, Second,
Black nationalism, described simply as group self-consciousness, takes
its roots in this period, In the acceptamee of Africanity, whether it
is in the rhythms of the new songs and dances, or in the imagery that
bursts through a book such as Cane, or, again, the lyrical primitivism of
a8 McKay --writers find the breeding ground for the radicalism so magni-
ficently embodied in the character of Ras the Exhorter, the prototypical
Harlemian nationalist, At any rate, Harlem,as the urban center represent-

ative of the new outlook,is the symbolical nexus of reference for the
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understanding of the violence, despair, and hope which follow in the wake
of Richard Wright's Bigger,

The Negro Renaissance, therefore, is the base from whence we shall
start for the exploration of our second theme, Next we shall be considering
the stance of revolt in the writer's depiction of the Blacks' social milieu
(the ghetto and the concept of alienation), and thirdly, we shall deal
with the violence in the characters' lives wherein rests the notion of
the Black novelist®’s revolt, We will be moving from a strictly Calibanic
viewpoint to one where Caliban hurls his full defiance at, if not rejection
of, Prospero's experience,

In a speech given at Howard University in 1966, Léopold Sédar
Senghor, the poet-President and chief theoretician of Négritude =-that
mach-discussed and debated literary and cultural movement-- acknowledged
that the writers and artists of the Negro Renaissance were the first and
true originators of this movement:

Without overlooking the role played by Haiti, the fact remains
that you were the ones, who between the years 1920-1925, started the
Negro Renaissance, and gave birth to the New Negro, conscious of his
Négritude, determined to live it: to defend it and make it famous .., «
For you were not only talking about Négritude, you were living it, you
were Négritude,

Omitting Senghor's customary rhetoric one must note the significance of
this recognition. How could it be otherwise? For the imagery, the
symbolism, the call for rhythmic verse, notwithstanding the appeal to
indigenous cultural roots, dear to Senghor, Césaire,et al, were all
being expressed in the Harlem of the Twenties, There, an unself-
conscious negritude was being created in a life style spiritually abundant
and fertile stemming from a throbbing sense of harmony in the rediscovered
Self, A passage from one of Cane's stories, "Theater," expresses this:

"Girls dance and sing, Men clap, The walls sing and press inward, They
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press the men and girls, they press John towards a center of physical
3

ecstasy, Go to it Baby! Fan yourself, and feed your papai"™ Here, to
a great extent, Senghor and Césaire will find the aesthetics of Négritude,
Black stands for beauty, and fecundity, so does dusk or night, whereas
White (Prospero's culture), dawn or day siands for desiccation, sterility.
The previously quoted passage in "Box Seat" conveys this contrasting
imagerys

Houses are shy girls whose eyes shine reticently upon the dusk
body of the street, Upon the gleaming limbs and asphalt torso of a
dreaming nigger, Shake your curled wool=blossoms, nigger, Open your
liver lips to the lean, white spring, Stir the root-1ife of a withered
people. Call them from their houses and teach them to dream,

W.E,B, DuBois's Dark Princess (1928), an innocuous and naive

novel about an alliance between the colored peoples of the world designed
to overthrow Mwhite supremacy," although marred by a dubious story line,
nonetheless expresses in one passage a similar play of images:

First and above all came that sense of color: 4into this world
of pale yellowish and pinkish parchment, that absence or negation of
color, came, suddenly,. a glow of golden brown skin, It was darker than
sunlight and gold; it was lighter and livelier than brown, It was a
1living, glowing crimson, veiled beneath brown flesh, It called for no
light and_suffered no shadow; but glowed softly of its own inner
radiance,

But it is McKay's Home to Harlem (1928) that epitomizes the celebration
of negritude, In a novel that focuses on the festive atmosphere of
Harlem, oblivious to plot and character, the message borne in the
successive tableaux-like scenes is to enjoy whatever comes naturally,

to lead an uninhibited kind of life, It is McKay's intimate belief

that upheld by this vitality and abundance of life, the Black man is

in a far better position than the White who is looking for an intellect-
ual meaning to the universe, McKay feels that Blacks KNOW, understand
1life's meaning intimately, in their very being, because they are part,

and an active one, of the natural process, (Such belief, of course,
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corresponded to the overall primitivist craze of the day., The "slumming"
Jay Gatsby crowd certainly agreed with McKay's views; just as Sartre will
6
regarding Senghor's similar statements .) Jake coming "home,™ after
living in Europe, anticipates on the boat the luxuriance and richness that
await him in Harlem, The picture that emerges is a lyrical celebration
of the gratification of the senses: sounds, sights and feelings mingle
and mean Harlem:

Oh, to be in Harlem again after two years away, The deep-dyed
color, the thickness, the closeness of it, The noises of Harlem, The
sugared laughter, The honey-talk on its streets, And all night long,
ragtime and "blues” playing somewhere,,. slghin; somewhere, dancing
somewhere! Oh, the contagious fever of Harlem,

Another significant feature of McKay's novel is the use of
contrasting imagery similar to Toomer's and DuBois, The multiple color
variations found among Black people --instead of rooting melodrama-- are
indicative of abundance and richness, and a source for pride of
oneself (Black is beautiful?),

Ancient black life rooted upon its base with all its fascinating
new layers of brown, lowebrown, high-brown, nut-brown, lemon, maroon,
olive, mauve,gold, Yellow balancing between black and white, Black
reaching out beyond yellow, Almost white on the brink of a change,
Sucked back down into the current of black by the terribly sweet rhythm
of black blood,..

Yet it is in the nucleus of the Negro's animalism, his primitive vitality,
that resides the heart of McKay's affirmation of Black culture, In the
following, long but highly pertinent, passage one can observe the
implications behind the use of contrapuntal symbolism: animalism v,
intellectualism; sensuality v. coldness; primitivism v, gentility.
Again pride in self, in one's blackness or Africanity, is lyrically
conveyed s

Haunting rhythm, mingling of naive wistfulness and charming
gayety, now sheering over into riotous joy, now, like a Jjungle mask,
strange, unfamiliar, disturbing, now plunging headlong into the far, dim

depths of profundity and rising out as suddenly with a simple, childish
grin, And the white visitors laugh, They see the grin only, Here are
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none of the well-patterned, well-made emotions of the respectable world,

A laugh might finish in a sob, A moan end in hilarity, That gorilla type
wrigeling there with his hands so strangely hugging his mate, may strangle
her tonight, But he has no thought of that now, He loves the warm
wrigele and is lost in it, Simple, raw emotions and real, They may
frighten and repel refined souls, because they are too intensely real,
just as a simple savage stands dismayed before nice emotions that he
instantly perceives as false,

A faint false note can be heard, however, in these novels of the
Renaissance, not loud enough to jar the festivities but sufficient to
indicate that the seeds of the coming revolt are planted in the very urban
environment where the Negro rediscovers himself, Harlem may be a place
of "sugared laughter" and its streets may "honey-talk," but McKay cannot
help but admit there is another reality after the music fades ==that of the
foul smells of the ghetto, Jake and a friend witness a street fight, and
the friend muses: "We're all just lumped together without a chanst to
choose and so we nacherally hate one another, It's nothing to wonder
that you' buddy Ray done ran away from it, .., We're too close and thick
in Harlem, Need some moh fresh air between us ,.. ."10 DuBois also is
aware of these realities when Perigua, one of the leaders of the would-be
revolution, asserts: "We're tame tabbies; we're fawning dogssy we lick
and growl and wag out tails; we're so glad to have a white man fling
us swill that we wriggle on our bellies and crawl, We slave that they
may loll; we hand over our daughters to be their prostitutes."ll

Another important characteristic appears which, added to the
preceding, constitutes the ingredients for Wright's revolt: the black
man's alienation, induced by the very realities the ghetto so well
represents.lz'l'néao realities often are the scourge of racial discrimination,
As Halsey, in Toomer's Cane, succinetly puts it: "Prejudice is every-
wheres about this country. An a nigger aint much standin anywheres."l3

DuBois® Matt experiences it when his application for 1nteg§hip in medical
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school is turned down: *"Well --what did you expect? Juniors must have
obstetrical work, Do you think white women patients are going to have

a nigger doctor delivering their babies?"lu Ray, a bookish Haitian,
works on a train with Jake in McKay's novel, unable to continue his
education for lack of resources, The significance of Ray resides in his
identification by the other characters as a doomed man, He is destined
to a tragic end hecause he is preoccupied with ideas and not senses,
But, beyond serving as a foil in McKay's structural opposition of black
and white worlds, we are led to believe that Ray's tragedy lies in that
through consciousness he becomes aware of the despair of the Negro's

cordition and cannot do anything about it (this same attitude is expressed

in Wright's Native Son and Ellison's Invisible Man, as we shall see later),

The cook on the train summarizes: "Better leave that theah nigger
professor alone and come on *long to the dining-car with us, That theah
nigger 1s dopey from them books o' hish, I done told befoh them books
15
would git him yet," Alienation here, then, takes the modern form of
existential malaise; the character strives for an identity that escapes
him because he is rootless, Eventually Ray suffers a mental breakdown,
He yet indicates an awareness of his fate when he admits to Jake:

The fact is, Jake, Ray said, I don't know what I'1]l do with my
1ittle education, I wonder sometimes if I could get rid of it and go
and lose myself in some savage culture in the jungles of Africa, I am
a misfit --as the doctors who dole out newpaper advice to the well-fit
might saye-- a misfit with my 1ittle education and constant dreaming,
when I should be getting the nightmare habig to hog in a whole lot of
dough like everybody else in this country,

The unbearable socio-economic conditions of the ghetto and the
equally unbearable sense of malaise and meaninglesness in oneself,

stemming from racial discrimination, are the motives behind the flood

of violent revolt that follows in the wake of Wright's Bigger Thomas.
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Starting with Wright there is in the Negro novel a hard-eyed systematic
appraisal of the socio-economic plight of the urban Black, Native Son(1940)
presents an analytical picture of *he conditions which serve as natural
spring-grounds for the likes of Bigger, Promiscuity, shabbiness, economic
and political exploitation are interrelated facets of ghetto 1life, once
the rose-colored glasses of the Twenties have been taken off. Promiscuity
is conveyed in such a scene as the following, witnessed by Bigger, hiding
from the police and looking at what is taking place in an apartment of a
tenement building facine him: "In one bed sat three naked black children
looking across the room to the other bed on which lay a man and a woman,
both msked and black in the sunlight, There were quick, jerky movements
on the bed where the man and the woman lay, and the three children were
watching."17 The shabbiness of the dwellings is expressed in the
depiction of dwellers running after rats or ogher vermin: "'Bigger,

he's behind the trunk'! the girl whimpered."lk Economic exploitation

is in the kind of rents vaid for rat-infested quarterss "And he had

heard it said that black people, even though they could not get good Jjobs,
paid twice as much rent as whites for the same kind of flats.”19 It is
also in the price paid for consumer items: ™"Bread sold here for five
cents a loaf, but across the 'line' where white folks lived, it sold for
four."20 And the form of business-ownership in the ghetto adds to the
overall exploitation: "Almost all businesses in the Black Belt were owned
by Jews, Italians, and Greeks., Most Negro businesses were funeral parlors;
white undertakers refused to bother with dead black bodies.”21 Finally,
there is political exploitation, that of the Black politicians who have
learned their technique from the White bosses, At the end of Native Son,

Max, Bigger's lawyer, queries him about his "leaders": "'Didn’'t you
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trust them?'"™ To which Bigger replies: "'I don't reckon they wanted any-
body to trust 'em, They wanted to get elected to office, They paid you

22
to vote',"

Similarly, Ann Petry's The Street (1946) (116th street in Harlem)
contains a relentless picture of ghetto depravity, The story centers on a
young Negro woman's efforts during World War II to succeed in 1life when
she is 1iving in Harlem, has a jobless husband who later deserts the home,
and a son who, left most of the time by himself, wanders among derelicts
and prostitutes and consequently gets into trouble with the law, Lutie
strives in various jobs but, like so many other characters of the Negro
novel, she is defeated in the long run and so is her family, The indivi-
dual’s feeling of "asphyxiation" (which we shall see later) is extended
to the physical environment that he inhabits, This is readily evidenced
in the association that Lutie makes in connection with her apartment:

"A11 through Harlem there were apartments just 1like this one, she thought,
and they're nothing but traps, Dirty, dark, filthy traps, Upstairs, Down-
stairs, In my lady's chamber, Click goes the trap when you pay the first
month's rent, Walk right in, It's a free country, Dark little hallways,
Stinking toilets."23 The feeling of being webbed-in is furthermore
experienced in the exploitation of consumer goods: "all of them -~the
butcher shops, the notion stores, the vegetable stands-- all of them

s0ld the leavings, the sweepings, the impossible unsalable merchandise,

the dregs and dross that were reserved especially for Harlem."zu

Jim, the husband, has little conviction also that he can control
his destiny, He cannot find a job to support his family and the reason

for this is in the very process. of a system that dehumanizes human

beings who are born black, The male's loss of self-respect becomes
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evidents "Waiting, waiting, waiting to be called up for a job, He would
come home shivering from the cold, saying, 'God damn white people anyway.
T don't want favors, All I want is a job, Just a job, Don't they know
if T knew how 1'd change the color of my skin."25 Lutie equally experiences
constant assaults on her dignity, At one point she works for a white
family in Connecticut and overhears conversations that reveal to her the
white people'’s outlook about the Negro, and specifically the Negro woman,
In their eyes she cannot be granted the basic dignity cognate with femini-
nitys "Apparently it was an sutomatic reaction of white people --if a
girl was colored and fairly young, why, it stood to reason she had to be
a prostitute."26

A significant aspect of sociological nature, that of the break-up
of the Negro family unit,is dealt with, and in Lutie’s case it is tied to
the soclio-economic pattern, Raé¢ial prejudice has a direct bearing on
social productivity (or the lack of it). In eroding a man's self-respect,
it dispossesses him of his potential for work, Since Jim cannot find a
job, he becomes more and more demoralized and turns to idle pursuits,
such as philandering and drinking, to fill the time: "This street was full
of broken homes, and she thought the men must have been like Jim =-unable
to stand the day after day of drab living with nothing to look forward to
but just enough to eat and a shelter overhead, And the women working as
she had worked and the men getting fed up and getting other women."27

Ellison describes the shabbiness of the ghetto dweller's habitat,
much in Wright's manner, when the hero has to exterminate some vermins:
"'The filthy, stinking things', Mary cried, 'Git that one under the tablel
Yon' he goes, don't let him git away! The nasty rascal‘l"’z8 Living in

such conditions, victims of various forms of economic exploitation, it

comes as no surprise (or it should not, as Ellison for one implies) when
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the inhabitants riot, And as riots erupt they are accompanied by looting,
the most festive occasion, it would seem, in the 1life of the slum-dwellers:
"All the street's signs were dead, all the day sounds had lost their stable
meaning, Somewhere a burglar alarm went off, a meaningless blangy sound,
followed by the joyful shouts of looters."29 And as one character puts
it, upon being asked how the riot (the last one) started: "*Damn who
started it* Dupre said, *All I want is for it to last a while'.”Bo
Consequent to the depiction of ghetto 1life, it is the experience
of alienation which comes to dominate and hingesthe Black novelist's
revolt, starting with Wright, Native Son epitomizes in every respect
the existential protest of the Negro (or the existential fate of modern
man, as European intellectuals, namely Sartre, were quick to point out).31
In this story, the plot in its linear form concerns the killing of a white
girl in Chicago by a Negro and the comeuppance with the forces of the law
that follows, The "detective" aspect of the novel is only a pretext for
a highly dramatic portravzl of the Negro's condition in America: in
Bigger is symbolized the hopelessness of his being, The concept of
alienation is introduced early in the book, as Bigger, speaking to his
buddies, reflectss "Goddamnit, look! We live here and they live there,
We black and they white, They got things and we ain't, They do things
and we can't, It's just like living in jail, Half the time I feel I'm
like on the outside of the world peeping in through a knot=hole in the
fence .., ."32 The "dividing wall™ symbolism, with the accompanying
sense of "asphyxiation" for those (the Blacks) behind it, is introduced
and will recur in other novels of revolt, Wright, in this seminal work,
shows that alienation is not just Bigger's problem, He carries its

philosophico-sociological ramifications into the psychological ones of
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mental imbalance, (An attitude that was foreshadowed, of course, in the

character of Ray in McKay's Home to Harlem, and which will be repeated in

that of the Vet in Invisible Man,) Here, in the character of an irmate

that Bigger meets in jail, as elsewhere, the root cause of this extreme
form of alienation is the Negro's consciousness of his plight and his
incapacity to live with it; as is explained to Bigger:

He went off his nut from studying too much at the university.
He was writing a book on how colored people 1live and he says somebody
stole all the facts he'd found, He says he's got to the bottom of why
colored folks are treated bad an§3he's going to tell the President and have
things changed, see? He's nuts!
Alienation more often takes the form of a sense of dispossession in the
"have-not" facing the "have,"” A sense where the individual feels drained
of all material and spiritual resources, Such is the case when Bigger
meets Mary Dalton, his eventual vietim, the rich, blonde and beautiful
daughter of his employers, She is a Miranda figure full of candid
sympathy and good-will towards the Negro whom she sees as an object to
be pitied and patronized, The contrast is too much for Bigger: "The
guarded feeling of freedom that he had while listening to her was tangled
with the hard fact that she was white and rich, a part of the world of
people who told him what he could and could not do."3u Another indication
of the feeling of not belonging to oneself, of being deprived of an
elemental sense of one's identity, is conveyed when Bigger ruminates
about the "have" (the White ) so different from him: " ,,, he felt that
they ruled him, even when they were far away and not thinking of him,
ruled him by conditioning him in his relations to his own people."35
Lastly, Wright goes on to associate the Negro's state of segregation with

one of dehumanization that, on a collective level, takes the form of

colonization; the same, it would seem, as that the former African colonies
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experienced, This is presented in the unfortunate rhetorical last part
that jars the structure of the novel, Max, Bigger's lawyer, says to the
tribunal: "Taken collectively, they [ihe Negroeé] are not simply twelve
million peoples in reality they constitute a seperate nation, stunted,
stripped, and held captive within this nation, devoid of political,
social, economic, and property rights."36

The Negro's loss of identity is a major theme of Attaway's Blood
on the Forge (1941), a tale about three brothers, Big Mat, Chinatown and
Melody, who are sharecroppers in the South of the Thirties, until Big
Mat's murder of a "riding boss" forces them to migrate to the North,
They find work in the Pennsylvania steel mines, where their fellow-workers
are newly-arrived European immigrants, Ukrainians and Ttalians, constituting
with the Blacks a pool of "cheap labor,” The Negro's dehumanized state is
again here depicted both in the South and in the North, in the mask of
happiness he has to wear in the presence of whites: "The stranger rode
near, Chinatown began to grin., He wasn't tickled, He always bent his
back and grinned a little for white folks."37 Or, more importantly, as it
represents the necessary backeround for the understanding of Big Mat's
suicidal recourse to violence, to be seen later, Here is the bottomless
despair behind the mask as, upon being named as "deputy," Big Mat
reflects about the nothingness that he will hurl into violence:

He had been called "nigger" since childhood, "Nigger, nigger
never die,,." was the chant, The name that they gave him had become a
badge signifying poverty and filth, He had not been allowed to walk like
a man, His food had been like the dog slops, and he had eaten, In the
fields he had gone to the branch and gotten down on his belly, He had
drunk his water like a dog left too long in the heat, They had taken his
money and his women, They had made him run for his life, They would have
run him with dogs through the swamps, They would have lynched him,38

The similitude between Bob's, the protagonist, and Bigger's
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conditions is revealed in Chester Himes' If He Hollers Let Him Go (1945),

The story is set in a West Coast naval yard during World War II; Bob
Jones feels crushed by the various racial experiences that he encounters,
Eventually he is destroyed by a society of which he never felt part, and,
more immediately, through his involvement with a white woman, He is
accused by the woman's trumped-up charges of sexual assault and sentenced
to enrollment into the army to a somewhat delayed death, The "dividing
wall"™ of alienation serves, as in Native Son, as dramatic core for the
tragic irony of the end defeat:

Living every day scared, walled in, locked up, I didn't feel
1ike fighting any more; I'd take a second thought before I hit a paddy
[#hite] now, I was tired of keeping ready to die every minute; it was
too much strain, I had to fight hard enough each day just to keep on
living, All T wanted was for the white folks to let me alone; not say
anything to me; not even look at me, They could take the goddamned world
and go to hell with 1t,39

At one point, Bob goes to a cinema where a film is shown portraying
storeotypes of the Stepin Fetchit variety, Its dehumanized import is |
jntensely felt and resented: "I was down to a low ebb,I needed some help,
I had to know that Negroes weren't the lowest people on the face of God's
green earth, I had to talk it over with somebody, had to build myself
back up, TRS sons of bitches were grinding me to the nub, to the meat-
less bone," As racial discrimination increasingly destroys Bob, he
comes to feel what most characters experience in the Black novel =-the
feeling of dispossession that becomes part of the Negro's soul, So that,
as shall be seen in the analysis of violence (and as Wright himself will
say), cne of the first impulses of the Negro in wanting to assert his
humanity will be that of smashing his state of degradation and those he
feels responsible for it: "I knew with the white folks sitting on my

brain, controlling my every thought, action, and emotion, making 1life
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one crisis after another, day and night, asleep and awake, conscious and
unconscious, I couldn't make it."ul Again and again, Bob harps on this
notion of "making it," his exacerbation compounded by the fact that he
has been conditioned by the ethos of the overall society which proclaims
the rewards and virtues of honest work and good mnrality in terms of
material benefit, The increasing consciousness that the American Dream
cannot be his drives him to despair and to a prophetic statement about
his fate, when he says to his girlfriend (a mulatto buoyed up by the
Dream): "But please don't tell me I can control my destiny, because I
know I can't. In any incident that might come up a white person can use
his color on me and turn it into a catastrophe and I won't have any
protection, any out, nothing I can do about it but die."u2

Alienation likewise dominates Ann Petry's The Street, The
"dividing wall" symbolism is again brought to bear when at one point
Lutie reflects about the evils of ghetto 1life foisted by racial prejudice,
116th Street is a metaphor for the ghetto, and Harlem is the symbol of the
Negro's collective state of alienation:

It was any city where they set up a line and say black folks
stay on this side and white folks on this side, so that the black folks
were crammed on top of each other --jammed and packed and forced into the
smallest possible space until they were completely cut off from light
and air.ugo
Foreshadowing Ellison, the parallel feeling of non-identity is conveyed
in a scene where a character, Boots, alludes to the "invisibility" of his
being to the white man:

Porter! Porter this and Porter that, Boy. George, Nameless, He
got a handful of silver at the end of each run, and a mountain of silver
couldn’t pay a man to stay nameless like that, No name, black my shoes,
No name, hold my cgﬁt. No name, brush me off, No name, take my bags,

No name, No name,

The sense of "asphyxiation" accompanies also the overall pattern of
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alienation, Lutie indeed experiences what Bigger, Ray, Bob, Matt, Big
Mat, or any Negro has experienced: "From the time she was born, she had
been hemmed into an ever-narrowing space, until now she was very nearly
walled-in and the wall had been built up brick by brick by eager white
hands."u5

William Gardrer Smith's Last of the Conquerors (1948), an “expa-

triate" novel written in Europe when the author was twenty (presumably as
a result of his experiences with the American army in postwar Germany),
tells a tale of Negro soldiers trying to lead the same life as their White
counterparts on the continent; but they run into the same barriers that
they would confront back home, The "caste system" is more than a geogra-
rhically institutionalized implantation, it is something that the indivi-
duals carry within themselves, Life in Germany is good for the soldiers,
though, when they do not run into the prejudices of their White colleagues,
as they experience living in a society devoid, so it seems, of the racial
disease, So much so that when his tour of duty is ended, the prospect
of returning "home" for the Negro soldier is the dread of once more going
back to hell, Murdoch, for instance, confronts that dilemma and indicates
his fear of the ambient dispossession that awaits him: "What the hell am
I gonna do when I get back to'the States? What kinda goddam job you think
I can get in Georgia? Diggin® ditches? I don't want to go back there,
I don't want to go anyplace in the States, Can you understand that?"u6
Another time, the reminder of home brings back the experience of alienation
that the Negro suffers anywhere in America, North as well as South:

There ain't no difference between the South and the North, Only
thing in the South is more honest with its prejudice, That's all, 1In the
South they got signs up that say, 'No colored allowed', and you just go

someplace else, In the North they don't have no signs, but you ﬁo to a
big hotel and they say, 'Sorry, the position is already taken®’,"47
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Hayes, the main character, attends an American movie in the local
theatre and he witnesses the same portrayal of stereotypes that Himes®
character does, The same negation of basic humanity, the same degradation,
is perceived: "The Negro said "yassah" very often and, when mysterious
noises came from upstairs, the white actors were very brave but the Negro's
eyes opened very wide 1like spotted golf balls and his mouth opened wide
into a big cavern with white borders."h8

William Demby's so~-called "Existentialist" novel, Beetlecreek (1950),
purports to show through the contrapuntal pattern of White and Black racial
prejudices that the basic problem involved is irrespective of race; that
of man at odds with an incomprehensible universe and with a consequent
sense of meanimglessness.u9 The dramatization takes place in a Southern
town where the blacks live on one side of the tracks, the whites on the
other, An o0ld white man serves as symbol and chief character of the tale:
he 1lives in the middle, leaning on the Negro side, and becomes eventually
the tragic vietim of man's "despair,”

This interpretation may be valid, but in thecontextof our essay
it suffices to observe that the author deals mostly with life among the
town's Negroes and indicates attitudes and feelings that parallel those
we have been seeing so far, Even the eharacterization of the 0ld white
man, Bill, validly serves in the realm of alienation, He identifies with
the Negroes to such an extent that indeed he BECOMES legro, only the color
of his skin makes it otherwise (and as he is destroyed one may see the
dreadful irony that is carried, which certainly adds credibility to the
existentialist aura of the novel), This is introduced when we are told:
"He had understood immediately what they felt, though it surprised him to

know that even with them there could be the same childhood terror he had
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known, the same feeling of shame to be in the world, the same need for
shadows and dark places to hide."so

In one of the Negro characters of the book, David --who is meant
to be the outward counterpart of the dual symbolism borne in the figure
of Bill (Black Soul, White Skin)-- we have attitudes reminiscent of
Bigger's,and Lutie's, There is the similar reference to the "dividing
wall,” and the specific feeling of "asphyxiation." David experiences
that, interestingly enouzh, while he is attending college in the North
(this again relates to the destruction syndrome that too much conscious-
ness of the Neero's plicht brings, as Navid never does finish college):

But when he went to that Negro college, he began to feel it, and
along with it, the feeling of being suffocated and unable to move, This
had nothing to do with his not havine opportunities or "civil rights,”
but it was a strange feeling, very difficult for him to explain to him-
self, which had to do with feeling Death, felling frozen, suffocated,
unable to breathe, knowing there was little to be done about it,

Feelings of asphyxiation, dispossession, alienation are lumped
togzether in the concept of "invisibility™ central to Ellison's novel,
"Tnvisibility" is the state in which the Negro is kept by the "system,"
In fact, in ordinary 1ife the Black man is dead as a human being,
Ellison says, Only through a conscious understanding of his state is
the Negro able to survive and maintain a valid"raison d'étre,” Through
consciousness he becomes aware of his invisibility, of the death that
has been his until then. As he becomes aware, the Negro manages to be
re-born and visible to himself, (The self is what is important,) But
he must still maintain a tactical pretense of invisibility for others
(here is the meaning of Rinehart, I believe, and the reason for the

Narrator's fascination with him) until the timely moment when he will

re-appear among the living. This is the final message, uttered only at
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the very end of the novel, almost surreptitiously but by its very concise-
ness portentous of dire warnings, it seems, for those still bent on
maintaining and enforcing the Negro's invisibility ("The hibernation is
over, I must shake off the 0ld skin and come up for breath”).52 This

is the warning that Baldwin much later will articulate as The Fire Next

Time, in more Airect and explicit rhetoric,

But let us take a closer look and see the variegated shades thrown
by this concept, Early in the book, there is a scene where the hero
rememhers the dyine words of his grandfather, a former slave, They are
words of "wisdom," the wisdom of one who went through the "system,"
and if he managed to survive its dehumanizing presecriptions, as the
zrﬁndfather says, it is only because he knew how to go along with it,
until he could do something, which never materialized, and that perhaps
the grandson might bring about: "Live with your head in the lion®s. mouth,
I want you to overcome 'em with yes, undermine 'em with grins, agree 'em
to death and destruction, let 'em swoller you till they vomit or bust
wide open."53

Another highly significant scene, both in its realistic and
symbolistic impact, is that which occurs when Norton, the White Trustee
of the Negro school attended by the hero, is "accidentally" brought into
contact with a sharecropping Negro family, where some of the children are
the off-springs of incestuous relations between the father and his daughter,
The implication is that this nadir state of inhumanity is what the system
has been working to maintain the Negro in. The father says to a much-
shaken and troubled Norton (the great White father symbolical on a
psychological level of the "ego" now confronting his repressed "id") that

he has been, and constantly 1is, visited by rabidly interested white folks:
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"Some of 'em was big white folks, too, from the big school way cross the
State. Asked me lots 'bout what I thought 'bout things, and *bout my
folks and kids, and wrote it all down in a book, But best of all, suh, I
got more work now that I ever did have before,,. ."Su

Dr Bledsoe, the Negro principal of the college, confronts the hero
upon learning of his driving Norton to see the incestuous father, Bledsoe
thereafter makes sure that "the boy keeps running" (as he says in a
reference letter intended to secure the Narrator employment up North
upon his expulsion from school), The author shows that this man, obedient
and subservient to the White trustees who finance the schnol, is in fact
partner (the "twin" of the incestuous father) in a same state of dehumani-
zation, Ellison describes him as the picture of the bourgeois "Uncle Tom":
"Influential with wealthy men all over the country; consulted in matters
concerning the race; a leader of his people; the possessor of not one,
but TWO cadillacs, a good salary and a soft, good=looking and creamy-
complexioned wife."55

An important character in the first portion of the book is the
mental asylum inmate called "The Vet" whom the hero and Norton meet in a
lonz passage of enormous impact, He embodies the expression, developed
before in some of the preceding novels, of the educated Negro who has
seen to clearly into the despair of the Negro's condition, The Vet is a
highly literate person, and terrifyingly "sane" (on; sees the implication),
as Norton witnesses, He mentions that he was a medic in the Army during
the First World War; thereafter ensues a reply, an understatement, carrying

the same meaning as that conveyed by Ray in Home to Harlem, Bigger's fellow

inmate in Native Son, or David in Beetlecreek: "'Ch yes, and how long were
you in France?' Mr, Norton asked, ‘'Long enough', he said, 'Long enough
56

to forget some fundamentals which T should never have forgotten',"” The
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"insane" Vet is imbued with a power of lucidity that one cannot but relate
to the Shakespearian characterization of the Fool, or the Jester, who sees
through everything while everybody else, the so-called "sane" ones, are
blind, At one point he addresses himself to Norton and the protagonist,

and he tells them the facts about the alienation that both are victims

of1 "Poor stumblers, neither of you can see the other, To you he is a
mask on the score-card of your achievement, a thing and not a man; a child,
or even less --a black amorphous thing, And you, for all your power, are
not a man to him, but a God, a force--,"

Living in the North, a new zealot of the "Brotherhood" (as the
Communist Party is euphemistically called), the hero confronts soon enough
the same pattern of alienation that he thought he had left in the South,
At a party, in the Party that proclaims its immaculate intentions towards
the Black people, he is accosted by a drunken comrade who sees the Negro
in the same stereotype that Mary Dalton sees Bigger in Native Son, and
here as elsewhere has the effect of jolting the interlocutor: "How about
a spiritual, Brother? Or one of those real good ole Negrgawork songs?

Lik s thist Ah Went To Atlanta =--Nevah Been there Befor.," After other

incidents, such as a lady-comrade's remark: "But don't you think he
should be a 1little blacker?",s9 the hero grasps the meaning that his
being conveys for the comrades, which is obwviously not the one that his
sonse of identity tells him, Yet he decides to go along, thinking it is
just a small matter, and ironically observes: "And yet I am what they
think I am."éo

The Negro's sense of not controlling his own destiny, his sense
of not belonging to himself, which is covert or overt in all of the novels

seen so far, is expressed by the Vet who upon being asked what the "they"
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is that the other immates keep talking about, gives this definition of
dispossession: "The Vet looked annoyed, 'They?’ he said, 'They? Why,
the same they we always mean, the white folks, authority, the gods, fate,
circumstances =-the force that pulls your string until you refuse to be
pulled any more'."61

The significance of dispossession is carried ,though, just 1like
everything else practically, in the hero's personal experiences, or in the
symbols that the author uses in relation to him, When he is in the
hospital, recovering from the explosion that occurred in the paint factory,
it is implied that he is operated upon (a lobotomy) and for a moment loses
all sense of memory, or of identity; the symbolism being that he is,
though unconsciously, grasping the first symptoms of his anomie, or his
invisibility. The last sentence is significant when contrasted with
the end of the book,when he does achieve full consciousness of his state:
"I could no more escape than I could think of my identity, Perhaps, I
thought, the two thizgs are involved with each other, When I discover who
I am, I'11 be free.” :

At the outcome of his journey, as indicated before, the hero comes
to an awareness of his state and consciously embraces his invisibility,
his death (thus he is born), The Rinehart episode, if anything serves
as the catalyst for his metamorphosis, As he disembodies the term (Rind
and heart: the outside and the inside of a same thing), the hero under-
stands that this Harlem figure for which he came to be mistaken represents
in his myriad identities his own myriad experiences, and they all amount
to nothing, to non-identity, non-entity: "He's been around all the while,

but T have been looking in another direction, He was around and others

like him, but I have looked past him ,,, . What on earth was hiding
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behind the face of things? If dark classes and a zhite hat could blot
out my identity so quickly, who actually was who?" ’ The hero's reflect-
jons make him aware of the interrelation between his experiences and the
ficure of Rinehart, and they signify the collective experience of the
Negro: "I began to accept my past ... images of past humiliation ...
Thev were me; they defined me, ... T now recoenized mz invisibility.
So now I'A accept it, T'A explore it, rine and heart,"” *

The conclusion is then quite in accord with the existentialist

pattern used in Native Son and Beetlecreek: the acceptance of the

absurdity of man's condition, the consciousness of one's guiltlessness
while one is held to be guilty (the Negro's color), the triumph over
absurdity (invisibility) by using the rules of an absurd universe
(the Rinehart recognition), Thus despair is turned into hope, pessimism
into optimism., All these philosophical stratagems are themes or attitudes
that can be readily seen in the works of Sartre, Camus, Beckett, et al,
Indeed the following passace, uttered by the hero as he flees the scene
of the last riot in Harlem, could have been said by any of Camus' or
Sartre's heroes, not to mention Salinger's Holden Caulfield: "And I
knew that it was better to live out one's own absurdity than to die for
that of others, whether for Ras's or Jack's."65

Yet, before the Negro is able to reach Ellison's philosophical
detachment, his sense of alienation and dispossession rooted in no
uncertain visible terms (the blight of the ghetto and racial prejudice)
turns into despair for which violence is the only outlet, The revolt
conveyed up to now by the writers' analytical depiction of social ills
is supplemented (and given its more distinctive imprint) by the process

of violence in the characters' lives, The natural explosion of pent-up
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frustrations and anger, kept repressed and boiling for too long, violence
in these novels operates as a necessary catharsis, It is a logical step,

Oftentimes in these novels violence is a reaction to White psycho-
physical violence or it represents a release from the repressions imposed
by traditional religious attitudes, In either case it almost achieves
the level of ritual; one that the Negro has to undergo to divest himself,
it seems, of all the burdens he has traditionally had to carry, If there
is a distinct undertone of despair to this "ritual,™ it appears suffi-
ciently compensated by the strong overtones indicating that a form of
"rebirth" is experienced, As the Negro releases himself in violence,
often a blind and uncontrolled kind,one senses that he is killing all
that which he feels has oppressed him, both in a realistic and symbolical
fashion, He is equally killing himself for that matter, the "self" that
has become alienated, disenfranchised, The ritual passes from this
death into the rebirth phase, on a literal and/or symbolical level,
where the Negro feels he has acquired a new identity, a new self: a
human dimension,

These attitudes are dramatized not only when they occur as factual
elements in the novels, but particularly in the descriptions used to
bring across these "facts": their blood-chilling, terrifying, lavish,
naked and crude presentation convew the sense that a fundamental process
tied to some primordial impulses is undergone, The precepts of "eivili-
zation™ or "art" that would want a certain discretion are cast away,
Violence in its crudity is shown for what it is:1 a basic animal release
of aggression, Both Whites and Blacks are alike in that respect, The
only justification, as the authors will imply, is the positive rewarding

outlet it represents for the Negro, The only condemnation is the
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negative, degrading, ritual it represents for the White racist who indulges
in violence out of fear while for the Negro it is in order to survive,

Home to Harlem channels practically all potential violence into

dancing, drinking, and the pursuit of an uninhibited way of 1life, Yet
even among uninhibited people violence takes place, Earlier we noticed
‘one of the characters' admission that crowded and filthy quarters are
not appropriate for lyrical celebration, Wwhen two Negro women are shown
"squaring off," McKay does not relate that to any pent-up, repressed kind
of anger, since his people by nature do not know of such things as
repressions, McKay uses the incident to 1llustrate another facet of the
primitivist philosophy that animates his book, 3omehow he is saying
violence is less deadly and in accordance with the natural pulse when
kept exteriorized:

The girls rushed to the window and saw the two black women
squaring off at each other down in the back yard, They were both stark
naked, After the challenge, the women had decided to fight with their

clothes off, An 0ld custom, perhaps a survival of African tribalism,
had begn imported from some West Indian hillside into a New York back

yard.6
These incidants of violence, though practically innocuous (fist-

fights, slaps in the face, etc) indicate in addition to a basic natural
process of exteriorization, similar to dancing or sex, some other causes
tied to the generic pattern we are observing, But McKay shies away
from these other causes. Certainly there is in McKay's Jake or Ray a
potential for violence similar to Bigger's. But, befitting the escapist
tone that his book takes at times, the festive 1ife of the Twenties for
the moment fulfills the same role as that historically borne by the
Church: diverting the Negro's attention from the precise objects for
his aggression,

There is no escapism for Wright, however, At the core of what
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he is trying to say is the feeling that a society that has deprived an
individual of all claims to humanity, reducing him to a subhuman level,
has created a being who in wanting to assert his humanity can only do

so throusgh a ritualistic process of violence, The normal channels of
diversion, the family, the Church, the community, a decent standard of
1living, a "raison d'S8tre,"™ being all closed, Bigger's only possible
recourse is the instinctive reactions left to an animal, His fight for
survival through aggression is the pristine struggle for 1ife, In a
world reduced to the primitive formulation of the jungle such as the
urban ghetto of the Thirties, the only code possible is indeed that of
the jungle: kill or be killed., Society, laws, morality, all the
attributes of civilization are nonexistent, This concept is substantiated
throughout Wright®s novel, and, in particular, in the unraveling of
Bigger's fate, After he has accidentally killed Mary Dalton,the ritual-
istic process starts its course when he decides to dispose of the corpse:

Wistfully, he gazed at the edge of the blade resting on the white
skin; the gleaming metal reflected the tremulous fury of the coals.,

Yes, he had to, Gently, he sawed the blade into the flesh and struck a
bone, He gritted his teeth and cut harder, As yet there wag_no blood
anywhere but on the knife, But the bone made it difficult, 7

Bigger has to go on killing, then, the moment that he feels his
survival is threatened., Thus the subsequent killing of Bessie, his girl-
friend, though he just made love to her, for Bessie may be a hazard if
she is questioned by the police:

This was the way it had to be, Then he took a deep breath and his
hand gripped the brick and shot upward and paused & second and then
plunged downward throuch the darkness to the accompaniment of a deep short
grunt from his chest and landed with a thud, Yes! There was a dull grasp
of surprise, then a moan., No, that must not bel! He 1ifted the brick again
and again, until in falline 1885truck a sodden mass that gave softly but
stoutly to each landing blow,

The cathartic process is furthermore indicated when in jail Bigger thinks
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back about the two murders and measures their importance, Clearly their
depth of meaning for Bigger finds expression when contrasted to his state
of dispossession noted earlier, Somewhat analogous to the "gratuitous act"
of Existentialism that embodies meaning and significance for the individual
lost in a meaningless world, the killings have given Bipgger possession of
"something™: "In all his life the two murders were the most meaningful
things that had ever happened to him, He was living, truly and deeply,
no matter what others might think, looking at him with their blind eyes."69

For all the attitudes previously noted, rebirth, purification,
repossession, this by no mean implies a satisfaction that quiets down the
individual who now can peacefully rest, It seems that the "new" indivi-
dual, being a creature of violence, a product of violence, has to keep
on repeating similar acts, for a ritual,by definition, has to be repeated,
In the followinz passage,the idea is that having no object outside of
himself upon which to release his aggression, Bigger may very well turn
upon himself, There is a nihilistic, masochistic, self-destroying,
impulse implied; but one suspects that the deeper implication is that
Weight is saying that the "system" being not changed as such, although
the individual Negro may have, acts of violence, such as those that
presided at his birth, have to be maintained until the "system" itself
is destroyed, Only then may there be repose and the abandonment of the
ritual, (This position is certainly corroborated by the contemporary
riots that used to take place every summer in American cities at a time,
after alllwhen some Negroes were in a far more advantageous position than
ever in their history,)

Out of the mood of renunciation there sprang up in him again the
will to kill, But this time it was not directed outward toward people,

but inward, upon himself, Wwhy not kill that wayward yearning with him
that had led him to this end? He had reached out and killed and had not
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solved anything, so why not reach inward and kill that which had duped
him?70

Attaway's Big Mat, like Wricht's Bigger, is an interesting case
for the study of the meaning of violence for the Negro, The correlation
erstwhile noted between violence and religion or other channels which
traditionally overated as subliminal forms of ageression is here again
encountered, Almost simultaneously, as Big Mat denies the former channels,
he is shown to be prone to a naked form of violence that bewilders even
him: "'Sometimes I think I goin® to go wild and kill off some peovle
that ain't done me a harm,' groaned Big Mat."71 The occasion that will
precipitate this new drive in Big Mat is his nomination as deputy. The
followine description shows the tie linking his new~found feeling of
power and his experience as & typecast subhuman:

Always within him was that instinctive knowledge that he was

being turned to white men's uses, So always with him was a basic distrust
of a white, But now he was a boss, He was the law, After all, what
d1d right or wrone matter in the case? Those thrilling ggw words were
too much to resist, He was a boss, a boss over whites,
The ominous note soon enough becomes a vital experience as Rig Mat substi-
tutes the ritual of violence for the o0ld one of daily reading the Bible,
The rebirth noted in Rigger's case applies here: Big Mat finds a "new"
unknown self in the practice of violence, A creature of violence he will
from now on thrive on it; not in the sense expected by those who
nominated him but along the pattern that the release of aggression in a
naked ﬁanner signifies for the Black man: "He had begun to heal his
ruptured ego with a new medicine. That medicine was a sense of brutal
power,..,, Like the deputies and troopers, he no longer needed reasons
for aggpression, Cruelty was a thing desirable in itself."73

Like Bigger's, Big Mat's violence will not only be orientated

toward Whites but likewise against somebody that is close to him, his
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mistress. Ostensibly this occurs as Big Mat learns of her infidelities,
but, as one is reminded that Big Mat's change in behavior towards her
is concomitant with the general change in him, one is authorized to see
the release of violence azainst Anna in the pattern previously noted:
"Red curls of skin covered her naked back, Except where her hair made
a black covering for her face she might have been sprinkled with beads
and rhinestones."7u

At the end of the novel, before Big Mat perishes in the same
process that gave him "birth,”" as he strangles to death an old striker,
Attaway leads us to understand the ultimate sense that violence has for
this Southern Negro, the rural brother of Bigzer Thomas, In addition
to the elements of catharsis, purification, ritual, rebirth, there is
the idea of "repossession”" in the very act of violence. Its meaning,
for the dispossessed Negro, is a new-found vitality, a liberation of the
self, that transcends physical death (as in Big Mat's case who is killed
as he is savoring his moment of triumph). There appears then a new
dtfference in eternity or salvation: the one preached as being in the
hereafter has been relinquished for that which can be achieved here and
now:

There was no riding boss over him now., He turned wildly and gazed
at the mill, A great exhilaration almost swept him into the air, The
towns were down, He was exalted, A bitterness toward all things white
hit him like a hot iron, Then he knew. There was a riding boss --Big
Mat, Big Mat Moss from the red hills was the riding boss, For the first
time in his 1ife he laughed aloud, Laughing crazily, he held the man
by the neck,

The o0ld Slav struggled feebly in Big Mat's great hands, He
cried out against the hands of Big Mat, the black riding boss,”5

Bob, Himes' exacerbated hero, tries to release his traumas in
violence; to 1little avail, Being not used as an archetypal symbol, like

Bigpger or Biz Mat, Bob is not shown as if his destiny depended on violence,
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He is too complicated a man, and too much at odds with the meshes of the
intricate pattern of the American Dream, to be thoroughly gratified by
the recourse to only one channel, Yet it may be suspected that this is
his tradedy: were he as "simple" as a Bigger or a Big Mat, he probably
would have found liberation in violence, In wanting too much he ends
up with nothing, The contrast at the end, between the last tentative
violent act of destroying Madge and the last act where she destroys

him, becomes highly significant,

That Bob is at heart a Bigger or a Big Mat is shown in the
cathartic dimension that violence takes for him, when he is fighting
with a fellow white worker: ™I began thinking of how I ought to cut
him, Whether T ought to slip up and begin stabbing him in the back,
trying to get his heart; or wheel him about to face me and begin slashing
him across the face, cutting out his eyes and slashing up his mouth."76
Bob has an arcument with a young White intellectual at one time and as
he justifies the use of violence by the Negro he proclaims an ethos,
ritvally exploited first by the Whites and now claimed by the Negroes:
"*T don't know about any other minority group problem,' I said, *but the
only solution to the Neero problem is a revolution, We've got to make
white people respect us and the only thing white people have ever
respected is force'."77

In the climactic scene at the end, when Bob is incriminated by
Madee, as they are about to be caught alone in a room, he becomes enraged
and wants to kill her, on the presumption that he has nothing to lose
since the white woman’s cries will bequeath the same fate to him, In

this "last-resort™ context one may observe the similar meaning that

violence takes for Bigger, Big Mat, and Bob: symbolic of purification
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and liberation, Bob's failure to accomplish his design, and the failure
of his expected lynching lead to think that the difference in epoch (war
time v, Depression), in geography(@bst coast v, Chicago), characterization
(Bob, the skilled worker; Madge, biased feminine worker V. Bigger, domestic;
Mary, rich White 1liberal girl) accounts in some measure for the failure
of Bob's action and Himes' use of violence:

I gave one great push, threw her off of me and half way across
the room, jumped to my feet, grabbed at the first thing I touched, and
leaped at her to beat out her brains. She had landed off balance and
when T hit at her she ducked, went sprawling on her back on the deck,
T went on to swing apgaing ... 78

Ann Petry's Lutie Johnson suffers an accumulation of set-backs,
resentments and frustrations, in her family 1life, in trying to raise her
son in the ghetto, or in her attempts to earn a living, This accumulation
attains a point of saturation when she learns of her son's arrest, Trying
to raise money to bail him out she goes to see a Negro bandleader, Boots
Smith, who trles to take advantage of the situation to obtain the sexual
gratification that he has longed for, He attacks her, after first trying
to pander her to his white boss, Lutie's reaction is symptomatic of the
polarization process notieed so far where everything that the Negro has
suffered is contained in the violence that now emergess "This quick
surface anger helped to swell and became a part of the deepening stream
of rage that had fed on the hate, the frustration, the resentment she had
toward the pattern her life had followed."79 Lutie manages to knock down
her assailant and, as she 1s in the process of killing him with a metal
rod, one observes in the blind and total expression of vioclence the pattern
of catharsis and purification, The release of aggression that is under-
gone is meant to be complete, both in the act itself of the principal and

the author's description. So that the reader experiences in reading the
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same feeling of liberation that Lutie feels after so many trials:
A lifetime of pent-up resentment went into the blows, Even after

he lay motionless, she kept striking him, not thinking about him, not
even seeing him, [There ensues a catalogue of what Lutie is symbolically

striking at,]

Finally, and the blows were heavier, faster, now, she was striking
at the white world which tagust black people into & walled enclosure from
which there was no escape,

Violence for Gardner Smith's expatriates operates in a cause and
effect manner, The violence traditionally suffered by the Negroes in
America begets a violence in turn directed at the Whites, It does not
operate in the same dynamics as in Wright, Attaway, or Petry, for the
evident reason that the enviromment where the Negro soldiers live, in
Germany, does not lead to the accumulation of repressions that explode in
the forms seen in the preceding novels, As we have seen so far, the
American experience is & "remembered" one by the Negroes in Germany, It
is recalled in oft-told stories about soldiers like them who after overseas
tour of duty return back home only to be welcomed in a manner that is
dreaded by each of these expatriates, who know they will have to go back
some day, The contrast 1s always between what they are presently enjoying
and what presumably awaits them, It is that between a dream and a night-
mare, The story is told of Woodard who went back to his mative South,
"forgot" and went into a room marked "White only":

The police chief of the town happened to be in the station, and
he saw Woodard go into the room, He went into the room and got Woodard
and pulled him out onto the platform, Woodard protested, The chief hit
Woodard, Then he drew his gun and rammed the barrel into Woodard's
right eye, then into his 1eft.81

The "system™ is sometimes carried over even in Germany in the
attitudes of the White soldiers, Hayes' girlfriend is taken into custody
by the M,P,'s, after Hayes himself is insulted with racist epithets when

he is on a date with her, Enraged, Hayes 13 nonetheless helpless, The
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potential for violence is there, yet it is not actually released, It
finds subliminal release in a dream that Hayes has that night; where it
may be observed the same pattern of catharsis and purification noted so
far:

In bed that night I killed the M,P,'s many times, I smeared
paint over their faces and pushed my fingers into their eyes, I killed
them slowly, pushing their eyes out and then beating them and pouring
gasoline over them and lighting the gasoline and then hanging the charred
bodies to trees as had been done to many Negroes in the South.8

Bettlecreek's Negroes, except for the implication of their parti-
cipation in 019 Bill's killing at the end, do not indulge in violence
either in actuality or in dream, They are sedate folks still adhering to
the traditional release of religion, and sublimation of one kind or
another, The one character who might have obeyed the pattern followed
by Bigger of Big Mat, David, releases himself by fleeing the town,

There is no escape through fleeing for Ellison's characters,

They live close to the hell of the "system" which they cannot escape in
the traditional formulae, for they are either nonexistent, or unavailable,
or irrelevant, Thus the ghetto dwellers of the North have the violent
ritual cf riots, Sometimes it maiaihe effect of provocation, but more
often than not, Ellison feels, as he points out in the last apocalyptic
riot (the one that brings about the hero's conscious opting for"invisi-
bility"), such ritual needs not any immediate cause (and this is one of
the meanings behind Dupre's retort, noted earlier, "All I want is for it
to last a while,"™ upon being asked about the origins of the riot), The
very existence of the ghetto and all that it induces, the very experience
of racism, are generic blanket causes., In the description of the hero's

early experience in the South there is a scene where the inmates of the

insane asylum rebel against the authority of their male nurse, Supercargo,
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He is beaten to death, Sylvester tells of the "purifying" experience that
he is undergoing as he is kicking the symbol that in his mind represents
the same oppression inflicted by the White Power structure that drove
him to the state he is now in: "'Try it, school-boy, it feels so good.
It gives you relief,' Sylvester said., 'Sometimes I get so afraid of him
I feel that he's inside my head, There!' he said giving Supercargo
another kick."83 The first riot the hero witnesses in the North describes
a similar attitude when the White marshals are beaten and trampled to
death by the populace, The following description of a woman methodically
releasing herself carries the implication that some sort of purification
process is undergone: "I saw a woman striking with the pointed heel of
her shoe, her face a blank mask with hollow black eyes as she aimed and
struck, aimed and struck, bringing spurts of blood, running along beside
the man who was drarced to his feet now as they punched him rgauntletwise
between them}§u

But Ellison's portrayal of violence, like that of Black nation-
alism, is epitomized in the figure of Ras the Exhorter (who now is Ras
the Destroyer), when he is described in the last riot charging down the
streets of Harlem on a horse: a Black knight in shining armor! Beyond
the mock-heroic caricature, Ellison seems to convey an illustration of
his overall theme: violence is self-destroying for the Blacks as well
as for the Whites (though he admits that it is a necessary stage that
the Negro must go through), In the description of the woman noted above,
and the fate that befalls Ras, who dies as he 1ived and preached, is the
ominous warning that while violence is oftentimes a necessary catharsis

(nowhere is that element better rendered than in the picture of the fat

woman during the last riot, joyfully riding atop a milk wagon and
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splashing milk in the street as she drops the bottles one by one) the
Negro must beware that in exteriorizing his demons he does not turn him=-
self into a demonic and insane figure. Then the hoped-for catharsis
becomes an engulfment in the very forces one wishes to expell., Thus one
becomes a partner in evil of the White racist, a twin-like figure in
"invisibility,"™ since both Black and White are victims of their dark

unknown forces: Ras and the White racist businessmen are twins,
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6. The Revolted Quebecer

As the necessities of the in‘ustrial age bear heavily
durineg Yorl? Yar II an® take on impetus, in the postwar perio?, in the
Aismemberment. of the colonial powers of Europe an’ the emergence of
America as the prototypical new in‘ustrial state; as newly=“ecolonize?
undferdavelope” nations group themselves into a Thir? Worl? roote? in the
cleavage point between the economical an? idenlogical “ivisions of the
Weet and the Socialist countries =<French Canada likewise follows in
the vrocess of change,

Willy-nilly, the tra”?itional attachment to the lan? an® the ethos

that consecrate? it are to be abanione?, As we saw in Trente Arpents,

in an age of mass=consumption an? mass-profuction where technological
pigantism is the order of the ~ay, bucolic celebration is no longer
viable, The insanity of Menau? or the exile of Euchariste Moisan conveys
the necessity for the French Cana“ian to enter the urban secular world,
to relinquish his spiritual Aefences, Yet, the rural man, as the early
novels of the Forties show, moving to the cities is initially at a loss,
a misfit in a worl® he Aoes not comprehen? since he is il1l-equippe’ to
Aeal with it, The immeriate results are that alienate?, incapacitate”,
once more facing ~Aefeat, he tries to cling to =ome of the 0l” values,

or he longs in his Aesvalir for the "0l1?" Qays when his self-encloser
worl? was stable, secure an? protecte?, However much he suspects that
the traditional order is no longer viable an? that he has to reject its
tenets if he wants to survive in the secular world ==the Arive for success
in the new environment is not his but his son's,

The prefominant theme of the urban novel articulated by the new
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city-born generation, revolt, emerges, then, as a necessary &ction to
counteract the sense of Aefeat borne by the Messianic ethos, As the
French Canadian increasingly comes to grips with the material orAer,
with varying “egrees of success or failure, there appears a novel sense
of collective identity, The post-Forties writers examine the foundations
of the traditional or?er an? fin? them resting on a fear of the outsicde
worl? an® motivate? by an historical trauma that was constantly “enied
recognition, Paul Chamberlan®, writing in Parti-Pris, summarizes:
"Notre fuite ~ans le passé, ans la légente, n'a été qu'un mécanisme
Atauto="éfense contre 1'envahissement Au présent anglo-saxon, Incapa=-
bles “e nous faire le sujet "e notre propre histoire, nous nous sommes

1 "““here they purporte? to

livrés en objet Ae 1'histoire Aes autres,"
be creative vital sources, the traditional values are *iscovere? to
have been essentially static, “esiegne? to consecrate a worl? of
inflexibility where the primary motto was that "nothing must change,"
Grasping the extent of an alienation that was institutionalizer,
an? investigating the Messianic collective semme of missi%&:escapist
solace for trauma, the novelists of the urban set-up take the histo-
rical burfen upon themselves, They analyze the orieins of the fables
that eventually thwarte? an? stifle® the 1ife of the collectivity,
They, then, articulate a new historical perspective, The traumatism
heretofore inarticulated is <ai? to have stemmed from the loss of
sovereignty, of the sense of possession of a lan? that the French
Cana”ian ha? "Aiscovere?, explore’ an? colonize?,"” The turning to the
spiritual is unierstoo? to be a subliminal search for compensation for

a Aefeat in the material orAer that coul® neither be consciously

accepted nor forgotten, since the Messianic ethos constantly recalle?
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how 1ife wa< ‘urine the Ancien Régimo.? Con-equently, it 1~ felt, in the
%ivtie«, that the only ay out of this malaiee which equally affert= the
vonne nrban peneration (moct often when the shadow of their parent-?
Jafeat looms larse in the chattos, a< we ~hall see shortlv) ic to revolt
againct it and to affirm the land and the peonle,

Vo, one mav asree with Chamberland'< ceneration or with Trudean'-,
vhirh feslc that jincstead of seekineg a ~ray "out" of the malai-a by lookine
for a ~naneroat (he it the Zanadian Tarfadaratiang the "Ancla="avan~" nr
American imperialicm) to arcount for nast failurecy one <hould strive
toard~ an in=denth understan®ine ~hich, consequently, lead- to the real
tack a2t hand —==the rebuildine of a nromi=ine Juebec, after year= of
Munlec=is and ~lerinral dmra<=+1-1tion.,l Monethelece +the roverning freline
in the “ivties, both in art and 1ife, i< that the tracedies of the Moi-ans,
Venands and Maria Thapdelainec are to be undercstood a= <termming from an
evistential unrootment, There lie= the root-motivation for the
recapturine of e<natial dimencions, not as Menaud eavpressed in vaeue
vearninge, or Groulv in an asinine racialist frame, but precicely mmed
in the movement for "le pays,"

This movement, in its mo=t strident form, does not <hy away from
1yrically relebrating violences yet (with the exception of La Chesnaie)
this comes only in the last =tace of revolt, following the initial
rejection of the rural order (in the verson of the "fathers"), an’ filline
the void created when, in the face of ghetto rondltions, the "sons" in
these novels look for an orientation more rafical than their parents®
sterile i”ealization of rural 1life, But before we 2o on to analyze these
components of revolt in the French Cana‘ian novel, from the early Forties

to the late Sixties, a discussion of a novel, publishe? while the
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Messianic myth was still “ominant, 1s necessary; for it introduces in
its conspicuous iconoclasm the present chapter,

Jean=Charles Harvey's Les Demi=Civilisés, publishe? in 1933, was

Apame? a "=canal" an’ earned for itself the notoriety of a "cause
céldbre" followine its publication, inasmuch as it was attacking the
terets of "la race," the faith, the attitude towards woman-asemother

an’® clericalism, As a result, Harvey was ostracize? by no lematﬁggure
the archbishop of Quebec, exvelle? from his job as a journalist, banne?
from the city of Quebec an?, <ome years later, force? to sign a confession
reputiating his work in order for Duplessis to give him an obscure position
in the civil qervice.5 Quite a hierérchy in penalty for a 1little novel
now aesthetically Hiecre*iteﬂ,é an? whose sole claim to fame is really

a somewhat prudish alvocation of free love at a time in Quebec's history
when such "sin" shoul?® not have Aare® speak its name,

The story, set in Quebec city, revolves aroun’ a young intel=-
lectual, Mav Hubert, who rebels against the conventions of his soclety
as he sees the paralysis that has kept French Canata static to have been
cause? by the Church, irectly, an? in?irectly, throush the "élite" it
e”ucate? for leadership, Harvey, like the post=Forties novelists, sees
the traumas of French Canada resi?ing essentially "within" an”® not
"vithout" Quebec, The opening lines of the novel introduce the writer's

commitment. The first-person narration opens with the
hero's Aescription of his origins, an? they are at the polar opposite
of Groulx's mythos of the purity of "la race": "Je me nomme Max Hubert,
Mon sang e<t un mélange Je norman?, e hichlanier, Ae marseillais et e
sauvage, En ce composé hybride se heurtent le tempérament explosif Au

mi*i, la passion lente et forte “u nor?, la profonie sentimentalité e
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1'Ecosse et 1'instinct aventurier Ju coureur Ades bois."7 Later, he talks
about the ancestors, the French Canadians that were left to themselves
after the 1760 Conquest, Although he rejects vehemently the kin? of ethos
they subsequently adopte?, Harvey considers them sympathetically because
they ha? not yet been regimente® by the priests, and given the conditions
they ha”? to face, alone, they en?ure-:

Toute 1la nation repose sur ces obscurs qui ont été presque les
seuls 3 vraiment souffrir pour la sauver, Ce qu'ils ont fait, eux, ils
ne 1'ont pas crié sur les toits, ils ne 1'ont pas publié, ni hurlé Aans
les parlementss 1ls 1'ont fait par “evoir, sans espoir e récompense
humaine, Abandonnés § 1a conquéte, .,. ils ont fait ce qu'on leur
Aisait e faire, Ils n'ont pas maugréé; ils ont tout accepté, les yeux
fermé=, tout subit, tout enduré, Ils sont pourtant restés fiers,
intelligents 440 o. I1 mg semble que notre paysannerie est la plus civi-
1isée qui soit au monde,

Hubert is even tempte? to celebrate the lan? in the traditional manner,
but the in‘ication is clear that his impulse stems from nostalegia, the
world of his granifather that can no longer be his: "L'air Aes monta=
gnes! Qu'il fait bon Ae le respirer! La voici, la petite maison de
grand=pdre! ,,. Elle était faite pour 8tre 13, cette maison, ... Elle
n'avait rien 3 cacher, car tout en elle était pur."9

That we feel strong overtones of the urbanite's facile roman-
ticizing of the country indicates clearly, however, that the worl? of
the present is not that of the past. The myths and 11lusions,
prescriptions an? proscriptions that were necessary for a time, and so
amply cultivate?, no longer apply., Harvey's viewpoint is that the world
has change?, something which the "tra“itional leaders" (the priests an?
their élites) seem not to be aware of, since they persist in "back to

exhortations
the s0il" movements an” to keep a "united front" at all cost,

Cultural ?efensiveness has bepun to take its toll, though, In?igenous

talents are stifle?, individuals are thwarte? in their ideals, Harvey



121

goes on to imply that future generations will experience only living Aeath
if the insistence on homogeneousness an? authoritarianism is not set
asife, For better or for worse, 1ife is now led in the cities; more
often than not in the early mieration it is for worse, Moving to the city,

the Huberts, 1like the Lacasses in Roy's Bonheur ?'Occasion or the

Bouchers in Lemelin's Au Pied e la Pente Douce, constitute the new

urban proletariat: "Vers le milieu e mes étules, ma mdre émigrait 3

ébec, od 1la pauvreté la conuisait, J'avaic Aix~-sept .ans, Nous

habitions un logis sor?i‘e, Yans un quartier grouillant A'enfants et Ae
10

vermine,"

But, like other "sons" in the urban novel, Hubert sees in the
experience of poverty but the striking symbol of what the Messlianic ethos
has brought upon his peovle, He rebels agzainst his condition an® attacks
those, he feels, who are responsible for this state of affairs: the
clerey an? the clerically-e’ucate? élite (who certainly acknowledged
the brunt of the attack consifering what befell Harvey):

Me voici parmi les Aescendants Ae ce peuple que je trouve terri-
blement Aomestiqué, Une fois la conquéte faite par les Anglais et les
sauvages exterminés par les vices ‘e 1'Europe, no< blancs, vaincus,
ignorants et rufes, nullement préparés au repos et ¥ la Aiscipline,
n'eurent rien 3 faire qu'd se pgrouper en petits clans bourgeois, canca-
niers, pour organiser la vie commune, On eut Ait “es fauves Aomptés,
pargués en des jardins zoolosiques, bien loeés, bien nourris, pour
Aevenir 1'objet Ae curiosité Aes autres nations,

Thi= “omesticity referre? to makes for an uncomfortable homoreneity of
thought~ an? actions, Harvey, of course, has in mind the absence of
intellectual freedom an? the sense of "imprisonment" this has led to in
Quebec; witness the lecture Hubert is given upon applying for a position
at the univer=ity (Laval): "Je veux bien vous appuyer, ~it-il, Si

Jamais vous entrez lﬁ, ne soyez pas trop fronieur, pas trop in‘épen”ant,

Tout ce qui peut re=sembler 3 1'indépeniance e caractére, 3 1'émancipa~
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tion "e certainc principes, est banni e 1'univer<ité, gardienne Ae la
trafition,,., et e la vérité."l? This absence of freelom i=, moreover,
vivifly Aramatize” in a “ream <equence, In it, Liberty is allecorically
represente? as a woman vho is ragpe?, tie”=up an? hune from a po-t:

Sur une ardte Je roc, je vis un gibet auquel pendait, attachée
par les pielts, une femme Ajivinement belle, Tes forcenés lui criblaient
1a poitrine “e coups e fouet, tan'is que “es camins sor?i-ies <e
balangaient, comme en “e~ escarvolette=, au bout *e =a puiscante cheve=
lure, qui ven’ait jusqu'd terre ot 1e lonr “e laquelle coulaient ces
riisseaur “¢ =ang,

Je reconnus cette femme, 5

C'4tait 1a Libertd Aantav avait pentuetl

Leaving acie, ho'ever, the denunciation of the seneral ethos,
Harvey attacke one by one the "earre? nrowe" part of ite infrastructure,
The Church, the sterecotype of woman, the tra’itional role of cev, the
hi<torical interpratation "} 1a Groulv" are all lambaste®, The Chureh,
for in-tance, i= here severely quectione? when it allie« itcelf with
the affluent mid¥le clacs, showine its time-honore’ aaptability to
chanee:

Hermann <e demaniait quel serait le Christ Au vinetiBme <idcle
avee Aec templec maonifiquec bdtis par 1'argent des pneur sous la peur
e 1'enfer: aver ~e= hiens immenses cotés par 1la haute finance et ne
reniant vac tribut 3 César, le César honni, % qui le pauvre Jésus

reniait son efficie et =on “enier; avec un monopole sur les connaissan-

ces, les écoles, les in=titutions; avec le confort, }e luxe et 1'opu-
lenca éifids avec 1la *fme Au pavsan ou “u padcheur,1*

The woman, in one of the first instances in the French Cana“ian novel,
is portraye? as a mistress instea? of as a wife or mother, Hubert,
unlike Frangois Para”is or Fuchariste Moisan, is Arawn towards a woman
on a purely sexual level ('"Moi, qui n'avais jamais vu que des paysannes
vétues “e louries étoffes, ce spectacle me fascinait, et j'en restais
la bouche granie ouverte").15 Lines such as the followins may appear

embarrassingly nalve, not to sav inoffensive, but this is the type of
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Aialoeue that brourht upon Harvey the full wrath of the archbishop of
Quebec city: "Penses=tu qu'il soit nécessaire “e nous épouser pour
nous aimer? «=Fviiemment non."16 Finally, the blanket of history,
tratitionally use? to cover the wounis of the Conquest, is cast away:
Nous en parlons trop e notre histoire, Nous imitons les
Hin‘ous qui, arriérés, crasseux, miteux et icnorants, s'efforcent par
la lecture de vieux textes, e se persuader qu'ils valent les Européens
qui les Aominent et le< bottent au Aerridre, Nevant les Anglais et les
Américains, ... nous allons nous cacher sous notre histoire comme Aes
marmots humiliés sous la jupe "e leur mdre,
The Aerogatory reference to the Indians is, of course, typical of the
kin? of intolerance Harvey will go on to cultivate, as a journalist,
until his Aeath in 1967, At any rate, it is interesting to note how
close hi=s pronouncement is to the one earlier quoted by Chamberlan?
(see p,123); an?, more generally, how eleven years before Lemelin,
Harvey levelle” the first seriouc attack in the urban novel against the

0l order,

Roger Lemelin®s Au Pied Ae 1la Pente Nouce (1941), a novel about

teen-agers growing up ami? the proletarian 1ife of their newly«trans=-

plante”® rural fathers in SainteSauveur, a parish in the poor lower-tcwn

Ajstrict of Quebec city, reflects the opvosition between the gensrations,

or the one between the 0l? an? the new order., These poor urban=Awellers
are the Quebec counterparts to Gabrielle Roy's Saint-Henri people, But
whereas the Saint-Henri people, living in the same wartime epoch, but
in a Montreal ghetto, tragically endure, Lemelin's are part of an
animate? slice of 1life,

In the bristling 1ittle worl? of Saint-Sauveur, the attitude
towars the past is ambivalent, "“hile the parents, for the most part,
cultivate a nostalgic feeling for rural tranquillity and stability

(in proportion to the frustrations experience? in the city), the
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chil?ren, by contrast, revolt against it an? embrace the new order,
Nenis Boucher, Lemelin's protagonist, reflects this outlook as he walks
through the streets:

C'était bon Ae respirer enfin les relents Fes cuisinest I1
avait un coup A'oeil familier pour chaque vorche, reconnaissait chaque
perron, Le Cap, la Haute-Ville, comme horizon, car il était trop Aégu
quan? i1 y était plongé, comme ce soir, Sa paroisse, 11 1'exécrait
pourtant ce matin, Il y rentrait avec allégresse, serrait St=Joseph,
toute la paroisse sur lui, comme une houppelanie préférée, Ici, on
pouvait vivre sans fard, sans chichi, sans plastron,l”

In that passace there is an overt Aouble ambivalence: TNenis' fear of

the Haute«Ville's sophisticate?, affluent life, which he nonetheless

craves an? his contempt for the worl? of his parish, too conventional

)
an? humble, which he nonetheless loves, Denis triumphs over his mixed
feelings later as he leaves Saint-Sauveur to conquer the affluent worl?
on top of the "Pente Nouce," The implication, of course, is that in
growing-up he has come to realize that the worl?® of the parish is too
self-enclose?, too much the worl? of the older generation that clings
to this milieu in a manner evoking their rural oriegins: aroun? the
Ajstrict they have erected spiritual Aefenses to protect them from the
worl? of the Haute=Ville:

Nenis se retourna et contempla le quartier, Les bicoques
pointaient comme Ades pileux calcinés sur une terre qu'on Aésespdre
A'avance “e labourer, Il se Aégaseait Aes habitations tasséees une
ofeur “e vie tenace, rétive au progrds; et tout cela, malgré sa honte,
refusait avec obstinationlgout changement, parce que tout changement
est opéré par les autres,

Nenis® view of his mother reveals also Aivi‘ed feelines, In
the tradition of Mme Chaplelaine, she woul® want to maintain her rural
role: an "earth mother" encompassing the 1life of the family, the lan?

an? symbolical of =~urvival, But Nenis rebels: "Encore? J'en ai ascez!

Je n'en veur plus de ta protection, Occupe-toi Aes petits, un peu,
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Quan? j'étais jeune, tu n'avais A'yeur que pour moi, tu me nourrissais
Ae coups “e bdton, Aujourd'hui pour me barrer le chemin, tu ~élaisses

2
les autresy se¢ o" 0 In ad-’ition to beine conceive? as an ohstacle on
the hero's roa’ to self=knowledge, the image of the mother has, more-
over, tarnishe?, Mme Boucher's impulses obey the traditional format,
but otherwise her actual actions are to the opposite. The mythicize?,
faithful, obedient firure, full of maternal love and care has, in the
city, metamorphose? into an unfalthful wife, Early in the novel, Denis,
returnine home, fini< his mother in the company of another man:

Soufain son rire s'arréta net: sa mdre était encore 3 jaser
avec ce gros gendarme! Immobile, les yeur voilés, le jeune homme
humectait ses 18vres, Il se rappela son Aésespoir quan? on lui avait
arpris que ce pariien e rues Aésertes avait été penlant quatre ans
le prétendant Ae sa mdre, OV était la belle 1épenie “tamour evclusif
qu'il avait eru exister entre <es parents?Zl

Ambivalence is likewise experienced with regard to religion,
The curate of Saint~Sauveur see< himself in the tra”itional role of
secular an? spiritual leader to his flock, He manipulates povwer auto-
cratically, therefore, believing in his unquestione?, Gol=orraine”
lea”ership even here in the non-spiritual urban reality ("I1 “irigeait
Aone son petit troupeau 3 coup de Aénonciations Ae lieux maudits et e
moyens e rachat monnayés.")?2 Yet the curate Folb2che is a remnant of
the past, 1like Denis' parents, The pastor of an urban parish, he is
sti11l obsessed by the iea that “efenses must be built for protection

attitude
against an hostile, outsi‘e worl?, The curate's conveys a
Jarring irony Lemelin “oes not fail to emphasize:

C'était son obsession, 3 ce bon curé Folbdche, Tl exploitait
sa petite paroisse comme une mine ¥ vocations religieuses, Il aurait
voulu faire ‘e la soutane, Au rabat et “e la robe Ae bure une palis-
sa’e contre le péché, un rempart sacré, une sorte e “no man's lan*"

autour ‘e sa paroisse, ol 1'on aurait voulu poin’re tonsures et coiffes
comme Aes croix Aans un cimetidre,?’
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The young generation increasingly construes such prescriptions as
irrelevant and self-defeating, Secularly minded, the young people are
indifferent to such admonitions; if they still go to mass on Sundays,
it is more out of routine than conviction ("Les Braves Mulots, ... eﬁ
étatent venus 3 considérer 1'église comme un immense tronc od il fal-
lait lécher ses cents").zu

However, it is in the attitude towards education Lemelin most
effectively contrasts the generations, the world of the past and that
of the present, The young people lament the level of education they
are recelving which does not preparg:?::la functional role in the city;
for education 15 still geared to an era when intellectual and practical
values were frowned v.pom.25 There is, consequently, a deep sense of
frustration and resentment smoldering against a traditional outlook
jdentified, as Harvey did in the Thirties, as one of the main causes,
if not the main, for the French Cansdian's backwardness in all fields,
The adults respord by contemptuously dismissing the young people's
desire for an education both because, molded by their rural origins,
they fail to see the value of intellectual pursuit ard, mninly%r:ﬁ;;‘.
therein Perceive g threat, For inasmuch as the young become aware of
their state, they hold the adults responsible for their failures,

Denis, for instance, experiences frustration when, upon applying
for several positions, he is turned down for lack of qualifications,
He, then, indicts the school system and the generation which long
maintained it to be "the best in the world"26x

Sea détresse dégénéra en honte, Que savait-il de la chimie? A
1'école, on ne faisait qu'étudier les biographies des grands hommes,

entre les heures de récréation, Il y avait aussi le catéchisme, dont
11 ne se rappelait que les deux grandes lignes: 1le péché mortel, le
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péché véniel, ... Ah! qu'elle était puérile, la belle sﬂrotézdes maftres
qui avaient bloqué son horizon de leur idéal sténographiquel 7

The negative view of education instilled in the young is further illus-
trated by the opposition between the Gonzagues and the Mulots, two of
Saint-Sauveur's teen-age groups, The Gonzagues are the "brainy” and
studious ones; but, since they are seminarians (students for the priest-
hood ), their pursuits are seen as befitting emasculated individuals and
not the rambunctious and the rowdy such as Denis' Mulots:

Chez nos amis, la débrouillardise était reine, tandis qu'on
sentait chez les Gonzagues le stigmate de 1'école, 1'esprit de soumission
évasé sur leurs faces comme un fruit gfté, ,.. Colin avait accepté
1'ignorance, les Langevin établi leurs limites, et Boucher renié ce
qu'il apprenait, Ils ne voulaient pas &tre des Gonzagues, Ils au-
raient toutefols bien aimé avoir leur baccalauréat, surtout Boucher,

mais i1s ne s'en doutaient pas, et leurs études se poursuivaient hors
des balises de 1'esclavage et loin des instruments de 1'émasculation,

28
These inhibiting attitudes are compounded, and not alleviated, by the
parents’ reactions, Denis' father, Tit-Blanc, symbolizes and crystal-
lizes the stance of a whole culture as he threatens his son Jean for
sperding too much time with books: "Il souleva donc le banc de la
victoria, en sortit la grammaire que Denis lui avait prétée, I1
fallait cacher tous les livres, car Tit-Blanc, quand il était ivre, les
brdlait, en invoquant 1'ignorance des grands-pdres, qui avaient tout

de méme vécu,"?9 of course, the reason for Tit-Blanc's attitude is,

as earlier said, the indictment he feels leveled at him, the nagging
fear, long repressed in the Messianic ethos, that his generation and
the previous ones must bear responsibility for their indifference toward
material necessities, Only that explains Tit-Blanc's irrational rages
at the mention of "education™: ('T'es encore dans 1'instruction,

faindant! Je t'ai vu avec la Lévesque, C'est elle qui te rerd fier,

T'as honte de nous autres, t*as honte des vars").3°
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Gabrielle Roy's Bonheur d'Occasion (1945) continues Lemelin's

realistic vein and, more painfully, documents the failure of a gene-
ration, a culture, through the eyes of urban-born children, Set in
the slums of Saint-Henri, in Montreal, on the eve and during World War
IT, this novel chronicles the cycle of poverty in Azarius and Rose-
Anna lacasse's family where, as a baby is born every spring, new
lodging quarters have to be found while the head of the family is
chronically out of work, Witnessing their parents' defeat, the city-
born children desperately try to escape a similar fate, with mixed
success,

Azarius Lacasse is of Samuel Chapdelaine’s and Euchariste
Moisan's mold but, 1like Menaud, he is a misfit in the industrial world
of the present, a noneprovider for the twelve children he sired. A
failure, he is yst the perennial optimist (one of 0'Neill's indefatigable

"pipe dreamers™ in Iceman Cometh: the introduction here of a naturalistic

note fitted to the American Dream notion recurrent in American literature,
say, in the Twenties (Fitzgerald), Thirties (Steinbeck, Dos Passos) up

to the early Fifties (Miller)--is not gratuitous, as shall be seen later).
The man who refuses to consciously apprehend his actual situation as he
nurtures the ideal:

Et ceperdant Azarius n'avait point encore perdu confiance. Il
refusait toujours les petits emplois que des amis, par 1l'entremise de
Rose-Anna, cherchaient 3 lui obtenir, déclarant qu'il n'était point né
pour des besognes de gagne-petit, Sa réputation s'était faite dans le
quartier: un sans-coeur qui laissgit sa femme aller au ménage plutdt
que d'accepter un honnéte travail,

Despite his twelve children, Azarius is a non-entity as a father, a wesk
and sterile figure in the home who compensates in long-winded discussions
with neighborhood ne'er-do-wells:

T1 était ainsi dans sa famille, sans ressort comme en un nid
d'épines o} 11 ne donnait rien de vouloir en arracher une, tant elles



135

se multipliaient autour de lui, Sa voix méme n'était plus celle qu'il
employait au dehors pour donner son avis, exprimer ses audacieuses et
généreuses vues, C'était un timbre conciliant, psgsque humble et ol 1'on
aurait pu saisir parfois un accent de contrainte,

In the face of the father's defeat, the mother, Rose-Anna,
valiantly tries to sustain the family. She is the hard-working,
energetic, obedient, archetypal French Canadian mother who always kept
her husband*s pece, in the past, and who took over his role in his
absence, 5till, Mme Lacasse's archetypal virtues, though a source of
solace and inspiration, are not enough to provide material necessities
for her family; and they are not enough to keep her family together in
the womb of her protection: "Cette impuissance 3 retenir sa famille,
cette pénible sensation de voir les fréles remparts de leur intimité
céder, s'écrouler, et de se découvrir 3 1la dérive parmi le flot turbu-
lent et triste d'8tres pareils 3 eux.., mon Dieu, elle ne pouvait suppor=-

n33 Her world collapses., She fears for the future

tor cette épreuve.
of her progeny when she observes that Azarius' emasculation, as husband
ard father, threatens to be passed on to her children: ™"Et voici que
de plus en plus elle remarquait chez ses enfants ce penchant de leur
pdre & vivre dans le vague, en dehors de tout détail pratique."au
Rose-Anna finds momentary refuge in the remembrance of the
world of the past; that of her childhood spent in the country. The
dichotomy previously observed in Menaud is again presented: the misery
of the present contrasted with the felicity of the past, Springtime,
for instance, in the city means two things: the additional plight
of moving to quarters as shallow and decomposed as before, if not worse;

and the arrival of another child to an already large family that cannot

be provided for: "Le printemps! Qu'est-ce qu'il avait signifié pour
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elle? Dans sa vie de mariage, deux évdnements s'associaient au prin-
temps: elle était enceinte et, dans cette condition, i1 lui fallait se
mettre sur le chemin pour trouver un logis. Tous les printemps, ils
démémgeaiem:.'35 Whereas,springtime in the country meant something else,
The world of childhood is briefly re-entered when, contemplating a

visit to some country relatives, Mme Lacasse relives the spring of her
youths "Et pourtant, elle se voyait dé3ji ld-bas, dans les lieux de

son enfance; elle avangait i travers 1'érablidre, dans la neige molle,
vers la cabane de sucre et, oh, miraculeusement! elle avangait 3 lon-
gues fouldes, avec sa démarche de jeune fille svelte, allant, cassant
des branches au passngc.»...','36 She becomes ecstatic as she approaches
the haven of her childhood: "Elle ne cessait de voir surgir, se recom-
poser, s'animer, s'enchafner les délices de son enfance, .., C'était
gal, clair, joyeux; et son coeur battait d'aise, ... Rose-Anna percevait
encore le pétillement du grand feu de la cabane; elle voyait la sdve
blonde dans les bassins, ....">’

Yet, this return home turns out in reality to be a jolting
meeting for Rose-Anna's two worlds, the rural and the urban, the past
and the present, childhood and adulthood, the spiritual order and the
material order, It occurs not just in the painful reminder of a
fallacy nurtured by the country relatives ("Li-bas, on les croyait 2
1'0.139"),38 but in the evident contrast betwean her children and their
cousins, As Rose-Anna rushes to rescue one of her brood being mis=-
handled by a sturdy and well-nourished country cousin, she is forced
to admit the evidence of her family's defeat: "Elle fit le tour de
ses enfants, d'un regard craintif, effaré; et elle se demanda si elle

les avait wvraiment vus jJusque 13 tels qu'ils étaient, avec leur petit



137

visage et leurs membres f’luots."39

Witnessing the defeat of their elders, the young reject their
world and their values, This rejection is dramatized in the oldest
Lacasse child, Florentine and, more forcefully, in Jean Lévesque, the
orphaned, ambitious young engineer Florentine falls vainly in love with,
The eldest of the Lacasses' twelve children, Florentine works as a
waitress in a restaurant, She observes the kind of 1ife her mother
leads at home; 1like Maria Chapdelaine, she understands that it is
expected of her to follow in her mother's footsteps. But, like Marias,
she is also tempted by the values of the material world; similarly,
she identifies her mother®s lot as hopeless and wants no part of it:
"Cl'est qu'elle apercevait la vie de sa mdre comme un long voyage gris,
terne, que jamais, ells, Florentine n'accomplirait; et c'était comme
si, aujourd'hui, elles eussent en quelque sowte 3 se faire des adieux,
Leurs routes peut-8tre ici méme se séparaient-elles."uo She sees in
Jean Lévesque (Maria's Lorenzo Surprenant) the symbol of the new way
of 1ife she desires to embrace, to the extent of sacrificing her
virginity. But, whereas Maria had to renege on her intentions, Floren-
tine steadfastly clings to hers; in the urban enviromment, the
voices of etherealness cannot be heard over those of the cash-register:
"Moi, je ferai comme je voudrai. Mol, j'aurai pas de misdre comme sa
m&re."ul Though she is eventually rejected by Lévesque, Florentine does
not resort to an impossible return to an equally impossible ethos, She
marries perhaps a less dashing and romantic figure, but her marriage to
Emmanuel, who gives his name to the child begotten from Lévesque, is
nonetheless one into the middle-class., Florentine does escape the working-

class symbol of her parents® defeat,
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Jean Lévesque is the paramount symbol of the new order, both for
the values he stards for and for his origins, His origins are not
archetypals he is not of a big family whose roots are in the rural
framework; he does not partake of a paternal inspiration (or lack of)
that prepares for a destined path in 1life, Indeed, Lévesque has no
family, he is a man without roots, Raised in an orphanage, he never
related to any traditional set-up, much less to the tenets of the
faith, A man without past, Jean Lévesque exists in the present only;
fully aware that only thus can the promises of the future be fulfilled,
His life-style is based on that premise:s in order to achieve anything
he has to be pragmatic, to act according to the laws of the enviromment
he inhabits, And since the laws of the industrial age are cold, factual,
emotionless in the pursuit of efficiency and material success, Jean
Lévesque acts accordingly. Prototypifying the replacement of the
Messianic myth by the American Dream, and like many Horatio Algers ard
Sammy Glicks (by contrast, Azarius' emblem in defeat is Willy Loman),
Lévesque is ruthless and single-minded in his desire to "get ahead.®

Benjamin Franklin (the aphorist of Poor Richard’s Almanach) would have

approved of his leading the Spartan 1ife, living in a small room, working
in a factory during the day and going to night school: "Car tout tendu
vers le succds, tout dévoré d'ambition, une seule chose lui paraissait
vraiment importante: 1'emploi judicieux de son temps, Et jusqu'ici

i1 1'avait consacré sans sacrifices pénibles, sans regret méme, & 1'étude,
une étude opinidtre et acharne’e."uz The Puritan work ethic has no doubt
replaced Messianism when the description continues: "Cet &tre pragma-
tique qui aimait le travail, non pas pour lui-méme, mais pour 1'ambition

qu'il décupla, pour les succds qu'il prépare, ce jeune homme sans réve
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qui s'était donné au travail comme 3 une revamche."u'3

Enters Florentine whom Jean instinctively recognizes as represent-
ing that which he is working hard to leave behindit the tradition, close-
ness, warmth and security of organic culture which has molded Florentine
through her extended family., Should Lévesque relate to Florentine,
deeply, he knows he has to espouse the values he feels are embodied in
the girl (it matters 1ittle to Lévesque that she, just 1ike him, loathes
these values, He suspects her hate is corditioned by the fact they
are tainted with her parents' poverty; not, according to Lévesque,
because of their fundamental insignificance in the industrial age);
and that may thwart his ambitions. Thus, after coolly weighing what
Florentine has to offer him (nothing) and what his endeavors will get
him (everything "upwardly mobile"™), Lévesque forsakes her,

Lastly, one may contrast the guiltless a-religlosity of Lévesque,
Florentine and the other young people with the religiosity of the elders,

Again, the contrast is stark, In the urban enviromment, Mme Lacasse

prescribed
has followed the rural pattern: she has obeyed God's design
by having plenteous children:t "J'ai fait mon devoir, Notre-Sei-

gneur, j'ai eu onze enfants."uu Yet, God has not rewarded her travails
to a proportionate level of material aburdance, as of yore. Mme Lacasse
goes to Church to express her disappointment and to still pray for better
dayss only to gather the impression that there is not the presumed old
rapport, God is not listening: "Notre Seigneur, écoutez-moil""‘5 What

is implied in that"™impression™ is illustrative of the overall scission
that occurs in migrating to the city:s though Mme lacasse's spirituality
is the same as in the o0ld order, existentially, in the city, pregnant
with material contingencies, God seems to be dead, At any rate, he is

absent; and, as Rose-Anna cannot conceptualize him in her prayers, she
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is not far from grasping the primary consciousness of existential despair:

Mais, Dieu, Dieu lui-méme, elle ne se le représentait pas, elle
ne se 1'était pas représenté depuis des anndes A cause de 1'effort que
cela demandait et, surtout, parce qu'au deld de tous ses efforts, elle
n'apercevait rien, rieg6que des nuages blancs comme des tas d'ouate od
survolait une colombe,

The mention of "existential despair™ brings us to three novels
of the Sixties owing, in varying degree, to such a consciousness:
Bessette's Le Libraire (1960); Renaud's Le Cassé (1964); Aquin's Pro-

chain Episode (1965).

Gérard Bessette's Le Libraire is a powerful indictment of the
0ld order as it exists in modern rura’ Quebec, or, at least, as it
oxisted in the Fifties under Duplessis, The story is set in a small
town and focuses on the dilemmas besetting a free thinker whose
liberalism brings upon him the opprobrium of the local establishment,
Thematically, Bessette resumes Jean-Charles Harvey's protest against
the absence of intellectual and moral liberties in a province that
stifles freedom when it strives to maintain an homogeneity of thought
ard actions which, instead of protecting the people from a presumed
outside threat, kills them from within, To dramatize his point,
Bessette does not shy away from allegorically referring to the Socratic
paradigm when the townspeople, led by the curate, accuse Jodoin, the
bookstore clerk, of corrupting youth (he sold a book on the Church's
Index to a student) as they expel him from town,

The novel opens with the description of a milieu contaminated
by what the "collective shell”™ has bred through the years: fear, sheep-
ishness, a sense of paralysis, that have consecrated mediocrity ard

ignorance, This atmosphere is readily evidenced when M, Chicoine, the
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bookstore owner, shows Jodoin, a blasé former schoolteacher, his book-
shelves, As he reveals his "forbidden" books (those on the Church's
Index), Chicoine displays the suspiciousness and fear sown by years of
living in the shadow of the Church: "Ses yeux pergants, un peu hagards,
me fixaient un instant pour glisser sur les rayons de livres et revenir
3 moi., Je 'compris soudain qu'il awvait pour."u'? Other townspesople are
likewise dominated by fear; such as the clients who want to buy books
other than the "approved™ ones: "Je n'ai pas eu de difficulté 2 les
reconnaftre, Tls s'approchent de moi avec des airs de conspirateurs
ot me glissent 3 1'oreille quelque titre ou nom d'auteurs du ton dont
on demande un condom ou un suppositoire chez le phu'mcien."u8 Jodein
quickly perceives that these individual attitudes are but the reflection
of a collective conditioning, Chicoine tries to explain that, though
freedom of thought may be stifled in some cases, this is but a negative
side-effect of an overall positive molding that preserved the freedom
of the people as it protected them. Jodoin does not see the problem
that way, His attitude is that this ethos is based on a fundamental
negation of individual freedom that he, as an intellectual, cannot
accepts

, Je le rassural sur ce point en luil faisant toutefols observer
que ces deux sortes de liberté s'opposaient souvent; que, dans bien
des cas, les individus dont la majorité, fatalement, exprimait 1'opinion
générale "officielle” étaient tellement tiraillés, ballotfs par des
craintes, par "certaines pressions™ selon son expression, que leur
prétendue libesgé collective était le résultat de leurs servitudes
individuelles,

That Jodoin's reading of the town's notion of conformity is

accurate is demonstrated with his comeuppance, when he sells an "indexed®

book to a student, The student, who is attending a nearby college, is

caught reading the book by a priest, An Imuisition-like investigation
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is launched, during which the town's gossip mills run riot and point
inevitably to the store clerk. Amazed that a little book can create such
havoc, Jodoin makes a highly symbolical utterance, virtually using the
same words articulated in the accusation against Socrates: "Est-ce que
Je voulais passer pour un débaucheur de collégiens?"so Matter~of-factly,
in these Duplessis days in a rural town of Quebec, Jodoin suffers,

albeit symbolically, Socrates' fate; 1like the Greek philosopher, he

ends up the victim of the forces of obscurantism and superstition
against which he tried, meagre clerk that he was, to shed some light:

M, Chicoine me réitéra son "absolue confiance dans mon avenir$}
mais crut opportun de souligner que Saint-Joachim ne constituait peut-
8tre pas le champ d'action idéal pour un homme tel que moi: éclairé,
brillant, d'une vaste culture humanitaire, champion de la liberté
irdividuelle, etc,, etc,l
Jodoin, 1like Harvey's Hubert (and Bessette, in real life a university
professor who for the past twenty years has taught outside of Quebec,
1like Harvey), is forced to leave a self-enclosed order that is not yet
ready to open its doors to the outside world, A situation Jodoin was
clearly aware of from the start, Either in the Inquisition tactics of
the priest who questions him about keeping "forbidden™ books in stock
("-=Vous savez bien ce que je veux dire, voyons! Des livres qu'il ne
faut pas mettre entre toutes les mnins”),sz or when an old townsman
ominously warns him: "Moué, ¢a fait soixante-deux ans que je proméne
ma carcasse, FEh ben, c'est pas bon pour la santé icitte de contrer les
curés, Les ficelles, c'est eux autres qui les ont, vous comprenoz...?53
He, nonetheless, like Max Hubert, felt intellectually-bound to rebel,

Ti-Jean, the protagonist in Jacques Renaud's proletarian novella,
Le Cassé (1964), is compelled to rebel also, But reflecting the

difference between Bessette's generation's (which is Pierre Elliott
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Trudeau's ardntm t%fose intellectuals who opposed Duplessis and came
to be called "architects" of Quebec's "quiet revolution" in the immediate
post-Duplessis years) and Renauwd's urderstarding of the cause(s) under-
1ying Quebec's underdevelopment --the one relying on a liberal humanist
tradition of freedom of thought and action; the other on a radical
Third World assertion in the name of "the wretched of the earth™-- Ti-
Jean's revolt is visceral, crude and forceful in its ugliness,

Jacques Renaud's world in Le Cassé (French Canadian slang meaning
"the man who is broke") is that of the pavements arnd slums of the city,
Montreal, Tt is rooted in the secular new order in which Ti-Jean, like
other "déclassés™ owing more to Azarius lacasse than to Jean Lévesque,
is not equipped to compete. Contrary to Lacasse, but like Denis Bou-
cher, Ti-Jean is a product of the city., He suffers from a legacy of
disqualification. Devoid of the ambitions of Lévesque, but, like him,
a rootless man, unattached to any family, Ti-Jean does not know whom to
blame, or what to hold responsible for his lot. Unemployed, he goes
on living from one expediency to the next in the slums of the East End
of Montreal, unable to see any future to séeak of and getting increa-
singly enmeshed in his frustrations, Embodied in this "déclassé," the

alter
oF &% Pitou and Alphonse in Bonheur d'Occasion (who at least

could name the war as responsible for their situation, as we shall see

later)pﬁﬁ:ﬁrvbhement revolt against all that the old order stood for,
The first value thoroughly dismissed is that of the "family,"

Whereas sex was traditionally kept within the framework of reproduction,

emblematic of God's design, here the instinctive imperative of the

flesh is, in its most brutal form, affirmed. The passage describing

the meeting of Ti-Jean and Philomdne, his mistress, may be cited:
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Ca date du temps de leur premidre rencontre, Il avait pris sa
petite main dans sa grosse patte, Tu viens avec moé Mémdne? On va
s'en passer une? hum? Viens, viens-t'en! Ti-Jean avait insisté,
Philomdne avait suivi, Quand y veut, Ti-Jean y a pas moyen de 1'faire
démordre, C'te nuit-12, Ti-Jean était venu trois fois,
The secord value negated is religion. To say so is really to urder-
state the case, For the world of Ti-Jean, oozing with fetidness, has
escaped divine benevolence; it either has no place for God, or God
has no use for it, If God is mentioned at one point, as Ti-Jean remembers
his youth, it is better to spew blasphemy on him: "J'ai dit ¥ Jésus-
Christ d'manger d'la marde longue de méme pis j'ai commencé & m'crosser
en pensant & Marie Madeleine." >

If something is jarring in the grammar, notwithstanding the
diction, of the above quotation, it is because the French language,
conceived as one of the essential velues protecting the identity of the
Québecois, is used in this novella as a means of protest by negating it,
Many of the mid-Sixties novelists and poets (specifically the Parti Pris
group) believe that "good™ French does not reflect the real condition
of the people of Quebec who, in their daily activities, speak a rather
fractured French called "joual."56 They agree with Gerald Godin on
"speaking horse” when he says: "Le bon francais c'est 1*avenir
souhaité du Québec, mais le joual c'est son présent, J'aime mieux,

w57 To

pour moi, qu'on soit fier d'une erreur qu'humilié d'une véritsé,
these writers, then, the use of "joual®™ is best for the depiction of
contemporary Quebec reality which they want to denounce foremost: hence
abomination in syntax, diction, taste, nay, form, is perfect for the
reflection of a reality these writers see as abominable. To quote Godin

again, such is "la véritable situation coloniale des que‘bacois."58

Le Cassé, from beginning to end, aims at fulfilling this new
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"aesthetics,” Any passage can be taken at random to illustrate, Ti-
Jean, for instance, 1s talking about the government at one point and
says:

Ch' peux pas croudre qui sont assez caves pour pas savouér que
1'quatre plasses m'as 1l'garder pour moé, Ou ben donc y s'en sacrent...
Pour moé c'est g..59 [Translation: I can't believe they're that dumb
that they don't know that I am going to keep the four bucks for my-
self, Or else they don't give a damn.,, I think that's it;]

Later, after having a fight with Philomdne, he says:

Je 1'aj pitchée dehors,,, la chienne! J'voudrais qu'a soye
pus r'gardable..,, Que pas personng mette la patte dessus,,, Excepté
noé ... Moél Rien qu'moél crisset®?

[Translations I threw her out...the bitch! I'd want her to
be a pain to look at... So no one would lay hands on her,.., Except
me,.. Me! Only me! Christ

As the modern novelists of revolt negate their traditional
culture, as they reject the very core of what once was French Canada,
there is oftentimes a concomitant "wish to escape." We see the prota-
gonists in a number of novels to be obsessed with that wish: <this is
the case for Denis Boucher, Jean Lévesque, Florentine, Aquin's nameless
hero (the same is true for Maria Chapdelaine, Ephrem Moisan, arnd even
one suspects, Menaud's daughter, Maria --the first signs of dissatis-
faction with the old ethos), Ti-Jean, "down and out™ as he is, is,
moreover, corditioned by that wish also, For, tied to the harsh
realities of ghetto-life, this "wish™ becomes most exacerbated as its

fulfillment cannot be envisioned., The slum-dwellers in Bonheur d{Occa-

sion and Au Pied de 1la Pente Douce, just as Ti-Jean, see that "escape"

from the point of view of socio-economics; and Florentine's final entry
into the middle-class typifies their aspirations, But “escape™ often
means a spiritual longing for an “ailleurs,” anything really, away from
Quebec; but, ambiguously, something which contains Quebec also. Ti-Jean,

much as Aquin, indicates this by referring to a voyage of discovery of
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"le pays"s "..., la partance, le golit parfois obsédant. de tout crisser
¢a 12 pis d'partir, Disparaftre, Le pont Jacques-Cartier, La campagne,
Québec, Les filles. Et plus loin encore, plus loin, jusqu'd Percé."61
This need for "escape" is undenlably tied, one suspects, to the pervasive
consciousness of exile earlier discussed, Which brings us to Hubert
Aquin,

Escape (not escapism) is not only indulged but apotheosized in

a constant state of pursuit in Hubert Aquin's Prochain Episode (1965),

a bewitching mixture of fact and fiction, that tells the tale of a
French Canadian revolutionary carrying from Bagotville, Quebec, to
Berne, Switzerland, the flame of a coming revolution in Quebec, Pursued
by "enemies" from without (the corporate Establishment, represented by
H, de Heutz) as well as from within (the unconscious of resignation and
defeatism), the nameless revolutionary tries to elude and defeat them,
The eradication of an historical state of defeat in Quebec is envisioned
through a novel consciousness of past traumas which are to be overcome
mainly in a rediscovery and celebration of the land, and the woman
whose possession by the revolutionary signals the possessibn of a new
Quebec,

Prochain Episode presents a radical solution: Jjust as the hero

who comes to grips with the opposing forces of his battling self, Quebec
must urdergo a like confrontation, the outcome of which is to bring
about a new awareness, a reconciliation of divisions present since 1760,
Aquin’s novel is therefore & quest for liberation: both personal and
collective; the two being indivisible on the psychological as well
as political levels,

The traditional value of the preservation of the family is, of

course, negated, The "mother" is nowhere to be seen, but the narrator's
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mistress, K, is celebrated throughout, Curiously, the traditional
alliance of the land and of woman (cf Maria Chapdelaine, Trente Arpents)

is here maintained, albeit for a completely different purpose. While
in the rural tradition it was symbolical of divine purpose, allied to

divine prescription, in Prochain Episode K's alliance with Quebec

constitutes the lyrical flame of the coming revolution. Hence, the
narrator's ultimate defeat is explained by the beguiling discovery,
when in the pursuit of his nemesis, H, de Heutz, that K is also the
latter's companion, The painful irony of the end defeat is best
explained when the narrator's love for K (diminutive for the o0ld
appellation "Kébec"?) has been measured, Early in the long flashback
that constitutes the core of the novel, the narrator, from his prison
cell, writes (obviously still believing in K's sincerity, when in fact
it is her betrayal that has brought him there): "Je t'écris infiniment
ot j'invente sans cesse le cantique que j'al lu dans tes yeux; par mes
mots, je pose mes 13vres sur la chair brillante de mon pays."62 He
elaborates on the larnd symbolism when he later reminds her of the night
of the 24th of June (St-John the Baptist Day, named after the patron
saint of the French Canadians), where as the two were making love the
spark of revolution was ignited:

J'al beau tracer sur ce papier le fil enchevétré de ma ligne de
vie, cela ne me redonne pas le 1it encombré de covssins colorés ol nous
nous sommes aimés un certain 24 juin, tandis que, quelque part sous notre
tumulte, tout un peuple réuni semblait féter la descente irrésistible
du sang dans nos veines, ,,, Quelle violente et douce prémonition de la
révolution nationale s'opérait sur cette étroite couche recouverte de
couleursést de nos deux corps nus, flambants, unis dans leur démence
rythméﬁ .

Slightly paraphrasing Baudelaire in the final two verbs ("t'aimer et

mourir,” cf, "L'Invitation au Voyage"), the narrator accentuates the
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symbolic sameness of the land and of woman when he laments his separation
from them: "O) est-il le pays qui te ressemble, mon pays natal et secret,
64
"

celul od je veux t'aimer et mourir, Again ard again the narrator
ambiguously reasserts his attachment ("Laissez-moi me coucher encore une
fols sur le sol chaud du pays mon amour et dans le 1it vulnérable qui
nous attend"),65 although the fact of his writing from jail ==because
he is put there by K-- should preclude this, But this ambiguity is
perhaps best explained, as we shall see next, on the aesthetic level;
wherein seems to be the only explanation for this revolutionary-cum-spy
fiction narrated by an inmate of the psychiatric wing of a federal jail
in Montreall

Although, upon first impression, Prochain Episode seems to be

a very passionate call for violent revolution, it really is an aesthetic
statement on the need for self-liberation, Admittedly, we have, as
earlier mentioned, throughout the novel a dual progressive quest for
liberation: the narrator vis-3-vis his self, and the collective self
vis-3-vis its internal and external menaces, We have dealt up to now,
through the K symbolism, mainly with the latter quest; but the former
is the more profound one., The opening lines indicate this journey
into the self, as the narrator says: "Cuba coule en flammes au milieu
du Lac Léman pendant que je descends au ford des choses, Encaissé dans
mes phrases, je glisse, fani8me, dans les eaux névrosées du fleuve et
je découvre dans ma dérive, le dessous des surfaces et 1'image ren-

66 Irdeed the re-creation of the narrator's revolu=-

versée des Alpes,"
tionary commitment (the long flashback which is the "plot"™ of the novel)
serves as therapy for the narrator's present illness, as he indicates

that his schizophrenia is also his people's, Repeatedly, the narrator
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reminds us to interpret his personal history with that of his people.
But then the author, Aquin, intervenes and says that the story told by
the narrator is indissociable from what happened to him (Aquin is
arrested in the summer of 1964 for subversive activities, put urder

mental observation; amd, just as the narrator, he writes a book,

6
Prochain Episcde, during his imprisorment) 7

Je suis ce livre d'heure en heure au jour le jour; et pas plus
que je ne me suicide, je n'ai temdance d y renoncer, Ce livre défait
me ressemble, Cet amas de feuilles est un produit de 1'histoire, frag-
ment inachevé de ce que je suis moi-méme et témoignage impur, par eon-
séquent, de la révolution chancelante que je continue d'exprimer,
ma fagon, par mon délire institutionnel, Ce livre est cursif et incer-
tain comme je le suis; et sa signification véritable ne peut étre
dissocide de 1a date de sa composition, ni des évdnements qui se sont
déroulés dans un laps de temps dongé entre mon pays natal et mon exil,
entre un 26 juillet et un 24 juin,08

Considering, therefore, this book as the product of a real
imprisorment, as the therapy Aquin needed to keep his sanity (he said

so in so many words in a volume of essays, Point de Fuite),69 we may

understand this novel-within-a-novel, complicated and infuriating as it
is, to be primarily an aesthetic metaphor for one man's self-liberation,
Hence the spy story with H, de Heutz and assorted characters, the
mystifying use of identities, are found to be surrogates, And if the
process itself of creation is Aquin's lasting statement, we can under-
stand the value placed on the means used, language, In striking
contrast to Le _Cassé's, the language here is highly polished, in the
finest French literary tradition. Language is deliberately not conceived
as the sort that is ordinarily spoken, or that which would relate to any
existential context; rather, in its highly poetical articulation, it
cannot but be correlated with the aesthetic design., Creative language
for the imprisoned narrator is one of the essential means to preserve

his freedom, Language, in fact, is liberation, It is as if the more
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polished and poetic (and interpretative of the narrator's intimate
feelings), the closer the narrator is io freedom,

We have come a long way from the firs£ trials and defeats in
the urban enviromment of the Forties, But, in order to understard
correctly the composite of "revolt," we cannot consider only the
decadence of the Messianic myth; we must consider next the actual
corditions experienced in city life which more than anything else
brought about its demise, the sordidness that breeds violence,

As earlier said, the world of the fathers is a reflection of
the spiritual and vital inadequacy they confront as they migrate from
the country to the city., Whether it is Saint-Sauveur, Seint-Henri,
or Montreal's East End, the ghetto is a physical enviromment illustra-
tive of this insdequacy, The ghetto is envisaged by the city=born
children as a world that reeks of conservatism and defeat, Fearful
that they may get caught up and follow the pattern traced by their
elders while, in opposite fashion, they are attracted and stimulated
by the general overall secular enviromment they want to dominate --the
new generation rebesls against the ghetto,

Denis Boucher, for instance, though he gaily moves about the
streets of Saint-Sauveur, in Lemelin's novel, as an acknowledged “gang
leader,” nonetheless considers this enviromment as humiliating, The
more so when he dreams about his future as a successful man, and,
particularly, when during the surmer season tourists come to ogle and
are pursued by children begging for money, Denis angrily berates the
tourists, but his anger is really directed against an environment
that breeds such humiliations:

On ne vous les a jamais demandés, vos cents, Filez, ruants!
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I1 saisit une pierre et la lan¢a sur le tramway, Les mamans, dans les
portes,le hudrent, Les étrangers viendraient plus jeter des cents,
Elles faisaient apprendre aux petits, en méme temps que: "Je vous aime
mon Jésus," "Give me five cents, please,"

As Denis becomes increasingly critical of it, he identifies this world
as a consequence of his elders' defeat; that of those who never dreamt
of trying to move up to the upper part of town Denis vows to dominate.71
He urderstands, then, that if he does not leave the ghetto his ambitions
will be stifled:

Boucher se débattait en vain contre ce "quelgque chose® qui le
dénongait au néant, d'en haut, Le passé se pressa devant ses yeux,
significatif, La paroisse le trahissajit d'une fagon autre qu'il n'await
cru, ... Boucher était la victime de la somnolence malheureuse d'un
classe de gens pour qui 1'éducation est un soulier, ou un chapeau,

An “educated man" (?) compared to the rest of the people in the district,
Denis grows in the awareness that he is too talented ard ambitious to
limit his horizons to Saint-Sauveur, He will be true to the vow he
made to his girlfriend early in the novel: "Elle et lui fuiraient ce
sale faubourg, s'éleveraient jusqu'd des nues superbes od il ne serait
plus question de s'élever,"73 Though he suffers various setbacks, yet,
with fortitude ard perseverance, if not stimulated by the dreaded
prospect of having to settle for his elders' defeat, Denis at the end

of the book has published his first novel. He is starting to make money
ard to be known in the Haute-Ville; and since his story is in fact
Roger Lemelin's who, after being for over a decade Quebec's best known
T.V, serials’ writer, became the prosperous businessman he is now =-its

successful ending could not be more in the Horatio Algerian grain,

This is not really so for the Lacasses in Bonheur d'Occasion,

Rose=Anna is walking the streets, in her yearly search for a flat; the

author provides then a powerful picture that speaks for itself:
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Une nuée d‘'enfants dépenaillés jouaient sur les trottoirs au
milieu de paquets de débris, Des femmes maigres et tristes apparaissaient
sur les seuils malodorants, étonnées de ce soleil qui faisait des carrés
de 1lumidre devant chaque tonneau de déchets, ..., Partout des voix aigres,
des pleurs d'enfants, des cris qui jaillissajent, douloureux, des pro-
fordeurs de quelque maison, portes et vglets délabrés, rabattus, morte,
mrée sous la lumidre comme une tombe,’

The last image is not gratuitous: the ghetto indeed is a grave in which
the elders rot and the children are in the process of dying, Although
there seems to be 1ife, in the restaurants, in the streets, judging

from the rantings going on (at which Azarius excels), the impression
remains that this is the visceral world of the dead cerebrally invest-
jgated by the poetess Anne Hébert in "Le Tombeau des Rois," a world of
mute suppressed vitality. The conversations indicate this:

Barquiens! reprit 1'homme 3 téte chafouine, c'est la soupe
pour les vieillards, la Saint-Vincent-de-Paul et pis le chdémage; un
tiers de la population sur le secours direct et des pauvres diables qui
travaillent dans les rues 2 treize cennes de 1'heure pendant quatre,
cing jours au printemps, La v'13, la démocratie!”>
Azarius Lacasse's incapacity symbolizes this:

Le chauffeur, comme sa fille, se sentait peu fait pour sa beso-
gne et mal ajusté & la vie quotidienne, Tant qu'il jonglait avec les
mots, se retenait 3 de grandes causes qu'il estimait nobles, tout
allait bien, mais dds qu'il s'agissait de ragrendre contact avec la
réalité de tous les jours, il perdait pied,

Florentine looks at the diners in her restaurant and knows: ™Ainsi,
jamais elle n'avait remarqué comme aujourd'hui la dolente résignation
écrite sur les visages des pauvres attablés, Jamais d'ailleurs elle
ne s'était sentie si prds d'eux et si haineuse de cette ressemblance!
Jamais toutes ces odours...§77 Jean Lévesque is similarly conscious
when in Florentine's home he reflects:

Il savait maintenant que la maison de Florentine lui rappelait
ce qu'il avait par-dessus tout redouté; 1'ocdeur de la pauvretd, cette

odeur implacable des vétements pauvres, cette pauvreté qu'on reconnaf-
trait les yeux clos, Il comprenait que Florentine elle-méme personifiait
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ce genre de vie misérable contre laquells tout son étre se soulevait.78

In rebelling against the ghetto, Lévesque has to forsake Floren-
ting, consequently, since her image would always remind him of that
which he wants to leave behind in his drive for success, Like Dgnis
Boucher, his energies are harnessed for the conquest of the "upper part"
of town (here Westmount, a posh traditionally Anglo-Saxon residential
area in the western end of Montreal); his ambitions are galvanized by
contemplating Westmount from Saint-Hemri, in the lower part of town:
"Tci le luxe et la pauvreté se regardent inlassablement, depuis qu'il
y a Westmount, depuis qu'en bas, 3 ses pieds, il y a Saint-Henri, ,..

T1 était & la fois haineux et puissant devant cette montagne qui le
dominait,"”?

Florentine likewise fixes her eyes on a world different from her
family origins: one of affluence, determination, which she identifies
with Jean Lévesque, and finally gains access to with her marriage to
Emmanuel: "“A travers cet inconnu [Jean Lévesqu§) que les lumidres lui
paraissaient brillantes, la foule gaie, et le printemps méme, plus trds
loin, 3 la veille de faire reverdir les pauvres arbres de Saint-Henri,"80
Yot not all the children succeed in their revolt., The trio of Alphonse,

Pitou and Boisvert is not aware of the stamina and ruthlessness required

these Jmgben

to make a decent 1living., In contrast to Jean Lévesque,A
guaranteed
by

expect to obtain from society the positions and rewards
their education and, more importantly, the advertisements and the
lavishly decorated store windows they see around them, When they
discover the truth ~-that a mass society's promises are out of proportion

with its actual rewards; that its "rewards" are never given but
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ruthlessly competed for by "achievers" in the mold of Lévesque-- they
are bitterly disappointed. They become their fathers' alter ego;
numbed victims of a reality whose laws they have not urderstood:

Qu'est-ce qu'a nous a donné 3 nous autres, la société? Rien,
Pis, si t'es pas encore content, regarde Pitou. Quel fge qu'il a
Pitou? Dix-huit ans..,. eh! ben, i1 a pas encore fait une journée d'ou-
vrage payé dans sa vie. Et v'13 betdt cinq ans qu'il est sorti de
1'école & coups de pied dans la bonne place, et pis qu'y cherche,
C'est-y pas de la justice, ¢a? .,., Et v'13 not' Pitou qui fume comme
un homme, miche comme un homme, crache comme un homme, mais y a pas
gagné une tannante de cenne toute sa saprée vie, Trouves-tu ¢a beau,
tol? Moi, je trouve ¢a laite, ben laite,Bl
The prospect is grim, The Pitous and Ti-Phonses seem cordemned to
1live in a world of verbose discontentment, hopeless idealization,
wishful thinking. The post-Depression context (whose economic plight
is 11fted by the advent of World War IT; a fact whose bitter irony Mme
Roy deftly uses in the conclusion of her novel) is essential, of
course, for the interpretation of these young men's defeat., But,
just as they remind of earlier figures of defeat, they seem to be
forerunners of the malcontents of the Sixties who, far from humbly
resortinz to a spirit of resignation, rage azainst their urderprivileced
cordition,

Let us take Le Cassé's Ti-Tean, for example, Penniless, unem-
ployed, uneducated, Ti-Jean lives under the constant threat of hunger
and thirst, Dispossessed of moral, intellectual and material values,
Ti-Jean, in his despair, is driven to revolt in the most violent manner.
For Ti-Jean, with no family and roots, the ghetto is not the world of
the fathers, He cannot blame his condition on them, or use them as
motivation for escape, in the manner of Boucher, lévesque and Floren-

tine. His revolt, hence, is directed at everything and at nothing in

its nihilism, His despair is so all-encompassing that he would 1like to
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rebel (and does in fact) against the world as it appears to him from
his dilapidated quarters, in the personage of his mistress, in that of
Bouboule, and in the image of himself he would like to destroy.

The ghetto, as in Bonheur d'Occasion, is presented in photo-

graphic fashion: the picture of a totally dismal way of 1ife, Ti-
Jean's room seems to be, then, the microcosm of Montreal's East End:

Aucun drap sur le 1it. Aucune couverture non plus, La literie
n'est pas fournie, Le matelas taché de grandes flaques brunes et jau-
ndtres., Des trous de cigarettes dans cette chaise bleu~-déteint, Une
coquerelle sort de 1'un des trous comme une grosse bébite d'un trou de
balle dans %g ventre luisant d'un chien abattu, Lourde et saoule
coquerelle,

But the definitive jolting symbol of the ghetto is introduced in the
image of Bouboule, the dope pusher of the district whose characteri-
one

zation as evil incarnate reminds,of the Mestizo in Graham Greene's

The Power and the Glory:

Bouboule rit, rdle, se 13che les babines, cale son quatridme
Ihe is drinking beexr]j., Quard il rit, on apercgoit ses deux incisives
2 la michoire supérieure, petites, fragiles, collées 1'une contre 1'au-
tre, isolées, toutes les autres dents de la michoire supérisure manquent,
Ca lui fait une bouche de lapin, Ses cheveux sont noirs sales, grisd-
tres, des poils follets au menton,ggur les joues, une téte 3 mourir
bientdt, une face 3 fesser d'dans,
The words “une téte 3 mourir bient8t" are ominous, In Rouboule Ti-
Jean sees the image of degradation he would like but is unable,to
escape; therefore he tries to'r.akrevenge on society by dbstroying
the dope pusher, the arch symbol of its rottenness. Everything Ti.
Jean has been rebelling against in vain (hunger, unemployment) is
projected onto Bouboule,

It is interesting to observe the pattern leading to amd going
beyond the need for an object to destroy, Philomdne (Ti-Jean's mistress)

at first appears to be an obvious target, but she is spared and allowed
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to 1live estranged from Ti-Jean, Next, as Ti-Jean's resentments grow
upon his discovery that Philomdne is having a lesbian affair with a
"bourgeoise™ from Outremont (the French Canadian counterpart to West-
mount ), he turns his potential for violence onto himself: "Il a frappé
3 coups de pieds dans la portidre du frigidaire. Une bosse, Puis 3
coups de poings, Ses jointures sont tuméfiées, Son poignet droit 1ui
fait mal, T1 se jette la rage au coeur sur le 1it, Tl se tire les
cheveux 3 pleines mains."au Finally, Ti-Jean finds the right channel
for his all-destroying rage: enters Bouboule. He decides to kill him
ostensibly because Bouboule also is having an affair with Philomdne,
but, more importantly, in order to find release from despair, in a manner
not altogether different from Bigger Thomas®' in Native Son. The climac-
tic raw violence, enhanced by the clinical description of the killing,
attains an almost epic proportion, It serves, it would seem, as a kind
of ritual through which Ti-Jean is to achieve purification of a sort85:
Bouboule est étendu sur le dos, Il geint, I1 commence 3
chialer un peu plus fort que tout 3 1'heure, Les deux incisives: Ti-
Jean lui bouche 1la gueule d'un coup de talon, Les deux 1l3vres ont
fendu, Ca saigne, Fouboule saigne trop fort, Ti-Jean s'agenouille
sur ses épaules, 11 1lui plante la tige du tournevis dans le palais,
Envouéye! Dans la gorge via la bouche gluante, Ti-Jean jouit 3 impri-
mer au tournevis un mouvumegg saccadé de va-et-vient, Le sang gicle

par le nez, Un coq saigné,

Soon enough, the revolution called for, in Prochain Episode,

is identified as the recourse to viclence, While in Le Cassé it
operates as one man's outlet for frustration, here violence is cele-
brated as the necessary catharsis for a collective ard individual
state of discontent, We are presented with a lyrical view of vioclence
whereby the narrator succinctly statess "Tuer confdre un style 2

1'oxistenco.“87 Violent revolution is seen as a creative act for the
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people and for the writer, since an historical gap between the élite and
the masses is then bridged, The writer, particularly, finds thus an
outlet from the gnawing sense of "exile™: "Notre histoire s'inaugurera
dans le sang d'une révolution qui me brise et que j'ail mal servies ce

88 put

jour-13, veines ouvertes, nous ferons nos débuts dans le monde,”
it is this call for violence, which in its stridency assoclates itself
with a process of purification that retains our attention. Aquin would
have us believe that, in its absolute, viclence is a philosophy, an
aesthetic program, a love project, as he says:

le temps sera venu de tuer et celui, délai plus impérieux
encore, d'organiger la destruction selon les doctrines antiques de la
discorde et les canons de 1la guerilla sans nom! Apr8s deux sidcles
d'agonie, nous ferons éclater la violence déréglée, série ininterrom-

pue d'attentatg et d*ondes de choc, noire épellation d'un projet
d'amour total, 9

One can argue that such words shouldnot be taken literally; that they
are modulated by a time honored rhetorical tradition, particularly in
the French language, Yet five years afterisgir publication the Quebec
Minister of Labor was murdered.90

The celebration of violence, as the expression of a collective
wish for political indeperdence, is apotheosized (in however qualified

an asesthetic frame, as earlier seen) in Prochain Episode; revolt

therein attains its most extreme form in the French Canadian novel,
This, however, does not imply that (would be) revolutionary commitment
is a phenomenon chiefly of the Sixties in Quebec, That there always
were underlying sentiments and attitudes claiming sovereignty as a
solution to the French Canadian historical sense of defeat can be seen,
though, in a range of earlier works, from the nineteenth century histo-
rical novels which re-arrange the war of Conquest to suit nationalist

sentiments to those of the Messianic mold., Groulx's L'Appel de la Race,
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for instance, in portraying the trials the French Canadians have to undergo
in Ontario, and the impossibility of a mixed marriage, certainly leads

to such a conclusion, Savard's Menaud ominously ascribes Menaud's tragedy
to the increasing dispossession of his woods by foreign entrepreneurship.
His hate for his daughter's suitor, Dé1ié; his severe reprimanding of

his daughter, Maria; his eventual insanity are indicated to stem from

the clash between his traditional heritage and the threat of the outside
world, His resentments grow to the extent of contemplating violence to
seek redress from real or imagined wrongs, Lighting a camp fire at one
point in the book, Menaud sees in the flames an omen of deliverance
through the ritual of fire:

Cela se ferait un jour, partout! On verrait ce signe s'allumer
sur toutes les buttes de 1'immense pays! Ce drapeau vivant et clair
jaillirait du sol pour le ralliement de la racel TI1 serait le signal
de la délivrance; le pegp%i briserait les liens dont la trahison, la
veulsrie 1l'avaient chargé.

Ard the novel ends with the threatening note sounded by the villagers’
chorus-1ike commentary in the face of the protagonist's final insanity:

"Cl'est pas une folie comme une autre! Ca me dit, 3 moi, que c'est un

avartissement.”92

But the ultimate pre-1960 call for independence is contained
in an unabashedly fascist novel published in 1942, Rex Desmarchais'’
La Chesnale, It is the story of the creation of a revolutionary
movement in Quebec whose leader, Hugues Larocque, is grandiloquently
presented as the would-be "dictator" of a free and autonomous Quebec,
The organization is located in the suburbs of Montreal and vows to
resume the aims of the 1837 rebellion, However, the movement dis.

integrates through internecine quarrels before achieving its goal.

A look at the revolutionaries' program reveals some disturbing
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similarities, As in Prochain Episode, the road towards sovereignty lies

through violent revolution: "On se battrait de nouveau ici. 1837
n'était qu'un prologue, Tout était susperduj rien n'était fini, L'af-
franchissement de la nation canadienne-francaise et la confirmation de
son indépendance parachdveraient le sacrifice des patriotes de 1837."93
Revolution is said to be necessary for catharsis, much as in Aquin's
novel, for the people are in a state of apathy and defeat which can only
be shaken through violence: "Le plus affreux, poursuivit Larocque,
c'est 1'avachissement inénarrable des descerdants des victimes de 1837,
Tls ont perdu la mémoire de ces heures tragiques, Ils ne savent plus,
aujourd 'hui qui avait raison des bourreaux ou des victimes."gu Finally,
revolution is to liberate the writer from his situation of exile,
Interestingly, Hugues Larocque is a frustrated writer whose lack of
creativity, he tells us, is to be blamed on the presumed absence of
political freedom in Quebec.95 Conversely, thus, a free Quebec will

liberate the artist's Muse:

Mais sa persuasion raisonnée, c'est que le Canadien Francais
ne produira des chefs d'oeuvre que le jour od il sera le fils d'une
nation 1ibre et fidre, riche et assurée sur le sol de la patrie, Il
n'y a qu'une téche urgenteé6 affranchir la nation, établir, confirmer
sa force et sa prospérité,

But there is an added justification for indepsndence, the
dominant one in fact in Desmarchais' book, Writing at a time when
totalitarianism was on the rise, Desmarchais does not shy from symbol-
izing the quest for political power in the "superman® figure of a
dictator whom he sees as the ideal ruler of a free Quebec: "Le Chef,
capable, lorsqu’'ll le fallait de toutes les subtilités de la diplomatie,
marchait droit vers son but, Il trafnait la nation d sa suite. 1la

nations ce misérable troupeau de mous, de faibles, d'indécis, de
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léches, ... ."97 For this ideal "Chef" Desmarchais sees a model in the
late Portuguese dictator, Salazar ("A quarante, 3 quarante-cinq ans, je
le vois comme le Salazar des Canadiens Francais, Tl organise la nation,
i1 restaure son caractdre catholique et francais")lgg

The lunacy of Desmarchais is quite evident, The fascist and
antisemitic references that pollute this "novel™ are the reflections,
probably, of an era in Quebec's history when such attitudes prevailed
and were condoned by the clergy.99 What is less evident, and appears
now in retrospect of particular importance for Quebec's cultural
evolution, is that dictatorship, the "Chef" syndrome came about for
good two years after the publication of this novel without the need for
revolution and the resumption of the 1837 rebellion: Maurice LeNoblet

Duplessis Saw to that from 1944 to 1959.]'00
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7. HReligion and the Black

As early as Brown's Clotel is introduced an attitude which has to
do with relicious beliefs and rituals, Since the Abolitionist movement

steeps itself in Christian ethics to inveigh against the inhumanity of

attitude
slavery, Brown highlights this to reinforce the pathos of the

mixed-blood*s predicaments:

This was a Southern auction, at which the bones, muscles, sinews,
blood, and nerves of a young lady of sixteen were sold for five hundred
dollars; her moral character for two hundred; her improved intellect
for one hundred; her Christianity for three hundred; and her chastity
and virtue for four hundred dollars more, And this, too, in a city
thronged with churches, whose tall spires look like so many signals
pointing to heaven, and whose ministers preach that slavery is a God-
ordained institutiontl

To buttress his didactic aim, Brown relentlessly attacks the white
preachers who have distorted the Bible and their offices to sanction the
institution of slavery, The following scene typifies the smugness and
condescension that the Plantation writers will use as a credo in their
defense of the "southern way of life":

Lastly, you should serve your masters faithfully, because of their
goodness to you, See to what trouble they have been on your account,
Your fathers were poor ignorant and barbarous creatures in Africa, and
the whites fitted out ships at great trouble and expense and brought you
from that benighted land to Christian America, where you can sit under
your own vine and fig tree and no one molest or make you afraid, Oh, my
dear blgck brothers and sisters, you are indeed a fortunate and a blessed
people,

Generally, thoush, moral indignation in the post-Abolitionist Black novel

is directed asainst Black ministers who wittinely or unmwittingly seem to
footateps

follow in the of their white counterparts, From Jean Toomer to

Ralph Ellison the indictment seems that in keeving the eyes, hopes and

miseries of their flocks turned toward heaven, their alienation and dispos-

session, however sublimated thus, have nonetheless been left unattended
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in the material order, Yet, the very terms of the indictment reflect a
deep ambivalence, The stance which kept the Negzroes impervious to their
social malaise served also as a primordial mode of survival,

One cannot forzet that Caliban, more than being a foul-mouthed
rebel, is also, and principally, a dreamer who hears voices unheard by
Prospero, If on the one hand he reveals the extent of his quarrel with
Prospero now carried over in the latter's power of conditioning his
spiritual beliefs; on the other hand the "voices" that are his own
manifest themselves, But let us first analyze the religious extension
of Caliban's quarrel with Prospero; +the consciousness by Black authors
of a systematic debasement carried both in the secular and the religious
fields, The consequent attitude is succinctly expressed by James Baldwin

in The Fire Next Time:

It is not too much to say that whoever wishes to become a truly
moral human being (and let us not ask whether or not this is possible;

T think we must believe that it is possible) must first divorce himself
from all the prohibitions, crimes and hypocrisies of the Christian
church,

Cane's "Kabnis"™ introduces in fact the factors that culminate in
Baldwin's rejection, After hearing of a lynching which Blacks help-
lessly witnessed, a character expresses one of these seminal factors:
the emasculation religion has conditioned the Negro to remain into: "Can't
something be done? But of course not, This preacher-ridden race, Pray
and shout, They're in the preacher's hands. That's what it is, And the

4
preacher's hands are in the white man's pockets,” But the indictment of
Christianity is mainly conveyed through Toomer's characterization of Halsey's
blind grandfather who resides in a "™hole,"™ symbolical of hell, that Kabnis

descends into to confront his demons, The confrontation is cathartic both

for the mixed-blood, who regains his identity, and Father John (the
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grandfather), who is, then, able to name the "horror" he has seen, The
two are shown to have been twin-like figures in their delusions, Father
John's Christian beliefs and Kabnis®’ neuroses, derived from the social
impact of his hybridity, are elements of the same problem, Kabnis'
violent abuse of the grandfather leavesthe impression that the traditional
religion steeped in the Negro's soul is coupled with some dark, unknown,
forces that may very well destroy the Negro who embraces it as innocently
and as ardently as the grandfather did:

Slave boy whom some Christian mistress taught to read the Bible.
Black man who saw Jesus in the rice fields, and began preaching to his
people, Moses =-and Christ-- words used for songse. Dead blind father
of a muted folk who feel their way upward to a 1ife that crushes or
absorbs them,
Kabnis® gratuttous abuses are explajined shortly by the fact that he senses
in the 0ld man's dark forces a correspondence with his own, that he has
yet to confront consciously, Lewis understands Kabnis' predicament and
sayst "The old man as symbol, flesh, and spirit of the past, what do you
think he would say if he could see you? You look at him, Kabnis."6 As
Kabnis is in the process of releasing his demons through verbal assault
the 0ld man remains a fixed, rigid, death-like figure, Suddenly he starts
breaking his long-held silence (the 0ld man has not spoken in years), and
he is brought to express something in the same dramatic symbols that

Conrad uses in regard to Kurtz in Heart of Darkness -~the dejected

European's assessment of his journey in the darkness of his Self as "the

7
horror..." Here the "horror" is the traumatic disillusionment that

deprived Father John of sight and speech, when he realized the destructive
process he was engaged in as a preacher for an institution that condoned

the oppression of his people: "Th sin whats fixed... ... upon th white

folks == ,,s == 2 tellin Jesus =- lies. O th sin th white folks 'mitted
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8
when they made th Bible lie." Spluttering rather than speaking, almost
’

incoherent rather than articulate, Father John nonetheless, in finally
suggestine that he has grasped the meaning of his fate, stands in Toomer's
design as symbolical of the Negro's spiritual destruction, The "sin" of
the white folks was Father John's too since, through his calling, he
participated in a process of misleading the flocks, Kabnis likewise
recognizes his sin, the destruction of his soul, through the secular calling
of "passine" in the North, As Father John exorcizes himself, Kabnis too
is 1iberated; Father John, in fact, may have been a symbol all along:
Kabnis*' repressed and denied dark self,

Nowhere does McKay deal explicitly with Christianity, This isnot

gurprising since he is concerned to celebrate the exact opposites of

what it stands for., Nevertheless one cannot fail to see the rejection
that is implied in the depiction of the Negro's primitivism or African-
ness. Just like other (presumed) white products of civilizationgintellect-
ualism, abstractionseg-Christianity stands alien to the Black experience,
(That this point of view is historically and culturally false, we shall
see later,)

By contrast, in Native Son, Christianity is referred to, in no
uncertain terms, as one of the main causes of the Negro's dispossessed
state; it is responsible for the existence of such as Bigger to a great
extent, says Wricht, As Bigger is in jail, reflecting about his 1life,
resignation and defeatism are associated with the maternal symbolism of
his mother and the Church, And both are assessed as negative factors, for
they belong to the world of the Southern past, that which accepted, without
contesting, the Black man's "assigned" role in the order of things, Since

Bigger is precisely fated to question this tradition, in the most direct
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manner, it comes as no surprise that his mother's world is judeged to be

irrelevant in his urban secular experience:

Would it not have been better for him had he lived in that world
the music sang of? It would have been easy to have lived in it, for it
was his mother's world, humble, contrite, believing, It had a center, a
core, an axis, a heart which he needed but could never have unless he laid
his head upon a pillow of humility and gave up his hope of livineg in the
world, And he would never do that,9

The association of the Negro's Christianity with the white power structure,
the consequent betrayal by Black religious leaders (or the potential danger
of such an occurrence due to the Black preacher's very ambivalent role,
as Gunnar Myrdal noted in his classic study of the white-black conundrum,

10
An American Dilemma), 1is carried in the scenes near the end of the novel,

as a preacher tries to talk to Bigger:

Bigrer stared unblinkingly at the white wall before him as the
preacher's words registered themselves in his consciousness, He knew
without listening what they meant; it was the o0ld voice of his mother
telling of suffering, of hope, of love beyond this world, And he loathed
it because it Tide him feel as condemned and guilty as the voice of those
who hated him,

Later, the preacher tries to intervene between Bigger and Jan, his communist
friend, The contrast that emerges between the worlds represented by the
Reverend and the revolutionary is extended to the level of caricature,

That which comes about in the very language used by the preacher, pregnant
with time~honored submissiveness:

"Ah don't wanna break in 'n meddle where Ah ain' zot no bisness,
suh," the preacher said in a tone that was militant, but deferring, "But
there ain' no usa draggin' no communism in this thing, Mistah, Ah respecks
yo! feelin's powerfully, suh; but whut yuh'f astin' jus' stirs up mo' hate,
Whut this po'! boy needs is understandin’,.. 2
In the face of such emasculation, Bigger again resorts to revolt, He throws
away a cross left by the preacher, And to the latter's, "Son, don't spit
in Gawd's facel" -- he threateningly replies: "I'll spit in your face if

13
you don't leave me alonel™
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The correlation between the indictment of religion and the recourse
to violence is indeed an intimate one. It recurs in Attaway's, Demby's,
and Ellison's novels; and it is implied in Himes', Gardner Smith's, and
Petry's in the vehemence of the violence depicted, Attaway's Big Mat, for
instance, we are informed is a religious person used to reading his Bible
every day, Yet one day, as Melody observes, Big Mat stops that practice:
"Tn all the time that Melody had known him there had never a day passed
that Mat hadn't studied the word.”lu Thereupon a noticeable change, that
his brothers do not fail to perceive, ensues in Big Mat's behavior, This
change appears immediately in his relations with his Mexican mistress,

But the new surrogate of violence extends to his fellow workers (cf "fhe Re-
volted Black" ) equally, The equation is clear, then: so long asv
religion was r;sorted to, Big Mat could sublimate the awareness of his
dispossessed condition, but the moment the deputy's badge has been
substituted for the power of the "word™ Big Mat becomes Bigger's alter ego.
Similarly, Demby has David, in Beetlecreek, identify the rituals of the
Church with the cycles of alienation, The Church is another place where
the feeling of "asphyxiation" engulfs David. Because of this, and the
Church's "death™ symbolism, the association is made with the existential
conditions that cause what Ellison and Demby call the "death" of the
Negro: "-=-the suffocation he had felt in church, the undercurrent of
secret excitement he knew they felt partaking of the death ritual, the
secret envy for the escape death offered, the jealousy of the escaped one;
the hunger to be joineg5together in something, anything, even the
celebration of death,"

Ellison carries the correlation to its ultimate point, The world

of the South is dominated by Church rituals, that of the North by riots,
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As in Native Son, the South is the maternal world of the family and of the
Church, while the North is the paternal one of material dispossession,

Early in Invisible Man there is a scene that has the hero in the Negro

college's chapel, and the choir is about to sing for the white trustees

led by Norton, The expected Negro spirituals are indicated to be symbolic
of the overall submissiveness the Negro must profess: "Loved? Demanded.
Sung? An ultimatum accepted and ritualized, an allegiance recited for the
peace it imparted, and for that perhavs loved, Loved as the defeated come
to love the symbols of their conquerors, A gesture of acceptance, of

terms laid down and reluctlantly a'pproved."l6 The first mass secular
experience the hero undergoes in the North is that of a riot in Harlem,

The riot comes as a consequence to an eviction, Interestingly, the evicted
ones are two o0ld Negroe:, originally from the South, who cling to a Bible
as they begz the white murshals to allow them a few minutes®' delay so that
they can pray, The hero, moved by the sight of the couple, take%?%heir
defense, He makes a speech, referring to the Church, to the meaning of
religion for these 0ld people =--all of this for the purpose of convincing
the marshals of their inoffensiveness: "They don't want the world, but
only Jesus, They only want Jesus, just fifteen minutes of Jesus on the
rug-bare floor, How about it, Mr Law? Do we get our fifteen minutes worth
of Jesus? You got the world, can we have our Jesus?"17 The marshals, of
course, refuse, wherefore violence eruptse.

But we did mention, at the beginning of this chapter, that there
is "more" to the Black American®'s involvement with Christianity. This
appears in terms of the cathartic Church meetings (revival meetings), and
the lore of the Gospel (in singing, believing and teaching) the meaning

of religion represents for the Negro, Because of the historical,



173

psychological and cultural reaches of this "meaning," the Negro's experience
of Christianity, in truth, is one whereof he has taken a body of alien
rituals and beliefs and made them into his own, the profound expression

of his vision, outlook and, in brief, overall experience of life in
18
America, So,far from being a negative frame of reference (as the authors

previously quoted would have us believe), the Church, in all that it
represents, is indeed the most positive institutional and cultural frame
of reference that he has; since every secular art form that is distinct-
jvely orizinated in Black American culture (the Blues, Jazz, "soul" music,

the Charleston and its derivatives, the rhetoric of Black leaders, etc,)
19
stems in no uncertain manner from its grounds, It is significant that

it is no other than James Baldwin who, while rejecting the Church in one
context, exaltingly celebrates it in another -- in such rarely matched

flow of lyricism as:

The church was very exciting, It took a longz time for me to
disengage myself from this excitement, and on the blindest, most visceral
level, I never really have, and never will, There is no music like that
music, no drama like the drama of the saints rejoicing, the sinners moaning,
the tambourines racing, and all those voices coming together and cryine
holy unto the Lord, There is still, for me, no pathos quite like the pathos
of those multicolored, worn, somehow triumphant and transfigured faces,
speaking from the depths of a visible, tangible, continuing despair of the
goodness of the Lord, I have never seen anything to equal the fire and
excitement that sometimes, without warning, fill a church, causing the
church, as leadbelly and so many others have testified, to "rock." Nothing
that has happened to me since equals the power and the zlory that I some=-
times felt when, in the middle of a sermon, I knew that I was somehow, by
some miracle, really carrying, as they said, "the Word" -- when the church
and I were one, Their pain and their joy were mine, and mine were theirs
-=- they surrendered their pain and joy to me, I surrendered mine to them ==
and their cries of "Amen!" and "Hallelujah!" and "Yes, Lord!" and "Praise
His name!" and "Preach it, brother!" sustained and whipped on my solos
until we all became equal, wringing wet, singing and dancing, in anguish
and rejoicing, at the foot of the altar, It was, for a long time, in
spite of =-or, not inconceivably because of-- the shabbiness of my motives,
my only sustenance, my meat and drink, I rushed home from school, to the
church, to the altar, to be alone there, to commune with Jesus, my
dearestOFriend, who would never fail me, who knew all the secrets of my
heart,
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Is it surprising, after hearing this searing confession, to find out that

Baldwin's two most-acclaimed works of fiction, the play The Amen Corner,

and the equally first novel, Go Tell It On the Mountain (to be seen later),

are works which are very much autobiographical and steeped in the world

of the Church? Or that Baldwin, as a writer, is celebrated for the quality
oﬁf::;se, one (like the above excerpt) that owes greatly to the oracular
tradition of the Negro church in its power and breath? Or, yet, that

Baldwin's fame really rests on collections of essays such as The Fire Next

Time, Nobody Knows My Name, Notes of a Native Son, where the conscience

and the voice that are brought to bear on the dilemmas of the American
scene ==are those of a fire-breathing preacher in disguise? It should

not be, to answer the three questions, And, as a matter of fact, given
the profound and far-reaching truth of Baldwin®’s confession, all the Black
authors seen so far, and especially the most revolted ones, would recognize
that behind their vision «=and making it so-- lies the religious meaning
Baldwin speaks of,

Tt is obvious that the feelings revealed in thgjgiggipt are not
those of a faithful paying lipeservice to an institution existing outside
of himself, On the contrary, the exaltation is expressive of a central
core of experience which is Baldwin's, and not an institution®s as such;
which is archetypal, and by this I mean a core of experience that is the
Black American's, and not any Christian®'s --because, ultimately, such a
transcendent symbiosis of the I and the Other, of the here and the here-
after is rooted in the Black American's African ancestry, There lies,
in a culture primordially spiritual (religious), where all of the living
and the dead, the familial as well as the societal institutions, are linked

in a spiritual continuum with all of creation -- there lies the unmistakable
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quality of the spirit that has struck and puzzled more than one observer
of peoples of African descent, be they Black American, Afro-Cuban or Afro-
Brazilian, Haitlian or Trinidadian.21

Long before Baldwin, James Weldon Johnson shows in his Autobio-

graphy of an Ex-Coloured Man that it is such a "core of experience™ that

reconciles, for a while, his narrator's divided self (upon his return
from Europe, as he goes to the South to do research in Black culture):

The sentiments are easily accounted for; they are mostly taken
from the Bible; but the melodies, where did they come from? ,.,, And
so many of these songs contain more than mere melody; there is sounded
in them that elusive undertone, the note in music which is not heard
with the ears. ... Any musical person who has never heard a Negro congre-
gation under the spell of religious fervour sing these 0ld songs has
missed one 35 the most thrilling emotions which the human heart may
experience,

Johnson%:ik%hldwin, is content to dwell in the rapture of mysterious

melodies or in the "spell" of a revival meeting, Interestingly enough,
such African observers as Léopold Senghor and Ezekiel Mphallele have not
hesitated to recognize an African echo in this "quality of the spirit"
referred to in some quarters as "soul," Senghor, in an essay on Black

American poets of the Negro Renaissance (including James W, Johnson),

asserts:

L'esclave noir avait, certes,oublié toute langue africaine, et
aussi, 3 un moindre degré, le folklore africain, Il avait conservé
1%essentiels une extraordinaire perméabilité aux courants du monde exté-
rieur, un sens aigu des forces cosmiques, Cette sensibilitg, cet
animisme a fécondé le folklore en méme temps qu'il le rattachait, par
des liens profonds, 3 la tradition ancestrale,

Les plus anciennes manifestations du folklore négro-américain
sont les Spirituals, chants_religieux qui tiennent du cantique protestant
et de la mélopée africaine,

Because it is difficult to marshal a systematic factual set of evidence
to back up such assertions, a number of Black authors (Baldwin, Wright,
Ellison, to name just a few), in the past at least --before the contemporary

glorification of the Black American's African roots-- have remained
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24
unconvinced, One suspects that such skepticism has to be taken into

context, that of the pre-=1960 period when, after much ostracization,

integration, or rather assimilation, into the mainstream of American
25

culture was the goal pursued, However, one need not refer to the
ploneering work of a Herskovits to agree with the conclusions of Ezekiel
Mphalele, after his first trip to Harlem:

The fact is that there are African survivals in American Negro
life, You see them in the Negro's gait; in his bodily rhythm in a dance;
in his "separatist" religious worship where he is not ashamed to surrender
himself to the emotional intensity of the devotional moment; in the
abundance of his laughter when he is really tickled, For the Negro writer
to admit this is not necessarily to deny that he és the synthesis of
historical processes and present-day experience.2

Thus a book such as Baldwin®'s Go Tell it on the Mountain uses a revival

meeting in a Harlem storefront church as the dramatic locus for the coming-
to-grips of four sinners with their past life, Their yearning for grace
conveys the deep psychic meaning religion fulfills for chetto Blacks (who
are, éf course, uprooted Southerners, as in most of the novels examined so
far), A striking feature of the novel is the ambiguities carried through-

out in the characters of Roy and John who rebel against the authoritarian

one
figure of their Deacon father, Gabriel, They remind, of a number of "sons"
27
in the African novel, And the dilemma is the same: how to reconcile

the fundamental spiritual, or religious, roots of one's culture with the
temptations, or necessities, of the material order; a world identified as
that of the fathers, the past, and one identified as progress, in a

materially-acquisitive society? The protagonist in Cheikh Hamidou Kane's

novel, L'Aventure AmbizuB#, never successfully resolves the ambiguity of

his condition, and his death in fact comes as a consequence, Yet, in a
scene with a French girl, of Marxist beliefs in the subjugation of every-
thing to the dialectical process of matter, Samba Diallo expresses his

opposition to materialism as a philosophy and stresses what his African
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culture stands for:

Tu ne t'es pas seulement exhaussée de la nature, voici méme que
tu as tourné contre elle le glaive de ta pensée, ton combat est pour
1'assujettir n'est-ce-pas? Mol je n'ai pas encore tranché le cordon ombi-
lical qui me fait un avec elle, la suprdme dignité 3 laquelle j'aspire
aujourd'hul encore c'est d'étre sa partie la plus sensible, la plus
filiale. Je n'ose pas la combattre étant elle-méme, jamais je n'ouvre
le sein‘'de la terre cherchant ma nourriture que préalablement je ne lui
en demande pardon en tremblant, Je n'abats point d'arbre combattant son
corps que je ne le supplie fratggnellement. Je ne suis que le bout de
1'8tre od bourgeonne la pensée.

Even at the cost of never escaping a condition of being torn apart by two
cultural poles, Samba refuses to deny his roots, One wonders whether
Baldwin's characters are not conscious of livine an ambiguous condition
also and willine to pay for it, if they must, when the book ends with grace
havine come to the sinners, Two "Sisters" (female members of the congre-
gation) sum up the cathartic ceremony they have all been through:

"Well, amen," said Sister Price, "Look like the Lord just
wanted this church to rock, You remember how He spoke through Sister
McCandless Friday night, and told us to pray, and He'd work a mighty wonder
in our midst? And He done moved --hallelujah-- He done troubled every-
body's mind,"

"I just tell you," said Sister MecCendless, "all you got to do is
listen to the Lord; He'll lead you every time; He'll move every time,
Can't nobody tell me my God ain't real,"29
Indeed not, one is tempted to add, Considering the reaéhes of the religious

stamp in his enltural make-up, the Black American, like the African, is
not about to cast away that without which he can only be an Ellisonian
"invisible man," or a psychotic Bigger Thomas,

But if he is seriously bent, Baldwin et al, seem to say, upon
exploring the positive and far more rewarding side of his Caliban-ness,
he cannot negate the"voices" that hava sustained him in his exile and
dispossession, These "voices," much more than his revolt against Prospero,
it would appear, will free him of the metropolitan man's subjugation, We
seem to be a far cry from Bigger's alienation, but that and Gabriel's

yearning for grace are in reality the "rind" and the "heart"™ of Caliban,
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as Ellison might say, When Caliban acknowledges the two and identifies
them with the human condition then he will have emancipated himself from

Prospero's hold, and Prospero himself, as a matter of fact, will come to
him for help.
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8. Blaock Self-Articulation

From the Black novel's inception with Clotel to its flowerine

with Invisible Man two broad inter-related spheres might resume the

Aramatized experience of life in America: the psychological and the
social, Problems of identity are obsessively dealt with in the "tragic
mulatto™ novels, The Renas and the Kabnises are misfits, psycholorically
crippled in that they are seen (until they see themselves which, except
for Kabnis, is never the case) as deprived of identity, Hence their
attemnt at caining one at the expense of neratine the other element of
their biolorical duality results in failure, Not until the Depression
vears doas concrete reality impose the evidence that, sranted pain may

be self-inflicted, nonetheless individual psvehnl s is molded by environ-
mant, An? when it is considered that the same factor (race) explains

the tracedy of the mixed=blood and that of the economically underprivi-
leped, it follows that the attack, on the novelist's part, must be
Airected against the environment, But by the time we cet to Ellison the
Neero reaches the awareness that neither appeals to pathos nor to upheaval
chance a root situation., Tf in Bigrer's revolt there is the expression
of a Promethean quest, in the "invisible man's" sardonic view of humanity
we come close to Sisyphus, as understood by Sartre, Beckett and Camus,

Man lives in an environment that labels him, defines him, oblivious
to his view of self, The individual turns a deaf ear to the claims of
race, nation, religion, because he is conscious of his primordial solitude,
As a matter of fact the "group" as such is more the locus of evil than the
presumed threat that gives the group its "raison d'étre." Hell is indeed

1
others, And for the "invisible man" "others" are black nationalists in



182

the mold of Ras the Exhorter, as well as the well-meaning Marxists in the
"Brotherhood," The only way out of the existential conundrum, according
to Ellison, is to escape from it all ("to 1live out one's own absurdity
rather than to die for that of others"), albeit after confronting the
ovil one wants to run away from.2 Thus the resolution in the hero's
refuge in a coal-cellar ;here he will, presumably, spend the rest of his
1ife meditating on the absurdity of life.

But someone has been misreading either Sartre and Camus or the
history of his own people in America, Sartre says, "Existence comes
before Essence."3 That is since man exists in the indissoluble environ-
ment of other peovle, institutions, laws, it is in such public arena
that he must try to define himself, or see himself, Since, moreover, it
is not what one thinks of oneself that matters when the Joseph Ks,
Roquentins, Meursaults are "en situation" in recard to other people and
institutions, but what others see themselves as and judge them accordingly
--there 15 no escaping the premise that the eyes of others must first
be taken into account in any self-evaluation., All this is hardly news for
black people., From their violent past they know a thing or two about
beine defined by others; from the feeling of alienation that runs from
Rena Warwick to the "invisible man" they have the consciousness of the
fundamental dichotomy between the "regardant®™ and the "étant regardé,”
or the "8tre-étant-pour-soi" and the "8tre-étant-pour-autre," But,
more profoundly, their very survival indicates that long before Camus
they answered the "only serious philosophical question” in the face of
absurdity: "la vie vaut-elle la peine 4'étre ve'cue"?5 In answering

yes, in their mute resiliency in the face of despair, in their ignorance

indeed of learned intellectual exercises over a condition of life borne
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in their very bones and marrows, the American Blacks have never seriously
contemplated escaping their condition, historically, in any back-to-Africa
movement, or, in dilettantist luxury,by hiding in some coal-cellar. Thus,
in the end, one cannot but fault Ellison's resolution on the two essential
grounds that otherwise give his novel its importance: the Black histo-
rical consciousness, and the existential attitude, Alienation has simply
been too deeply traumatic and concrete an experience for the American
Neero to end up in an ambiguous "volte-face," One which would appear to
Ellison®s most ardent European admirers as, to use Camus' phrase, "un
saut dans 1'absurde."6

If Ellison's existentialism, as a culmination of the psychological
malaise that reigns in the Black novel, does not offer a viable alternative,
what does? Marxism perhaps? As Daniel Aaron and others have pointed out,
this social doctrine did appeal to Black intellectusls during the
Depression years.7 This explains Richard Wright's and Ralph Ellison's
portrayal of the temptations offered by Marxism, as a comprehensive
philosophy purporting to solve the racial problem, Marxism posits the
premise that the capitalist structure of society, by hierarchizing classes
and concentrating the rewards and the ownership of production into the
hands of a few (who then enjoy the fruit of the masses' labor),
allows the subjugation of one race by another, Racial injustices being
then offshoots of the larger injustice of society's structure, Marxism
concludes that once capitalism is removed the racial problem will disappear,
However simplistic such reasoning may seem in retrospect one can see how
this "two=-bird.with-one-stone"” kill could appeal to Blacks at the time,

Wright creates then a character, Bigger, who suffers from economic

and racial alienation which consequently lead him to commit murder, This
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justification is repeatedly, if not artlessly, brought home in the conclu-
dine trial scenes when the Marxist in Wright gets the better of the artist,
Rigger's lawyers sum up in neat Marxist dialectics the meaning of his
condition; but in rhetorical excess that gives the distinct impression

of having more to do with theoretical niceties than with the Black man
under trial, There, Wright's social views boomerang in the cruel crowning
irony of his protagonist's humanity being exploited and denied once more,
Involuntarily, Wright indicates that Biegger's situation has not changed,
even after two avowed cathartic murders,

Ellison's "invisible man"™ adheres to the "Brotherhood" similarly
because of the "nirvana" promised, Soon however, once the rhetoric is
dispelled, the protagonist grows aware of what Bigger never does: his
humanity is being denied by the "brothers.” He discovers he is but a
cog in the destructive technology of capitalism, as well as in the cold
chess game of Marxist opportunism ("don't you think he should be a 1ittle
blacker”).8 He flees hence to preserve his "sense of reality," as
Ellison would put it,

Principally, the reason why Marxism fails is the same as outlined
above for Existentialism, The failure lies in the very first concept that
subordinates race to class, racial alienation to economic exploitation,
The question, to be sure, is a moot one. Even today it has not been
satisfactorily answered (witness the Black Panthers' program): Is the
Negro victimized, first, because of his race, or is it the other way
around, because of his inferior economic position? Is money, as oddly
enough both Marxists and Capitalists would apgree, the great equalizer?

Or is there not something deeper, more in line with reality: that which

tells of affluent Negroes being discriminated against, of poor Whites
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and poor Negroes at each other's throat? Simply, if we are to lend an ear
to Konrad Lorenz's statements on innate human need for aggression, where

are we to find the human society that has not one race, or one ethnic

9
group, trying to dominate the other? All these are ultimately academic
discussed
questions, The historical fact reflected in all the novels so far

concerns individuals who are brutally treated, or are psychologically
incapable of coping with themselves, for no other reason than that they
do not feel, as one of them says, any sense of control over their 11fe.10
Were we to leave it at that, all the Meursaults and Malones would qualify
and be justified in claiming their share of human absurdity, The
inescavable difference, thourch, is that the lack of control sver their 1life
bemoaned b the ‘esre characters is, first, not 1life with a capital "L,"
but theirs, meaning a relevant sense of identity, at a basic level of
beine able to say "I,"” And this is so, secondly, because the Negro's
invisibility, or visibility (it is the same really) has been defined in

a consistent pattern of negation by a person, a group, a culture in a
position of power (or control) over the Negro's life, So that the Neero
cannot escape identifying his sense of oppression with his racial
character,

Since Existentialism and Marxism ignore or dismiss this "sine qua
non" of the Black experience, perhaps religion, being closer to the Negro's
historical consciousness, offers a more viable point of departure for a
vhilosophy relevant to this experience. Yet, as earlier seen, the Church,
as an institution, has been severely taken to task inasmuch as it is not
the center of social relevance the Blacks feel they can turn to, On the
other hand, religion, as a "psychic" reservoir perhaps archetypally

related to the Negro's African past, lies at the root of his character.
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This being so, this phenomenon should be definable or extendible in terms
larger than the Black American experience, But there are drawbacks, The
dearth of solid evidence regarding authentic African traits, beliefs,
rituals and modes of behavior in America forces one to admit that the
reference to Africa may only be a subliminal one,

The present-day reality of Africa is one of largely independent
nations emerging out of their colonial past to confront alien spheres of
experience which the Black American has historically had to live with,
The contrast between traditional African culture and the modern Western
polity makes for what has been referred to as the "ambiguity" of the
African novel.11 Race, alienation derived from racial prejudice, revolt,
are very limited features of the African novel, The African writer
instead of being concerned with what "others"™ have done to him and his
people is more preoccupied with articulating the new culture, what Jahn
calls "neo-Africanism,” the meeting of the oral tradition of Africa with
the written one of the Wbst.lz It is hard to find in his work the
constant feeling of insecurity that pervades the atmosphere of the Black
American novel, The reason for this is obvious: in spite of some of
the extremes forms of colonialism, of all the trials and troubles under-
gone, the African always had a "home"™ he could call his, an environment
that historically, and in every other way, bore his stamp, So that in
reality there seems to be 1ittle in common between Blacks in America and
in Africa,

Where then 1s the missing 1ink? Because of the common history
of uprootment from the native continent, the "middle passage,”™ the
experience of slavery and its legacy of racism, the Black American shares

13
will all Blacks out of Africa the central consciousness of exile, Out
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of this exile (or in it) Black Americans and Haitians have been the first
peoples of African descent to create and articulate a new culture,
Consequently it is towards them a number of West Indian and momentarily
exiled African studenﬁs looked when, hard put to resist the contempt
mated out to them in the center of Western culture, they urgently plunged
themselves into the writings of the Negro Renaissance and claimed the
heroes of the first successful revolution (Haiti's) made for and by
Blacks, Thus Négritude was born,

In this context "how" Négritude was born is less interesting than
"why," In what follows I am less interested in the literary movement
that more or less consciously followed in the wake of Aimé Césaire's 1934
coining of the term.lu Tt is as a philosophy for and of the black man in
exile that I shall be d‘scussing the term, Here I find an appropriate
centrifocal point for the summation of the three strains under discussion
so fars the psychological, the social and the religious, Let us posit
that the relevance of Négritude to Black American culture is contained in
its synthesis of these strains, Négritude is the child of Existentialism
in its use of the dialectical movement of negation and affirmation; in
its concern with "engagement"; and through its 1948 baptism at the hands
of Jean-Paul Sartre.ls Tt is the child of Marxism inasmuch as its founders
(Etienne Lero, Guy Tirollien, Leon G, Damas, Aimé Césaire) integrated in
their views several aims of that doctrine of which they were, at the time,
adherents{6 lastly, due to the pervasive influence of Senghor, the
writings of Leo Frobenius, Father Tempels, 1'Abbé Kagame and others which
articulated the lost empires and the mythological realm of A{;ica, Négri-

tude locates its spiritual roots in the ancestral continent,

As to the first strain, Fanon and Sartre have simply stated the
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situation that we find from one end of the Black American novel to the
othert the Black man in the company of the White man is first and fore-
most seen and defined as Black and he is thus shackled with the pejorative o
connotations, the irrational fears, blackness conjureq:?; Western culture.1
The individual Neero, whether his name is Rena Warwick, Bob Hayes, Bigger
Thomas or Lutie Johnson, may deny or object to the typecasting, engage
in searing pathos or suicidal revolt --there is nonetheless no way out
of the situation of being made into an object, Out of despair, consequently,
unable to bear the weight of this condition, some resort to suicide (the
Clotels), others to surrealist absurdism (Ellison's protagonist), But
if one is to continue living, existing amidst an alienated environment,
conscious that existence precedes essence, what does one do? One
recognizes, as a first step, how one is seen by the "other,” That which
is the primary merit of Ellison's protagonist: "And yet I am what they
think I am.”19 This intellectual stance --a cleansing of the mind and
heart through awareness-~ is the individual's, not the group's, Black=-
ness must not be seen as something to be escaped from or to deny, If
only because of its high visibility, it cannot be hidden; therefore it
must be affirmed in the face of negation.zo

If that is all there is to Négritude, one can understand how it
has been referred to, in some circles, as a reverse form of racism.21
Further, what is one to do with this "awareness"™? Contemplate it in
sterile narcissistic fashion? Were this so Négritude would merely be the
carbon copy of a Furopean intellectual movement, quite worthy of being
re jected by writers steeped in a reality different from that conditianed
by twenty centuries of Western civilization,

At this stage the second strain comes in, Négritude maintains a

connection between the individual and the group; not unlike Sartre’s
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and Camus® appeals to "engagement™ and "solidarité,” but in a more immediate
visceral fashion, Because the individual Negro's victimization is so due
to his identification with a despised group (one is tempted here to para-
phrase Sartre's line, "C'est 1'anti-sémite qui fait le juif"™: it is the
racist who creates the Negro), he cannot but equate his individual condition
with the groub's.22 There emerges the need for action as group conscious-
ness takes over where individual contemplation leaves off, Revolt
accompanies consequently existential recognition in the works of Césaire,
Fanon, Damas, and Roumain, In the area of the Black novel we have seen
how the feeling of alienation,when identified with the collective state
of economic deprivation,has culminated in violence of the most brutal
sort, As Wright says, Bigger can be multiplied, so that his revolt becomes
the potential one of twelve million others (the Black population of the
U.S. in 191»0).23 Furthermore, the sentiment of revolt contained in
Néeritude was meant to be extended beyond the printed mare, “her Césaire
warned that his "grand cri ndere [ébranlera] les assises du monde" he
meant to forecast the end of colonialism in the West Indies and in At‘rica,ZLF
Fanon heeded the cry and went to Algeria, It echoed in the precipitous
dismemberment. of the French colonial empire, in the early Sixties. Simi-
larly, Biecger's or Ras the Exhorter's cry had its echo in the wave of riots
that shook many American summers in the last decade; notwithstandinge the
Black Panther phenomenon whose most articulate spokesman, Eldriige Cleaver,
has expressed his deeply-felt admiration for both Richard Wright and Aimé
Ce’saire.25

But revelt is double-edged, When successful it foreshadows a

positive liberation for the individual and the groups witness Senghor who

became the first president of his country, Sénésgal, When successful



190

only in 1literary metaphors it makes for expatriate writers turnineg hope-
lessly bitter (Wright) and embattled politicians turning gor solace to
writine historical dramas and hermetic poetry (Césaire),2 History is a
cruel judee: witness Wright's misreading of the future on two significant
occasions (his trip to Ghana on the eve of independence, and the first
conference of Negro writers and artists) and Césairdscry which echoed

in Africa, and, to some degree, in America, but not in his own island,

to this day a French "overseas department,"

Moreover, in the past forty years there has been a surfeit of
revolt and violence: the Spanish, Second hknﬂﬁ, ¥orean, Algerian,
Middle East, Biafran, Vietnamese wars, not counting East European
uprisines, ethnic skirmishes, sundry assassinations, and the list goes
on, With the result that there is now a numbing and a dulling of the
senses, Insofar as Black Americans are concerned, revolt is a thing of
the past, Now that there is a foot firmly past the door of the society
of affluence (as a result, to a great extent, of revolt) there has
occurred a change in tactics, As one considers the enormous progress
achieved since Wright's revolt, the felt presence of the Black American
in most spheres of the overall American society; his beine referred
to in terms of "upward mobility ;- the cultural celebration of his
African heritage --a fundamental truth emerges, The synthetical third
stage Sartre envisioned in Négritude's dialectical movement, that of
NéeritudeS disapnearance in a society devoid of racial consciousness, is
proven to be wrong on several scores (Sartre says, "...dans une société
sans races. ... la Négritude est pour se détruire, elle est passage et
non aboutissement, moyen et non fin derniére")-27

We have to go now into the background of the concept of "integration®
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in order to demonstrate that, fifty years after its inspiration in the
Negro Renaissance,Négritude is being articulated anew in America,
"Integration,” that is the scheme of bringing the Negro into the main-
stream of American society as a way of alleviating and correcting the
socio-economic injustices that have their roots in the institution of
8lavery, is a notion that can be traced all the way back to the Aboli-
tionist movement, then through Lincoln®'s Emancipation Act, the period of
Reconstruction, Franklin D, Roosevelt's New Deal and the WPA projects,
Truman's order desegregating the armed forces, the Supreme Court 1954
decision on school desecregation, the Civil Rights movement, up to
present day, All this is fine and good, But where does the matter of
"culture"” come into the socio-economic scheme? What of Black culture
(that is an outlook, an historical experience of self, a particular 1life
style) into the great American "mainstream"? Are the writings of the
Huzhes, Toomers, Cullens, Wrights, reducible to the mere sociological
fact of indicating the Negro's distemper in the face of deprivation;
hence the "protest" label? Unbelievably (somewhat understandably) no
one, at the time, seems to have given much thought to such questions,
since no one questioned the concept of "integration," What with all
the socio-economic denials its opposite meant, this concept became a
catch-all and be-all for ©people who were proving thus the rightness of
Aristotle's phrase that one cannot think or contemplate abstract values
on an empty stomach, Only Baldwin seems to have glimpsed the cultural
i ssue when he wondered how there could be integration with a burning

28
house, in The Fire Next Time, But he did not follow through, as he

chose rather to predict more "fire and brimstone" on a quite already
guilt-ridden America,

Yet, had anyone taken the time to peruse a book such as Glazer
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and Moynihan's Beyond the Melting Pot (or observed the time-honored New

York reality reflected in the book), the fact of an America not really
Aivided on racially-simplistic terms (Black and White) but along ethnic
1ines would have stood out.29 Given this fact, the following question
would have been asked: does "integration™ culturally mean assimilation
into the 1ife style of the Italo4Polish-, Chinese-~, Jewish~, WASP-, or
the Spanish-American? One had to wait until 1967 for an in-depth
discussion of this matter by a Black intellectual, Thirteen years after

the Supreme Court's decision, Harold Cruse's The Crisis of the Negro

Intellectual presents a reasoned argumentation, based on so0lid historical
and sociological foundations, that explodes the shibboleths of shallow
"inteeration" and witless nationalism cultivated by the Negro intellectual
whose "crisis" precisely lies in his failure to articulate the specific-
ities of Black American culture, given the notion of ethnicity in America.30
A year later, Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton convey, in Black
Power, that in political terms cultural autonomy is nothing less than
the "bloc" concept essential to American polities: "Traditionally, each
new ethnic group in this society has found the route to social and
political viabjility through the organization of its own institutions with
which to represent its needs within the larger society.“31 Discovering
that they did not really wish to be carbon copies of Italiangy Jewishy
Polishg WASP-Americans, and since they had to be hyphenated Americans,
as the others, the Blacks grew in the awareness that they had to relate
to their ancestral land,Africa:

More and more black Americans are developing this feeling, They
are becoming aware that they have a history which pre-dates their forced
introduction to this country. ... It is absolutely essential that black

people know this history, that they know3§heir roots, that they develop
an awareness of their cultural heritage,
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So they now choose to be "Afro-Americans," And this is where myth enters,
as we come to the third strain in our analysis,

The works of C,G, Jung and his disciples point to the corcept of
the "collective unconscious," whereby the individual psyche is seen as an
historically-molded product of group experience, The result is the
"unconsclious memory" that primordially conditions the makeup of the
individual, or the group, in his, or its, day-to-day behavioral pattern
and out'look.'33 Northrop Frye, the influential Canadian critic, in his

Anatomy of Criticism and other works, has applied June's and Freud's

insishts to the lore derived from the Judeo-Christian origins of Western

.

culture, The Bible thus stands as the source for recurrineg myths, symbols
3

and archetypes in Western imagination, T.S. Eliot, one of the dominant

influences in twentieth century literature and criticism, has, in his Notes

Towards the Nefinition of Culture, analyzed the composition of the term

and framed it into the concept of "oreanicism," By which Eliot means
culture cannot be discussed in isolation, whether in speaking of an
individual, a class, or a political group; nor can it be separated from
spiritual beliefs, Culture, to Eliot, is a whole that embraces the past
and the present history of a society; it 1ls the product of interaction
between the varied classes, institutions, regions and groups (family,
political et al,) in that society. Because of the availability of the
past, through learning, institutions, kinship and set of beliefs, know-
ledge of tradition, in which culture is grounded, enables the individual
to erasp the ordering, if not the meaning, of existence, Without the
consciousness of tradition culture is a vain word.35

In all three writers we find the common view that the writer, or

the individual, who wants to orient himself, to possess an outlook about



194

self and others, who cares to have something significant to say to other
humans, must apprise himself of what he and his kins have been through
the ages, Ordinary behavior can be explained by reaching for the core
of the "tribe's" experience, Culture defined thus, as the depository
of collective experience, is inescapable if one cares about humanity.

No people, nation, or society can hope to survive without such an
awareness,

Significantly, a similar view of culture secures the positive
side of Négritude., Says Senghor: “c'est 1'ensemble des valeurs cultu-
relles du monde noir," One must distinguish between these cultural
values, African traditional culture, which is what Senghor has in mind,
through relying on the presence of the ancestors, the dead, the intense
feeling of kinship maintained by a "1life force" that pervades the telluric
realm and shapes the communal structure of society (legitimizine the
hierarchy of priests, elders, heads of tride and family), is irretrievably
lost to the Blacks who were brought to the Americas.37 (Even in modern
Africa it is put to a hard test,) Some of the "exiled™ Blacks' cultural
values may ultimately reach back to Africa (as the findings of Herskovits
in the South of the U,S, point out, and as can be seen in the folk
religions of the West Indies ard Brazil, in Voodoo, Macumba, Obeah).38
But, principally, Négritude being a philosophy born out of exile cannot
but articulate cultural values organically tied to that state, They
derive, then, from the consciously remembered past of uprootment, the
"middle passage,™ the experience of slavery., Denying that the "pulsa=-
tions de 1'humanité s'arrétent aux portes de la négrerie,"39 Négritude

points out that these cultural values are further present in the various

modes of adaptation in an alien environment through the course of the
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centuries, whether in folklore or in history., Hence Césaire's celebration
of Haiti, the first autonomous nation carved out by the exiled African:
"Ha¥%ti o} 1la négritude se mit debout pour la premidre fois et dit qu'elle
croyait & son humanité .,. ."40 And his claiming the legendary Haitian
hero, Toussaint Louverture, as his own:

Ce qui est & moi

c'est un homme seul emprisonné de
blanc

c'est un homme seul qui défie les cris
blanes de la mort blanche

(Toussaint, Toussaint

Louverture)*1

And there lies also, in the exile A Black's transcendence over his state,
Senghor's praise of the Negro Renaissance:

Que veulent les chefs de la nouvelle école? Une "Renaissance
ndgre," Nepro Renaissance. Il ne s'agit plus d'infériorité non plus que
de supériorité ni d'antagonisme, mais de différence profonde, La person-
nalité ndgre s'est affirmée dans le passé; 1l'expérience de 1'esclavage
n'a fait que 1'enrichir en profondeur, I1 s'agit, dans le présent,
d'exprimer cette personnalité en heautés; de définir un des aspects les
plus humains de la condition humaine,

Consequently, beyond the initial mood of revolt, Négritude
is an affirmation, That is through hardship one grows conscious of the
deeper layers of the human condition, Pain and suffering, when endured
and overcome, cannot be merely a negative source for bitterness, revolt
or protest but a positive powerful metaphor for all human!tty.u3 Which
is what Ellison has in mind when he has his protagonist conclude: "Who
knows but that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you."un Furthar,
this belief explains his impatience with Irving Howe's reduction of the
black experience (in the novels of Wrisht, Baldwin and Ellison) to the
negation of protest;

Evidently Howe feels that unrelieved suffering is the only "real"
Negro experience, and that the true Negro writer must be ferocious,

But there is also an American Negro tradition which teaches one
to deflect racial provocation and to master and contain pain, It is a
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tradition which abhors as obscene any trading on one's own anguish for
gain or sympathy; which sprines not from a desire to deny the harshness
of existence but from a will to deal with it as men at their best have
always done, It takes fortitude to be a man and no less to be an
artist,+5

Howe's misreading can be excused, howesver, when one considers
a sympathiger
that no 1es§4than Jean~Paul Sartre, much to the dismay of Fanon, while
praisine Négritude was in fact burying it as the negative middle term
Lg
in Hegelian Aialectics, a "racisme anti-raciste." Is the presentation
of pain exverienced by a black man racism on the black man's part
because he explores the pain? Sartre ignores the question, Yet, as if
to prevent such Aistortions, Césaire had warned: "ne faites point Ade
L7

mol cet homme de haine pour/ qui je n'ai que haine." And Fanon
concludes:

Moi, 1'homme de couleur, je ne veux qu'une chose:

Que jamais 1'instrument ne domine 1'homme, Que cesse 3 jamais
1'asservissement de 1'homme par 1'homme. C'est-3-dire de moi par un

autre, Qu'il me soit permis de découvrir et de vouloir 1'homme, ol
qu'il se trouve,

Le ndgre n'est pas., Pas plus que le Blanc,

Tous deux ont & s'écarter des voix inhumaines qui furent celles
de leggs ancétres respectifs afin que naisse une authentique communica-

tionu

A1l of which brings us arain to the contemporary Black American
search for his cultural roots, his attempts at re-apvropriating his
heritagce, This search is a resumption of a philosophy that came to be
when it asked itself questions similar to those which arose after the
euphoria of "intecration™ in the U.S, In affirming his heritage, his
cultural identity, as a condition to successful "inteegration,” the
Black American proves the erroneousness of Sartre's view of Négritude's
disappearance (in the third synthetical stage of its dialectical
movement) in a "snciété sans races," Likewise,the belief that Néecritude

ended with the decolonization process of Africa, in the early Sixtie§,
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L9
is proven to bhe wrone, We are, at present, witnessing a re-assertion

of the fact that Néeritude was never Africa's philosophy or that of
indirenous Africans, Recause it revresents culture, that which
"makes 1ife worth 1livine," the renewedclaims of Néoritude cannot hut
floori<h in the U,S., where there is the increasing consciousness that
the pluralistic composition of the society entails respect for the
culture of its diverse ethnic zrouns.50

The fourth stase in the Black American novel, then, is that
of Caliban lookine into himself, strivine for a central core of
experience antedatine Prospero's hold 9 his psyche, At this stage
the Black writer is primarily unconcerned with psychological trials,
social and relicious revolt. For he cannot care less to be called
a "foul-mouthed, base slave" --if he is secure about his identity,
Which he is to the extent that he is reachine now for depths in his
being, his past, bringing forth a re-channeline of creative enercies,
This turnine inward, consequently, is not static but full of vitality,
It gives meanine, a positive set of reference to the existential
consciousness (or psychological malaise), the sentiment of revolt, and
spiritual yearnineg, The "core of experience" contains all this, And
here Sartre sees the black writer's commitment in the significant
imagery of an Orpvheus who descends into himself to repossess,and bring
to the surface of existence, the core of his culture, the Eurydice of
his négritude.sl

To be sure, many Blacks writers are still caught up in the
archaic resourse ?%volt, malaise of one sort or another.52 But if two
out of the four novels T shall be discussineg presently fall somewhat

short of the promise outlined above, the two others --either, in the

case of Marshall, because of the amplitude of the imaginative task and
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the depth of the design; or, in the case of Jones, because of the stature
of the artist and the influence he has brought to bear on the course of
Black letters, since the early Sixties-- offer ground for solid hope,
Richard Wright's The Outsider(1953) is the story of Cross Damon,
a drop-out from collegze, who as the novel begins works as a night clerk
in a Chicago post office, He is introduced as a misfit, a malcontent,
who resorts to drinking and fornicating to dull the sense of dread and
despair that grips him and makes him a walking picture of meaninglessness,
Damon is married, but separated from his wife and four children. He
gets involved with a sixteen-year old girl, his mistress, But Damon still
wallows in despair, Psychological malaise takes a quite concrete form
when he learns of his mistress' pregnancy and of her intentions to force
him to marry her throuch denouncing him for statutory rape, Damon's job
is in jeopardy as the girl's threats force him to borrow on his pension
fund for an abortion, On his way to see her with the money, Damon is
involved in a subway accident where he is mistakenly taken to be one of
the fatal victims, Seizing on the occasion of escaping from his identity
and his web of problems, he decides to leave for New York, but not before
killing a fellow=worker whom he fortuitously meets, In New York, Damon
takes a number of new names and joins the Communist party, The remainder
of the book tells of the Stalinist methods of the New York cell, Damon's
inability to escape still his sense of futility, his revolt against the
Party through killing two of its principals, as well as the landlord of
an apartment building, The book closes with Damon's murder by avenging
Party henchmen, as he is about to be arrested following the discovery
of his true identity.

This novel,it would not be unfair to say, is a collage of
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Existentialism and Marxism experienced by a character who seems to be a
latter-day intellectualized Bigger Thomas, And this makes for a dull
book, the pale remake of a classic, Reflecting Wright's undiluted
experiences with the Communist party in the Forties, particularly its
Stalinist methods and cracs opportunism that drove away many members
and sympathizers as a result, and Wright's adoption of a self=conscious
existentialist ethics (no doubt as a way of showing his gratefulness
to the Sartre-=Simone de Beauvoir circle which lionized him early in his
Parisian exile), this book may be helpful as autobiographical material.53
As a work of imagination it is lacking and deficient on nearly all
counts,

Damon is not a character but a mouthpiece for Wright's ideas,
The Party members, Damon's wife and mistress, the West Indian waiter who
dabbles also as a Party organizer, notwithstanding Ely Houston, the
hunchback Nistrict Attorney of New York, first introduced as he is
traveling on the Chicago-New York train with Damon --are all equally
puppets manipulated by a rather crude puppeteer, With the exception
of the Negro ghetto of Chicago, a replica, to a certain degree, of the
one in which Bigger lived, setting is nonexistent, Organically, the
book is divided into two parts, the Chicago an? the New York scenes
which correspond to the two poles of Existentialism and Marxism, the
two "dramatic™ centers in the novel, This does not make for unity of
desien, or structural cohesion,

Yet, if only on the level of intention, there must be an
argument at work, giving some sense to the novel. And it is Wright's
view of the Negro as archetype for man's universal condition, The

"outsider,” Damon, much like Camus® Meursault, stands as "absurd man,"



The experience of the Negro, or that of any oppressed minority group, may
be seen as symbolical of man's universal despair, This belief is
explicitly stated early in the novel, as a character says:

For four hundred years these white folks done made everybody on
earth feel 1like they ain't human, like they're outsiders, They done
kicked 'em around and called ‘em names [and there ensues a catalogue
of racial epithets used in regard to Blacks, Chinese, Japanese, Mexicans,
Jews and Hindusg].

later on, discussing with Houston, the D,A,, Damon, who is
deserting two women and five children after committing murder, and,
further, to repeat, a menial clerk whose only activities have been up
to now drinking and fornieating, is made to mus thus about man's fate:

Aren't all cultures and civilizations just screens which men
have used to divide themselves, to put between that part of themselves
which they are afraid of and that part of themselves which they want to
try to preserve? Aren't all of man's efforts at order an attempt to
sti1l man's fear of himself?5
There is a "dé3jd vu" feeling uvon reading such a statement, compounded
by hollowness, considering the questionable credibility of the character
uttering it, These pitfalls recur when similar words are used by Ely
Houston, a hunchback who might have been credible in his understanding
of man's wanton cruelty, But this is a New York District Attorney
speaking?

Negroes, as they enter our culture, are going to inherit the
problems we [Whitesg] have, but with a difference, They are outsiders
and they are going to know that they have these problems, They are going
to be self-consclous; they are going to be gifted with a double vision,
for, being Negroes, they are going to be both inside and outside of our
culture at the same time, “eng Negroes will develop unique and specially
defined psychological tyvpes,

Nonetheless, it may be said that such statements serve a purpose;
if not the novel'’s credibility at least Wricht's vision of a post-revolt
attitude on the part of the American Negro., In addition to the lavish

description of four violent murders, this vision, however, is undermined
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by its being framed into unassimilated European Existentialism, Wright
3id not live to integrate his correct insight of the Nesgro's "double
vision" into a philosophy indigenous to his heritage,

His failure here must no doubt be correlated with his inability
to transcend (even and foremost in his Parisian exile) the early traumas
of his Mississippi upbringing and the later ones of his adulthood in
Chicago and New York, One has to conclude that their legacy of bitterness
so impressed his outlook as to render him unable to relate to a deeper
exverience, however exposed Wripght, late in life, was to the exponents
of Négritude and the African rebirth whom hebefrdended in Paris,

William Demby's The Catacombs (1965) is another product of

Buropean exile and illustrates its vararies on a writer's outlook, If
Nemby's first novel, Beetlecreek, could be labeled an "existentialist"
novel (but a redeeming one), his second defies all categories, unless
we are ready to call it a pre-Truman Capote "non-novel novel." At the
outset we are told that this is to be a novel centered on two characters:
NDemby,the novelist, a twenty-year resident of Rome, who is going to write
a novel (the one we have in our hands) about Noris, a Black dancer who
has a feature role in a film being shot in Italy, Cleopatra, starring
Elizabeth Taylor, no less! The use of this non-imaginative fact should
tell us something, It introduces the second aspect of the intended novel:
an investiration of the time element rendered in the very structure of
the book,

The synchronic time factor 1s the period 1962-1964, In addition
to the filming, the author makes abundant use of newspaper headlines and
stories, refers to the media (he and his wife work in television and the

film industry, and so do their friends), better to convey the turmoils of
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the actual world during that period, The agony of the Algerian war,
Marilyn Monroe's suicide, the 1963 March on Washington, Kennedy's assasdn-
ation, not to mention the Cuban missile crisis, are all there, Through
all this the author hopes to represent the timelessness of art, contrasted
with the timeliness of these events; <thus producing a sober reflection

on the cyclical pattern of human history, And here one supposes is the
significance of the story-line, Doris is presented in an imagery of
vitality, sensuality; so that she becomes symbolical of fertility in a
world devoid, because of its violent temper, of these qualities:

Doris bursts into the room like an explosion of sunflowers, As
always, her astonishing nightelub-dancing vitality intimidates me. ,..

In her stormy freshminted presence, my soul shrivels ... .

Doris laughs and the dust particles giving aural substance to the
sun's rays churn and mill about like a _storm of migrating birds, ...
crosses her long, forest-tapered legs,

She becomes the mistress of an Ttalian Count, to whom she is introduced
by Demby, The Count is straight out of "La Dolce Vita," a typical member,
seemingly, of the decadent Roman aristocratic class Fellini portrayed on
the screen, He is a blasé, world-weary character, separated from his wife
who is barren; and he panders his title to an American firm in return

for a Public Relations position. The Count becomes alive, however, and
regains a measure of vitality in his dalliance with the Negro girl,
Eventually he impresgnates her, and their affair ends upon his imminent
departure for an overseas assignment where he is taking along his wife
with whom he is reconciled,

Demby's intent is this: Doris stands for renascent Africa, or
the ancient Arabic civilizations (the significance of the frequent
substitution of Moor for Negro by the "mistaken" Italians), and the Count

stands for Roman Western civilization in the process of dying, We are

told that the Count's father was an Africanist whose tireless field work,
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away from Europe, eventually broursht about his wife's death, The Count,
moreover, has a sister, a missionary in Africa, Both the sister and the
father are said to have wrestled (the sister still is) with the deep
sienificance of Africa which to them represents an "idea," a "dream,"
that if penetrated would allogffrkomentous insight on life. Whereas the
father never got around to conceptualize his insights in a learned study,
and the sister almost succumbs, in Kurtzian fashion, to the "dream"
surrounding her (she is saved when she discovers its humanistic import)
--the Count, by contrast, succeeds in grasping, through Noris, the
synthesis of the "dream" and the reality: hence the symbolism of his
fatherine a child, for he has reached the source of 1ife in Noris'
fertility. As his wife, who has heen talking with the Count about the
meaning of Africa, says, recognizine the symbolism (allegorically tainted)
of her husband's achievement: "Last night T dreamed of a name for your
child,,. She shall be a girl ,,. Her name shall be Anmmziata..."SH

In the larger framework of the book, the meeting of Africa and
Europe represents the ironies of time, In a Vicé;n manner, Demby alludes
to the cyclical movement of history through his two characters: the fall
of the Roman "dream" of civilization is paralleled by the rise of the "dream"
of Africa, Insofar as the Count gets a new lease on life through his
relationship with Doris, NDemby indicates where an aged Europe micght
replenish its sources: in the African "dream" world of myths, rituals
and symbols,

A1l this is Demby's intent, But formally, the novelist lacks in
keepinz a constant focus and interest on what should have been the center
of his novel: the relationship between the Count and Doris, WNot satisfied

to let the frequent intrusion of the actual world of contemporary strife
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speak for itself , Demby's "persona™ takes over as a looming and bothersome
shadow over the proceedings, What is the significance, in the overall
design, of Demby producing a Louis Armstrong "special™ for Italian T,V,?
What is the significance of his succumbing to temptation and sleeping
with Doris? That of his personal family 1life? That of Demby's presence
(albeit through his "persona") for that matter (no Gide het!)? Small
wonder that with all the newspaper clippings and the amount of platitudi-
nous details, this novel lacks in form, and defeats its very purpose., A
book meant to investicate the time dimension in human history and 1life

(as Proust and Eliot showed), the interweaving of cultures throush the

media and spiritual needs (as Dos Passos showed in Manhattan Transfer)

need not be a pretentious collage or an exercise in narcissism,

If anything this book demonstrates that Demby's twenty-year
exile was turnine sour. (Significantly, at the end of the book, we are
told of his impending return to the U,S,) We are left with a "might-

have=been" conclusion in reecard to the success of The Catacombs, whose

title indicates the need for descent into oneself, The American Negro
dancer could have been Demby's Eurydice (the book's final scene is the
Count's descent into the "catacombs," in Rome, with Doris whom he loses
there)., Rut she is not, for the Roman catacombs cannot really be the
appropriate metavhor for hell,

America apparently is for the Black American, and it is the hell

LeRoi Jones wishes to explore in his short poetical novel, The System of

Nante's Hell (1966), The book opens with the paradoxical statement,

59
"But dante's hell is heaven," This arouses the startled readert's
attention, As he remembers the chart of the nine circles, appropriately

divided according to the degree of guilt (incontinence, violence,
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fraudulence, treachery, et al,) and poes on with his reading, the reader
realizes that tha Nantesque reference is only meant as irony, for there
are no Beatrice and Virgil here, and the public framework of Dante’s hirh
medievalism has been thoroughly subverted into an intensely private
existential one, Siegnnosts are present throughout: Beckett, Eliot,
Stephen DNedalus, and in the end, Sartre. The paradoxical statement at
the beginning becomes meaningful when Jones tells us, in concluding:

"T am and was and will be a social animal, FHell is definable only in
those terms, ... Hell in the head. The torture of beine the unseen
object, and, the constantly observed gubject. vee Hell is actual,

and people with hell in their heads," ’

Hell, then, is used in a Sertrian context, This brings us back
to the beginning statement again, How can even a Sartrian hell be
heaven? Herein we cet into the second strain that structures the
spiritual journey: the Joycean recreation, throueh memory, of the
primal molds of the artistic sensibility, Jones is double throughout:
Beckettian and Sartrian in a sterile present, or in the past seen through
immediate consciousness: Joycean in his representation of sensibility
through the sounds, smells and moods of birth and growth in the Black
ghetto of Newark,

Because Jones is foremost a poet, a dealer in half-tones rather
than bright 1light, in moods rather than confrontations, in feelings
rather than vociferations, in the deeper recesses of the imagination and
the senses rather than the surface immediacy of socio-political realities,
the ghetto 1ife he recreates is certainly not Bigger's,or the "invisible
man’s," Determined to reach for the "smithy of his soul,"” for the
recreated "conscience of his race," Jones can proclaim in the closing

61
lines of his journey what he ambicuously announced as "heaven":
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"Once as a child, I would weep for compassion and understanding, And Hell
was the inferno of my frustration, But the world is clearer to me now,
and many of its features, more easily definable'.'62

But let us start at the besinning, There is no story~line to
speak of, nor are there characters, Taking no doubt his artistic
inspiration from Joyce, Jones presents his youth and adolescence in the
ghetto of Newark, the friends that he had, the early sexual promiscuities,
the meaning of the streets and the "blocs" of the city, his leaving his
sensitive rapport with the world upon entering college, his infatuation
with and eventual rejection of the Black middle-class, Finally, the
concluding section relates his enrollment into the Air Force and his
visit, on a furlough, to the bordello district of Shreveport, Louisiana,
Rock bottom is reached in this nadir sphere of experience, and death,
in the figures of Black hoodlums, greets the Narrator on his way out of
the inferno, The last chapter is a commentary that throws light on the
previous proceedings,

Let us review the two poles: hell as a metaphor for the Negro's
condition, and hell as the heaven the artistic sensibility fashions at
the outcome of the Orphic quest, The first aspect represents the
historical, psychological and social malaise that has been the lot of
the Negro, This "shared experience" is the type of hell Jones is conscious
of when he speaks from a "present™ standpoint, albeit as a modern
intellectual, Hence his language and imagery of despair and dissatisfaction
are those of Beckett, Sartre and Eliot: "The weight of myself, ,.. No air
gets in, ... Nothing to interest me but myself, ... Nothing remains with
me ,.. except myself to each, as to himself, ... The prodigal %;ves in

darkness, ... I am, as you are caught, Here, is where we die,"
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Indeed one hears Beckett's Malone when we are toldé "Flesh to flesh,
the cold halls echo death, And it will not come," ¢ But Beckett is
cast aside when the personal pronoun is used in direct interrogation:
"Who created me to this pain?"65 The forcefulness of the question
leads to the integration of intellectual and visceral pain: Jones®
pain as the Negro's, This is the hell that Orpheus-like the Black
writer descends to apprise himself of: "Natives down the street, A4l1l
dead, All walkine slowly towards their lives, ,.. That they suffered
and cdn't know it., Knew that somehow, forever, Each dead nigger
stinking his same suffering thru us, Each work of blues some dead
face meltineg, Some 1ife drained off in silence.§6 ~=all the way to
the last circle in the inferno, And this is the significance of the
bordello scene:

The place was filled with shades, Ghosts, And the huge ugly
hands of actual spooks, Standing around the bar, spilling wine on
greasy shirts, Yelling at a fat yellow spliv who talked about all
their mothers, pulling out their drinks, Laughing with wet cigarettes
and ggzisaggig:tgztn;olfzzSlggs. ees A smell of despair and drunkenness,
ose : .

But these "frightening lives" should not frighten away the poet,
Since they define him, he must see himself through them, But how? How
to present creatively fhis consciousness? Certainly not through vain-
glorious forms of protest, Hence Jones, conscious of his negritude,
does not shy away from availing himself of experiences that, to some
degree, parallel his: Yeats' and Joyce's, Stephen Dedalus meets with
Orvheus in Jones' recreation of his past, in an art form which becomes
both form and content of one's sensibility. Jones, then, accomplishes

two tasks:s first, a personal statement on the nature of art; second,

a collective one in showing through "frightening lives" the Dedalian
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"conscience of his race,"

Because "I am left only with my small words,.. against the Aday," AR
words are used and transformed for the picture of a sensitive state,
The Newark ghetto, as Dedalus® Dublin, is "felt," not described:

The breakup of my sensibility. ... The walks there and back to
where T was, Night queens in winter dusk, Drowning city of silence,
Ishmael back, up throusgh the thin winter smells, Conked hair, tweed
coat, slightly bent at the coffee corner, Drugstore, hands turning
the knob for constant variation, Music,b59
The "epiphanies," to be sure,are in line with the character of ghetto
1ife: +the comradeship of street gangss; the suggestive power of street
names (Belmont Ave,, Raymond Blvd,) and city sections (North ward,

South ward); the gang fights; the sexual promiscuity that breeds
fifteen-year old unwed mothers, et al, Language distillates these harsh
realities; as in the following description of a fight between rival
gangs at a party:

He came back with six guys and a meat cleaver, Rushed down the
wooden stairs and made the whole place no man's land, Dukes took off the
tams and tried to shove back in the darkness. Ladies pushed back on
the walls, Orioles still grinding for the snow, "where's that muthafucka,"
Lovely Dante at night under his flame taking heaven, A place, a system,
where all is dealt with... as is proper, "I'm gonna kill that muthafucka,”
Waved the cleaver and 1 crept backwards while his mob shuffled faces,

"I'm gonna kill somebody," Still T had my coat and edged away from the
center (as I always came on, There. In your ditch, bleeding with you,
Christians),”?

Undoubtedly there is a deliberate contrast between the harsh scatology
of murderous violence and the narrator's deflating detached comments
("Lovely Dante..."): an ironical view of the proceedings ("A place, a
system,,.") that blurs the realism as it transmutes the tension of the
moment into a sensitive experience, So that instead of an impression of
crude violence we are left rather with a filtered one, a "privilered
moment" in the life style of the ghetto,

A number of other scenes, sordid in possible implications (one
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thinks of a prostitute thrown out of a movine car) are equally defused
throurh the prism of Jones' lancuage, Consequently, if hell can be so
envisaged, as a molding center of reference reaching deep into one's
sensibilitv, it is in truth "heaven," Jones rightfully concludes his
book with the summation of a barren consciousness redeemed through the
workings of art, For the poet has reinvented his sensibility:

Hell is actual, and people with hell in their heads, But the
pastoral moments in a man®s life will also mean a great deal as far as
his emotional references, One thinks of home, or the other "homes" we
have had, And we remember w/love those thines bathed in soft black
licht, The strupeles away or towards this peace is Hell's function,

A similar recosnition is central to the last novel of this

analysis: Panle Marshall's The Chosen Place, the Timeless People(1968),

Set in the Caribbean, it opens with the arrival on Bourne Island of

an American Jewish anthrovologist, Saul, his WASP wife, Harriet, and

his assistant, Allen, They are to work on a Foundation (the Center for
Applied Social Research) development project designed to 1ift the

island from economic morass, They are received by Merle, a very Black
woman, who owns the guest-house where they are to stay, Soon enough
they are introduced to the traditional Caribbean 1life style of mass
poverty lorded over by an educated Black élite and land-owning mulatto
bourgeoisie more attuned to the taste for luxury acquired by their
British orientation than to the local realities, The hot=house culture
centered on parties given by the é1lite and the colony of foreigners is
described, Other hackneyed island pursuits are witnessed, and, in the
end, the promise of success for the economic project remains only a
promise, Saul's plans are thwarted by his wife who engineers his recall,
But, as is said, the island was fated to remain what it always was, time-

less to itself and to the outside world,
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So far there seems to be nothing particular to that novel that
a Graham Greene or Alec Waugh had not dealt with before, But there is
a design at work beneath the clichés and the "dé3jd wvu," In a big book,
that could have been cut by half, Mrs, Marshall is after a central "core
of experience" against which all her main characters are to be tested
and which the "timelessness™ of the island and its people symbolizes,
The myth at work is that of Cuffee Ned, a legendary Black slave who
led a successful insurrection against the colonial masters, For three
years, we are told, the people lived free until Cuffee Ned's capture
and beheading, Cuffee Ned was an "Obeah man" who relied on the African
gods of his ancestry for guidance: "(for Cuffee had been that also,
both seer and shaman to the people, the intermediary between them and
the ancient gods)."72

Significantly, when we first meet Merle, we are told that she
just suffered a severe mental breakdown brought about by her dismissal,
by the local school board, for having lectured on the legend of Cuffee
Ned: "',,. She was telling the children about Cuffee Ned and things
that happened on the island in olden times, ... . Well, they fired
her in no time flat, .,,, But the thing had her so upset her head went
clean out again'."73 But it is in the climactic third part of the
novel the myth appears wedded to the design, During the marathon two-
day celebrations of Carnival, all the main characters® lives come to a
decisive test out of which their fate is sealed, The chief feature in
the public rituals is the recreation of Cuffee Ned's odyssey, as rival
bands of marchers incarnate the historical antagonists in a highly-charged
atmosphere that stills time and place in mass catharsis, and in a moment

of truth for each of the principals,
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Harriet has volunteered to march in one of the pageants, She
gets caught up among the Cuffee Ned Marchers and is seized with terror
amid the surrounding blackness, She hysterically contemplates being
thrown off the docks, towards which the rambunctious crowd is driven,

Yot she recovers, as the apprehended threat never materializes; for

it is Marshall's intent to indicate that the "terror" that seized Harrist
is her unsettling experience of suddenly being confronted with repressed
truths in her past, For Harriet is from a "main line" Philadelphia family
whose founder, three generations remove, was active in the slave trade,
It is out of the money derived from such exploitation the Foundation,
funded by her family's wealth, is financing her husband®s project, A
historical movement of retribution is at work; of course not really

in favor of the slaves' descendants, but against those of the slave-
holders, This is the consciousness of which, we are led to believe,

that eventually drives Harriet to her death,

In the evening of that same day when Harriet had a glimpse of
her demons, Saul and Merle are releasing theirs, Saul tells of his
experience of alienation as a Jew, which lies bshind his professional
wanderings aimed at bringing help to underprivileged people., He tells
of the toll taken by fate: his first wife's death, eight months pregnant,
in the wilderness of Honduras., His marriage to Harriet, it is implied,
is a tentative attempt at dulling his experience of malaise, That it is
a failure is shown in what he recognizes in Merle, For Merle has
experienced also the descent into hell, And she proceeds to unveil the
harsh truths lyineg behind her fagade of brash loquaciousness: her
sojourn as a student in England; the sexual promiscuities that led to

lesbianism: her marriage to an African destroyed by her London
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benefactress when she revealed her past to her husband; her return to
Bourne island to soothe her wounds, reopened by her dismissal, All of
which results in fits of depression from which she escapes in posturing
(" veey I've had to pay with my sanity for the richt to speak my mind

so vou know I must talk" --as she says early in the book).7u But now,
ironically, she has found her Orpheus, in Cuffee Ned's night, in the
person of the Jdew, It is out of such a recognition, as Saul later would
have his wife understand, that the two start a liaison,

Following the carnival, Saul regularly visits Merle, a fact
which soon becomes public knowledge for the "timeless people" who welcome
in Saul one of their own, As for Harriet, she grows increasingly
impatient with island 1ife, and the most innocuous details (such as
children refusing her gestures of generosity) add to the unsettling
experience among the marchers, Harriet, because she is the product of .
a family, a culture, rooted in "taking" from others, is unable to "give"
of herself to people, As this inability erows in a psychological state
of dissatisfaction she is drawn to her archetypal roots of destruction,
which ultimately explain her committineg suicide. It is interesting to
note how the symbol of blackness explains the wish for destruction, As
Harriet confronts her husband when she is informed of his unfaithfulness,
she does not attack him so much on the level of marital values as for
his havine embraced the "terror" of blackness: "I think ..., of your
touching someone like that and I can't understand it."75 Blackness,
whether it has to do with the color of someone's skin or not, as long
as it represents something out of the Manichean Puritan mold (fundamental
to Harriet's outlook, in her "main 1line" lineage) ~--has to be stamped out,

destroyed, This Saul, as a Jew, understands, This consciousness, stemming
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out of century-old persecution at the hands of such as Harriet, is soon
buttressed when Harriet, pulling on her family's strings, successfully
engineers Saul's recall from the project, At that point Saul articulates
the savage truth from which Harriet will never recover: "'What is it

with you and your kind, anyway? ,,. If you can't have things your way,

if you can't run the show, there's to be no show, is that it? ,,. You'd

prefer to see everythine includine yourselves, come down in ruins rather

than 'take down,' rather than not have everything your way, is that it?"76

Ironically, Harriet is the evil she sees in nthers, She is thus
jdentified by Merle as Harriet tries to "buy" her off (to get her away
from the island),This i an earth-shaking outburst, as Merle assiens to
Harriet the recurrent pattern of evil she is familiar with since her
British sojourn, and calls to witness the environment (the "chosen
place") that welcomed her back from Hades:

*.eeEncland now!' she was shouting, her voice at a scathing
pitch, *Did vou hear her? DNoes she have any idea of the hell I saw
in England? Why, that's the last place in this world I want to see
asain, Canada, Africa, My passage paid to the ends of the earth,
Get thee rone, Satan, and here's enough money to stay gone, Oh, God,
this woman must be tryine to set out my head again coming over here
this afternoon talking about money,

'Money! always money! But that's the way they are, you know,'
she cried, informing the sea, the long, wearily sloping veranda, the
house with its ancient ghosts, of the fact. *They feel they can buy
the world and its wife with a few raw=-mouth dollars, Put lemme tell
you something, m*' lady' --her face, streaked white from the tears
brought on by her laugh, dropped close; it was only a dark featureless
blur in Harriet's remote gaze-= 'I can't be bought, Or bribed, ees???

Indeed, because Bourne Island is the center of self where truth
1lies, it is an appropriate metaphor for hell and Merle serves well as
Marshall's Furydice, That Marshall's "chosen place" is the humanism
of'Nééritude is proven in the recognition that binds Saul and Merle,

She seems to say that in reaching deep into oneself one attains the
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plateau of universality, if only because of the communality of suffering,.
Some individuals (some cultures) can but derive a positive meaning out
of the Orphic quest, others, the self-righteous, as Conrad points out in

Heart of Darkness, expose themselves to self-destruction, "This place,"

indeed, is the truth of self whose danger is sensed by Harriet, but
whose inescapability destroys her: ".,.'l mean this place, It's this
place, can't you see that, where nothing you do seems to matter, Ites

this place!®' She spoke wildly, irrationally, her eyes dark gray, suggesting
78
that the mind behind them had gone dark also, 'This place!'™ Kurtz
79
calls it "the horror..."

By contrast, Merle has been strengthened by the quest,and the
book closes with her departure to rejoin her husband and daughter in

Africa, Her route is thus charted:

And she was not taking the usual route to Africa, first flying
north to London via New York and then down, Instead, she was going south
to Trinidad, then on to Recife in Brazil, and from Recife, that city
where the great arm of the hemisphere reaches out toward the massive
shoulder of Africa as though yearning to be joined to it as it had surely
been in the beginning, she would fly across to Dakga,and, from there,
begin the long cross-continent journey to Kampala,

Which is Marshall's parting ironical shot, up-ending the historical

"oolden triangle,"
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9., Quebec Self~Articulation

That the poet, or the writer, is, according to Wordsworth, "a

1 proves to be a fact throughout the history of

man speaking to men®
French Canadian literature. From the poet Octave Crémazie, in the
1860s, to Paul Chamberland, in the 1960s, we have in the creative
imacination in Quebec a mirror reflective of a people's anguish, a
pervasive sense of exile consequent to an uneventful historical clash
between England and France., Since this literature is, in Robidoux ard
Renaud's words, "née de 1'histoire et par l'histoire,"2 it is no
coincidence that up to recent times it has functioned as an arena for
actual and pressing problems or issues to be discussed.,

Thus we find its beginnings marked by the controversy sparked
by the 1839 Durham Report: F,X, Garneau wriites a history of the French
Canadian people to prove that they have one, while the"Mouvement Litté-
raire de Québec"™ self-consciously calls for the creation of an indi-
genous literature to disprove Durham's second assertion.3 When the
clergy assigns a redemptive role to French Cinada, whereby the French
Canadians were to 1live on the land rather than in cities, strive for
survival by having large families and sublimate all secular concerns
in faith; when, indeed, the famous "revenge of the cradles" became
the rallying cry of a nation ~-literature complied with the inspiring
figures of Maria Chapdelaine, Jean Rivard, Menaud, the archetypes of the
land, the family and the faith, Similarly, when, at the turn of the
century, Curé Labelle led a crusade for the opening of new territories
in Quebec's hinterland, this "back to the soil"™ movement, although a

vainful failure from the start, nonetheless came to occupy an important
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place in a number of agrarian novels and pamphlets, namely C,H, Grignon's

Un Homme et son Péché, Arthur Puies' notebooks, Ringuet's Trente Arpents

et al, A structural analysis of literature and society in Quebec could
go on to point that while the preoccupations of "1'Ecole Littéraire de
Montréal,” or La Reldve's, had 1ittle correspondence with popular
tastes they nonetheless conveyed the temper of a deracinated bourgeoisie.
Lastly, when from the Forties to the Sixties, a strong gust of revolt
blows over both literature and society it is not surprising to observe

a strikine correlation between the concerns found in Lemelin's amd Roy's
novels and the conscription crisis of the last World War; nor one

between such novels as Le Cassé, Prochain Episode, or books of poetry

1ike Terre Québec, Pays Sans Phrole,u and the rise of FLQ violence.

Perhaps the Parti Pris, Liberté and Hexagone groups were the first to

identify Quebec's dilemmas in the context of colonial acculturation

and to call for, as a consequence, the same visceral, cathartic revolt
occurring in societies more frankly victims c¢f imperialism arnd colon-
ization, But, in spite of their assertions, they were not the first

to open their eyes on "le pays"™ and to assume it in their writings,

If anything, literary history in Quebec has always functioned as hand-
maiden to social history., Jean-Charles Falardeau, the Laval University
sociologist, writess "La littérature a été avant tout un instrument

de combat social ou politique, un refuge, une soupape de sireté, Ren-
dre compte de 1la littérature canadienne-frangaise c'est, dans une large
mesure, récapituler 1'aventure de la collectivité humaine pour qui elle
a été un cri ou une e’vnsion."5

As a consequence, the level of literature from the beginnings

to the contemporary period demonstrates an art that is more mimetic
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("represents appearance rather than truth, and nourishes ,,. feelings
rather than ... reason") ard pragmatic ("the work of art [is looked at]
chiefly as a means to an erd, an instrument for getting something done,
and [the pragmatic theorﬂ terds to judge its value according to its
success in achieving that aim"); rather than expressive ("the artist
himself becomes the major element generating both the artistic product
and the criteria by which it is to be judged™) and objective ("the
work of art [15 regardeﬂ in isolation from all ,.. external points of
reference, C§s analyzaﬂ as a self-sufficient entity constituted by

its parts in their internal relations"), to use M,H, Abrams' well-known
categories.6 But the poet, in Shelley's words, is "a nightingale, who
sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds;
ves o"7 If the writer is, consequently,"™the unacknowledged legislator
of the world,"8 his lot is nevertheless a solitary one. Because he is
a "prophet"™ and a "seer,"” in Shelley's terms, he cannot expect his
contemporaries to recognize his truths, Though his truths may leave

n? yvet his awdience

"men entranced by the melody of an unseen musician,
sits in ignorance of their meaning; and the power of poetry remains
unrecognized, There lies the dilemma: art is, of course, social by
nature since it is addressed to man; but its medium (craft, technique)
is not. The message is supposedly sccial, but the medium is private,
How to reconcile this fundamental ambiguity? The history of literature
11lustrates the pendulum swing of writers who confronted its the
populism of a Wordsworth v, the elitism of an Eliot; the assertiveness
of a Byron v. the sense of privacy of a Keats; Chaucer's worldliness v,

Sidney's courtliness, More often than not, though, great poetry has

dlways found its subject in the tension, the striving-for-balance,
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exerted by these would-be opposite poles, One thinks of Shelley's "To
a Skylark,” Yeats' "Among Schoolchildren,” Tennyson's "Lady of Shalott®
whose allusive common resolution in the face of warring claims is echoed
in Arnold‘'s turning to his muse, his only security in a world "where
ignorant armies clash by night,” on the one hand, and beguiled by sea-
like deceptive apﬁoarances, on the other hand:

Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! for the world, which seems

To 1ie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for ptinslo

It is too soon to affirm that the post-revolt French Canadian
writers have realized the truth and implications of T,S, Eliot's dictum,
that art is a parting away from emotions rather than a dwelling in them.ll
But there are certain signs, not the least of which being recent events
in Quebec's political 1ife, which point to a maturing process, If the
events of October 1970 seem to have served somewhat a purpose, it would
aypear to be the culmination of a self-questioning which at first took
the form of "le pays" celebration, This culmination could be thus
formulated: where does literary exaltation end and social irrespon-
sibility begin? Where does violence celebrated in literature end ard
violence in the streets begin? Where is the dividing 1ine in assigning
responsibility or non-responsibility? The Montreal police, perhaps
the world's most scholarly force (1), thoughtfully echoed Plato's
beliefs that a well-ordered society could do without Gaston Miron,
Gérald Godin, Pierre Vallidres, Pauline Jylien and other artistic types,
at least for a while by jailing them last October.

At any rate, mindless schoing of revolutionary cries seemto
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be subdued and to remain so due to the Flatonical chastigsment of the
Montreal police, Whatevez?laims of "repression,” "suppression of eivil
liberties,” "threats to artistic freedom," etc, may be heard, and
continue to be so for some time, the sober fact, insofar as literature
is concerned, is that at least, since 1967 (ironically, at a time when
Quebec separatism received its most respectable support in a sonorous
note of impoliteness from a certain General), the literary temper was
decisively changing, Paul Chamberland, one of the founders of Parti
Pris and the foremost young poet of the post-Duplessis era, published,
in 1967, his last book of poetry, L'Inavouable. A long, narrative and
symbolistic poem told by a narrator named Désiré, the "unnamable™ of
the title refers to the agonies of failure ard disillusiorment exper-
jenced by Désiré who once saw himself committed to the liberation (at
least through “la parole”) of his land, And it concludes on two levels:
one, that it is not through language a land is to be liberated but
through action ("je sais qu'aujourd'hui ce n'est point la parole qui
confdre le sens mais 1'acto")12; second, and more important, Désiré
indicates that his quest henceforth will be inward, in the soul ("cette
voix sourde qui parle en moi, je l'entends").13 Much as countless other
poets before him, and under all climes, Chamberland had come to a cross-
roads where he had to choose between politics and art, Chamberland has
not published any poetry since; he has become an apostle of the Timothy
Leary church, and a nationalist of the Woodstock nation expourding "love
and peace™ to all and sundry.lu

A few days before the events of October 1970, another young poet,
of the generation after Chamberland’s, had this to say about the

commitment to "le pays™ he was heir tos "Finie, la vieille thématique,
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Ecrire quelque chose sur le pays, ¢a ne donne plus rien, ... Le pays,
Je m'en chrisse [fiche]."l5 More recently, in March 1971, the literary
critic of Quebec's biggest daily, La Presse, an institution which is to

Quebec what The New York Times is to the U,S,, had to admit that:

le temps des écoles littéraires qui réunissaient des auteurs
autour d'une préoccupation esthétique, morale ou sociale particulidre,
est A pesu prds disparu, ,.. Des livres paraissent qu'il est difficile
de situer; peut-8tre doit-on y voir un signe de diversité, qui serait
3 son tour un signe de richesse, La littérature qué’becgéso, en somme,
stest démocratisde; ouverte 3 tous, elle refldte tout.

Assuming that M, Martel is correct, what does this new "open-
ness"™ in the literature, and particularly the novel, imply in the
context of our analysis? First, the neéd for classification so as to
escape redundancy; second, a discussion of what the new imagination
seems to have yielded so far,

First, there are social novels still, in the tradition of
Lemelin and Roy, portraying proletarian French Canadians trying to
make ends meet: Victor-lLévy Beaulieu’s and Jean-Jules Richard's,
Second, gothic novels but with Quebec for setting and the large family
and Church tradition as foci for horrors the irremediable wallowing
in incest, fratricide, dehumanization, wanton violence and cruelty

roduced
regularlyp by Marie-Claire Blais, whom Edmund Wilson no less
1
somewhat extravagantly praised to the world, 7 Suffice it to name one

of her dozen novels, Une Saison dans la Vie d'Emmanuel which, in 1965,

won the Prix Médicis in France (Gabrielle Roy's Bonheur d'Occasion won

the Femina, in 1945), Third, baroque novels using verbal invention
to mystify the reader in tales that are: pretexts for the display of
arcane erudition (Hubert Aquin's Trou de Mémoire [19671, 1'Antiphonaire

C1969]); or designed to translate a never-never land of fancy (Réjean
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Ducharme whose 1'Avalé des Avalées was received with claims of genius

in Paris, in 1965; but whose successive 1l'Océanthume, Le Nez qui Voque,

La_Fille de Christophe Colomb r_1966-1969] soon exhausted curiosity; or

baroque novels, still, which present a Lautréamont-like quest for the
"fantastique,™ without however the Frenchman's genius (Jacques Remaud's

En dYAutres Paysages [197(? ). Fourth, there is Jacques Ferron, a

satirist in a class all by himself, who takes his inspiration from the
folklore of provincial bourgeoisie, Ferron excels in the short story,
the form "par excellence™ for his talent which he unfortunately over-

stretched in a long, pompous and dull novel, Le Ciel de Québec (1969),

Of course, these are only the main strands since 1965, and
inevitably arbitrary at that, It goes without saying that there is,
in addition, the conventional "mainstream™ novel that tells a story
for the story's sake, and little else to recommend it by, Is there
anything, however, in the four strands mentioned above that pursue or
enlighten the themes we have been discussing, the attitude towards the
lard, the consciousness of exile, a pervasive malaise? It would seem
not, Either there is repetition, rehashing of commonplaces with little
of the originals® brilliance, or there is an outlook that belongs to
world literature and as such should be measured against its standards
(consequently, Aquin's formal exercises pale next to Gide's, Jeyce's
or, closer, Robbe-Grillet's; Blais' cult of the bizarre was, of course,
the province of"the romantic agony" of the late nineteenth century),
Yet, there seems to be a fifth current which appears as the logical
continuation to the novels we have analyzed so far:s that of what I
would call the "novels of ambiguity," reflecting the consciousness of

the complexity of 1life the French Canadian never had access to when
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sither the cult of Messianism or "le pays'" meant a belief in simple
creeds and answers, a reduction of 1ife to religious or secular dogma,

The concept of ambiguity at work in the novels of that last group
can be defined thus: the fact of 1living a condition with the conscious=
ness that it is not easily identifiable; to reach for answers and to
find a multiplicity of questions instead; to be conscious of the
heterogeneity of 1life, of the relevancy of numerous parallels to any
one unique experience, The ambiguous hero comes as a cousin of the
absurd hero, but with the following differences: the former is,
historically, a later development, a product of the post-Secord World
War dismemberment of the old empires and nation-states; more often
than not, a product of decolonization, in fact if not in conditioning.
This last word brings us to the second difference: the ambiguous hero's
emergence parallels the fruition of mass technology, particularly the
mass media, in the post-industrial era, Whereas the absurd or exist-
ential man could dwell in his inner ruminations or go out into the world
to £ind meaning, commitment, in a "just war" (whether Malraux' China
and Spain, Hemingway's Spainy Mailer's Southexst Asia) or in a constant
worldly "quest™ (the Celinian journey, Graham Greene's blasé man),
even when the end result is a nightmarish witnessing of one's helplessness
in the process of self-disintegration, as is the case for Beckettian man
--the ambiguous man is constantly surrounded by, and finds himself a
prisoner of, pictures ard sounds of a world filled with horror (Vietnam)
where his only function seems to be that of passive spectator of history
(the moon shots, the U,N, debates),

For man, feeding on such images and sounds, there has been an

“"extension of the senses,” as McLuhan says, and it results in his being
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brought full circle to the primal environmental aural-tactile-visual
sense of kinship whereby there practically exists no dichotomy between
inner and outer worlds, the individual and the group.18 But another
form of ambiguity arises precisely --and that is one of the drawbacks
of McLuhanism-- when in practice there can be no return to some
preternatural Edenic state, McLuhan man is as much a heir to history's
burden as Sartrian man, McLuhan's failure to grasp the ramifications

of his theories in the perspective of politics and economics, as D,F,

Theall indicates in The Medium is the Rear View Mirror, points to the
necessity of discussing the fact that technology, however sophisticated,
is used in a social context to whose values it must be held accountable.l9
The ambiguous man, heir to a humanist tradition that has culminated in

a philcsophy of despair, a participant in the new world of the media,
firds ambiguity resting squarely in his being placed at the crossroads
of 0ld ard new cultures, forms and outlooks =-and cannot choose., A
creature of "the global village™ of technology, he is not a prey to
heroism since he is too well-informed as to the odds of suchafitompt N

If he is, on the other hand, a possible prey to cynicism, this danger

is compensated by the openness of view, the sense of tolerance which

the awareness of the complexity of 1life has forced on him, He is, in

the final analysis, the classic "man-in-the-middle,"™ one who has left
behind a traditional way of 1ife, who would seem to be in the process

of building & new set of values, but while doing so he severely questions
their effectiveness: perpetual doubt besets that man, He has thrown
away the past arnd consigned the present and the future to an active

state of becoming inspired by the technique of the media, It is as if

long confined to a static culture, the would=be new culture refuses any
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allegiance calling for bases, foundations, but thrives on change, mova-
bility, instability, much as the action of the camera which has become
the icon of a new age, contemporary culture.2

Within a context of change, flux, interpenetration of all national
modes of 1ife through the media, we find the ambiguous hero in the post-
revolt French Canadian novel,

Jacques Godbout's Le Couteau sur la Table (1965), written by

one who is also a film-maker (as is wont to be the case for many
modern writers; one thinks of Robbe-Grillet, Mailer, Van Pe@bles, even

Beckett), illustrates, as Luc Granger's Ouate de Phoque (1969), written

by a former Radio-Canada disk-jockey, our premise of the media's
influence on the changing outlook in Quebec, Godbout's book is the most
ambiguous of the two, Published at the height of the "Pays" craze, and
incorporating newspaper items relating the first FLQ cell's activities
(ard first fatal killing) near the conclusion of the narrative, it was
thought , when juxtaposed to the last 1lines referring to the knife
left on the table, ready to be used in a ritual of violence, that

Le_Couteau was, like Prochain Episode, a prophetic book that was to be

read less for what it said than for what it left unsaid open-endedly,
Again, one will not repeat enough the vagaries a long tradition of
mimetic art and mimetic criticism in Quebec lead to., It seems obvious,
yet, to anyone who carefully reads the book that there is an abrupt
change of pace starting with the last chapter (precisely the one refer-
ring to the FLQ activities and closing with the narrator's threat),
Before we start evaluating the reason for this change, which throws a
novel light on the novel's meaning, a general review of the narrative

is necessary,
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Built upoﬁ the cinema technique of rapid shots, panoramic view,
close~ups, use of sourdtrack --all of which are incorporated in Robbe-
Grillet's concept of the "New Novel"--21 ard borrowing the sense of
immediacy of cinema, Godbout focuses his lenses on a French Canadian
. who is initially stationed on an Air Force base in the Canadian Prajiries
ard acquires a mistress in the person of a voluptuous and rich blorde
named Patricia. If another blonde, Aquin's K, could on the one hard,
symbolize Quebec, and, on the other, when associated with H, de Heutz,
the Establishment, here there is no uncertainty: Patricia is the land
of aburdance, the blonde radiancy of affluence, the well-fed, well-shed
and well-bred product of an Anglo-Saxon culture that knows not the
sense of indecision, constant self-doubting and self-questioning
bsholden hy the member of a minoritv group, such as her lover, Hence
the narrator wishes not merely to possess Patricia sexually but to
partake spiritually as well of her secure identity:

(Encore aujourd'hui je n'arrive pas & m'expliquer ce hesoin que
i{'avais d'une femme qui me fit 3 ce point étrangdre. A cette époque
d'ailleurs je me plaisais 3 répéter machinalement en baisant la pointe
de son sein:t une peau nordique, puis promenant mes ldvres sur son
visage: des yeux du nord, des cheveux d'un blond nordique, une langue
du nord, comme si pour le prix d'un tel mannequin 3i'sllais pouveir
m'acheter une identits,)?

The narrator endlessly celebrates his mistress' blondeness and beauty,
obviously the better to convey the archetypal attraction she represents
(the "outside" world so feared, yet not so fearful), And she,
exasperated by his perpetual doubts and questions, by his constant
drawing of parallels about Vietnam, the Civil Rights movement in the
U,S. and assorted strifes, tells him to stop feeling sorry for himself
ard enjoy if not her, at least what he is experiencing through their

1iaisons
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--Ca ne t'emmerde pas chéri de porter comme ¢a le morde entier
sur tes épaules? I mean come on get that chip off your shoulder! Je
ne suis pas une raciste moi, mais les seuls négres que i'al connus
étatent porteurs 3 bord des trains, I can't get upset like you..., Ca
te coupe vraiment 1'appétit?23

The narrator, fed up with the service, bolts camp; and a long
leisurely train ride follows which leads from the Prairies to Quebec,
In Montreal, he works in a drugstore and Fatricia attends McGill Univer-
sity., A fight takes place between the two lovers and they break up for
a while, He goes out with a French Canadian girl, Madeleine, and meets
with o0ld friends whose conversations about "le pays" bore him to death,
When Madeleine dies in a motorcycle accident, the narrator is shaken out
of his complacency long enough to start a new romance, though a brief
one, with Madeleine's sister, But, following an impulse conditioned
by his long standing admiration for Jack Kerouac, the late American
Beat writer of French Canadian descent, the narrator leaves Quebec and
sets out on an American tour, We are told little of his experiences
in the U,S,, except that he identified with Jews, Negroes, Poles, Pherto
Ricans and assorted other ethnic groups, depending whomever he was with,
But all to no avail: America fails him, and Kerouac's "beat”™ no longer
stands for "beatitude™ but, literally, the same metaphysical fatigue
the narrator returns with to Quebec, His return coincides with the
explosion of the first FLQ bombs in Montreal (in 1963). And the novel
ends on his quoting related news items and the threat of his possibly
murdering Patricia with the knife left on the table,

This is the bare plot. But enough has been said to show how
Godbout has touched on a veriety of themes: the desire to flee Quebec;
the association between land and woman; the nagging psychological

malaise; and the last resort to revolt and violence, All these
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attitudes are held together by the quest for identity which leads the
narrator from Patricia's, or Anglo-Saxon America'’s, arms to "le pays'”
Ideologically, the implied embrace of FLQ terrorism can be explained
with regard to the date of publication of the novel, But, assthetically,
from the Jamesian "point of view," the implications are quite different,

The narrator's "voice™ until the last chapter (three pages) is
decidedly that of the ambiguous man, A man who early in his liaison
with Patricia, in the Prairies, tells us:

(T1 n'y a pas si longtemps ces évdnements [pivil rights demons-
trations in the States] nous eussent parus impossibles ou au bout du
morde, ou encore nous n'en aurions rien su; aujourd‘'hui si 1'on passe
3 la baignoire les membres du parti socialiste de 1'Union nationale des

forces populaires, 3 Agadir, c'est comme si cela se pratiquait 3 deux
rues d'xciéh [L'homme universel est né et nous ne nous en sommes pas

apergusy )

The affirmation is clear, then, of a universal conscience created by
the impact of the media; a conscience shaped as world identity while

at the same time it dulls the urge for involvement in any particular
cause or issue, This last sense in conveyed in the worldly-wise, or
world-weary, tone maintained by the narrator, throughout, For instance,
impatient with his friends®' endless boring political discussions, he
reflects:

Mais la grande, 1'épuisante peine que nous prenions 3 tout vou-
loir nommert! défaites et pays! accrochait une lueur identique aux jours
qui passaient, Du matin au soir nous cherchions avec entétement les
signes de 1'asservissement 1'indice récent de 1'abrutissement général,
jusque dans les statistiques, les almanachs, les horoscopes,

Or, he sardonically tells of his American peregrinations, in the pursuit
of Jack Kerouac's mystique: "ie wvoulais me faire accepter d tout prix
des déshérités ..., devenir ndgre avec les ndgres, Juif parmi les mar-
charnds de fourrure, Italien, Irlandais, m'annihiler encore; c'était 3

rire; travail inutile ol 1'orgmeil se déguisait ern humilité contrite."26
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If the narrative voice is important, so is the climate of
indecision, ambiguity maintained throughout in his relationship with
Patricia-cum-America, Neither this nor his involvement with America-
cum-Kerouac justifies or motitites the following concluding paragraphs
in the wake of referring to FLQ violence:

Pour détruire la volidre, choisir,

Inimi/ni, ma%, ni, mo, catch a nigger by the toe, if he hollers
let_him go, Inimi/nim ma¥, ni, mo, Cholisir, & poings fermas,

iLa haine est venue, comme une saison, Le printemps est venu,
comme une gifle; personne ne peut lutter contre le vent, les saisons,
1la lumidre blanche, 1a neige ébouriffée des rafales, )

(Je ne te ferai aucun mal, si tu ne dis mot, Patricia, D'ail-
leurs il ne te servirait 3 rien de te débattre ou de crier, ou méme
de parler de nos amours anciennes, Le couteau restera sur 1la table
de la cuisine, Aucune trace de sang sur le tapis.

A pe%ne ton corps vibrant et doux qui s'agitera, 3 peine ton
souffle qui)??

Yet this last resort to violence may be explained by the media‘'s impact,
Early in the novel, the narrator reads a newspaper report on a civil
rights demonstration in the U,S, telling of the violence of Southern
policemen using electric cattle prods to break up a band of Negro
marchers: "Des policiers 3 cheval font grimacer de douleur un noir en
1ui touchant le dos avec des bitons 3 aiguillon électrique, lesquels
servent normalement 3 aiguillonner le bétail.”28 He reads about other
demonstrations and quotes Martin Luther King on the subject of the
Birmingham Church bombing of 1963 which took the lives of four little
Black girls, Interestingly, immediately following this, we have the
narrator's previously quoted statement on the media's creation of
universal man., But let us turn to the concluding note of violence,

The narrator says, before quoting two newspaper reports (one in English,
one in French) on the accidental killing of a nightwatchman by an FLQ

bombs "J'ail tout expliqué 3 Patricia; elle n'a pas compris; mais au
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ford cela n'a sucune importance, Nous sommes des millions 3 comprendre,

enfin 3 peu prbs."29 To understand what? Not that "la haine est venue"
ard that violence is a purifying ritual that all true revolutionaries
must be willing to undertake (as the young middle-class members of the
first FLQ cell thought Fanon was saying). But, rather, since our
narrator is not the revolutionary type (unless one is ready to equate
Hamlet with Malraux’ Chen), the lasting meaning of the book is that in
the technological age the power of images crisscrosses the T,V, tube in
the living room and the reality in the streets, So that it is perhaps
technological man®s fate not to be yet able to separate what numerous
summer riots and racial confrontations in the States have shown: the
correlation between images of violence on the screen, dreams of

30 Contrarily to

violence, and the urge to do violence in the streets,
the process carried on by the novelists and poets of revolt in Quebec,
and in line with the narrator's ironic assessment of his search for
identity in the States, there is no actual comparison between the
violence meted out to the Blacks and that which Quebec radicals feel
entitled to use; nor is there any common ground between a Martin Luther
King and the obscure terrorists of the FLQ, Such facts seem to matter
little, thoughs Or so it seems in a world culturally conditioned to
respord to images and sounds of international media, rather than the
traditional shibboleths of tribe, clan and nation, And since violence
seems to rule our lives more than ever in history =-or one is more
avare of it than ever-- the most remote village in Quebec is no longer

immune from exposure, nay participation, as shall be seen laterin Roch

Carrier's novel,
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It is a matter that one has better leave for meditation to
conclude with a questions when is one form of resistance justifiable,
because of its organic roots (the Civil Rights movement in the U,S.),
and when is another, to a significant extent, the effect of exposure
to the media? Tt i1s a query which Godbout, an urbane and sophisticated
artist, certainly meant to dramatize,

That the media's impact need not solely result in the pursuit
of violence is demonstrated in a confessional type of fiction that
heavily borrows from the technique of elliptical oracular prose common
to radio, A "novel," in the formal sense of the word, Luc Granger's

Ouate de Phogque (1969) is not, One looks in vain for a well-structured

plot, the existence of characters, or some well-defined dramatic conflict,
in this book that tells of a young disk=-jockey's experience while working
in a small Chicoutimi radio station, the reading that he does in his
spare time and the troubles that he gets into with the administrators

for lack of punctuality and his fondness for playing American and
avant-garde French recordings; the very same troubles that beset him
when he makes it to "the top," working for Radio-Canada,the state-owned
radio and television network, When the narrater is dismissed from this
latter position (as he was in Chicoutimi), he, 1ike Godbout's narrator,
leaves for the U,S, in search for identity if not for immediate contact
with the enviromment he is in tune with through the media, He returns,
yet, to Quebec, gets his Radio-Canada job back, loses it again, and the
book ends with the narrator's profession of disbelief in the fashionable
values of "le¢ pays,” the French-English confrontation, and Radio-Canada's
purist notions about the question of culture, By implication, and by

direct references, there is the affirmation that here is an anarchistic,
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liberated and uncommitted soul who does not know where he stands about
anythings for there, it seems, 1lies humaneness in the post-industrial
world,

If all this seems confusing, it is; moreover, when the narration
is sandwiched between extended notes, comments taken from tapes of the
narrator's programs and when we are told of the conception of some of
the book's chapters ("J'ai improvisé ¢a devant mon magnétophone, aprds
quoi je 1'ai tapé. Toute une d jobbe fun iob), believe you me. De
toute manidre i1l m'efit été fastidieux de 'composer’ 9&").31 Nonetheless,
as in Godbout's book, what is important is the narrative "voice," the
sensibility expressed throughout shaped by the medium of radio and the
culture of the technological age, The narrator acts more as a reflector
than as an interpreter of the new culture; he is both detached and
involved, The interpenetration of polarities makes for irony, ambi-
valence and always ambiguity, Which is evident when the narrator is
faced with the "pays" celebration, How can he be concerned with a
spatially oriented involvement when his very medium denies the barriers
of space and the frontiers of religion, race and language? Hence the
comment $

OPTION-QUEBEC? Well... maybe, Je ne demanderais pas mieux,
mais,,, I have the keen and somewhat obsessive feeling that EVR YTHING
is going on NOW and FOR THE WHOLE WESTERN WORLD, "south-of-the-border,"
Je n'arrive pas d croire que ™e" québec (qui n'est, pour 1'instant,
qu'une abstraction) puisse échapper au "dread™ qui pdse sur 1'Amérique
et sur 1'occident-en-général, Bien sfir que non je n'al "rien d'autre
| proposer':, ce qui en dégoﬁtgra plus d'un,.. Je ne me reconnais pas c%g
nationalité, au sens "nation-état™ du terme; ni canédiune ni kébékod.

It is not the situations in which the narrator is placed that
define his sensibility, since he is pretty much confined to his studio

booth, The quality of language used, the inflections, intonations,
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the modulations given to a phrase, a thought; the choice of words is
what matters, What happens is a marked contrast in the constant alter-
nation of French and English, the impossibility for the narrator to commit
himself into any one particular language; since, reflecting the bilin-
guism and biculturalism of his province, Quebec’s ambiguous position
as a pocket of French culture amidst an English-speaking continent, he
cannot but be hybrid in speech as well as in thought, and he assumes
this dualitys

Et quant & cette question de 1'anglais-et-du-frangais-back-
and-forth, ben ciboire, tant que j'aurai la "citoyenneté" (passe-port,
droits de 1'homme and so on) canadienne, c'est mon droit le plus strict
de m'adresser 3 mes com-patriotes dans 1'une ET 1'autre des deux lan-
gues ci-devant officielles, et personne ne peut m'INTERDIRE de parler
CONTRATIDRE 3 parTon-1'angiais non plus qud parler 1o frangeioeds

To be sure, from the evidence of some passages of strict des-
cription, we know that the narrator is capable of writing in an honored
French tradition. But, precisely, the different level used to express
his consciousness is symptomatic of the ambiguity of the land and, more
important, the matter of culture in the post-industrial age. The
linear form of French represents the 0ld humanist tradition that
has culminated in the Sartrian, Beckettian et al. philosophy of despairs
"Un vent qui apporte des quatre coins de son ciel noir tous les germes de
1a désespérance universelle, un vent qui vient écornifler les fenétres
aveugles des édifices-d-bureaux, pour débouler ensuite dans la rue, en
piqué, 3 1'endroit exact od vous offrez votre pauvre nuque de ‘civil’
anonyme et sans défense."ju Whereas the non-linear, broken, syncopated
form where English is mixed with French, slang with "joual}' stands for
the nascent, post-humanist culture "full of sound and fury™ that may

yet signify something:



238

Je devais bientdt"avoir des ennuis™ avec ces messieurs de la
salle des nouvelles (salle des dépdches, si vous "aimez" mieux...) et
12 encore, avec un "chef de service."” The man in charge., (In charge,
TO A CERTATV EXTENT,,.) That cat did not "appreciate™ my tone of voice
when T would read the newscast, On me reprochait entre autres choses
mon ironie, mon "manque d'intérét"1?! CA 13, VRAIMENT 13, FRANCHEMENT
LA... ben X6 2 (1) ? € 4 $X11! --Ah 3'te dis, i'les trouve PARFAS,
"Manque d'intérét",.. Non mais, alors quod les gdrs, vous m'charriez
ou quoi? ... Yeah, I'm hip.35

The narrator would rather relate to that novel consciousness that
ignores historical conditionings and nationalist obsessions, Modern
Pop music, the rhythm ard pace of contemporafv big-city 1ife reflected
in the personality of the arbiter of present culture (the disk-iockey,
or T,V, "personality”), among others, are the sources of his sensi-
bilitv.e Admittedly, it dwells in a certain facile terderness, a
pedestrian poetry of simple emotions and not-deepened-enough experiences.,
But there need not be any apology for it since this sensibility is
deliberately geared toward its own values and beliefs, For a French
Canadian who is only too conscious of the strictures of his society,
both past and present, the shock of recognition found in Dylan's ard
Ferré's rejection of o0ld forms and affirmation of a new humanism based
on simple sentiments and feelings, can be quite a powerful one.

One can very well fault Granger for negating the very form hs
uses to communicate, Granted the concerns he wishes to convey are
valid, it could be asked, need they be presented in a mode so lacking
in structure, design and even coherence? The same argument has been
levelled at McLuhan, of course, and the reply is that the book form
‘can be remolded to convey an aesthetic experience that is primarily
tactile, visual or/and audile. A long tradition in Western culture,
further, bears this out; whether one has in mind the works of

med ieval amanuenses, Counter-Reformation poets the likes of Crashaw,
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Gongora ard Marino, notwithstanding the emblematic tradition at work
in Herbert's poetry, or Mallarmé's concept of Le Livre, Apollinaire's
and the Surrealists' inventiveness in "sensorizing," so to speak, the
written word, This is not to say that Granger's attempt is comparable
either in subject matter or in achievement with these precedents; but
an aesthetic objection based on his rejection of the book convention
would be a tenuous one, Altogether, juxtaposed to the works analyzed
so far in the preceding chapters, Granger's work is an unassuming,
refreshing and truly liberating work, if only for its humor, If
laughter is, as it is said to be, the politeness of despair, then
Granger's book seems to suggest that it is a politeness that should
be acquired ard cultivated,

Laughter, whether as a politeness or, perhaps, as the one
statement of reconciliation in an ambiguous world is likewise central

to the last novel of our analysis, Roch Carrier's La Guerre, yes Sir!

(196R), By contrast with a number of novels that ended with a note

of departure from the land of exile (Le Cassé, Bonheur d'Occasion,

Trente Arpents and others), Carrier's novel, much as Prochain Episode,

Oyate de Phoque, Le_Couteau sur la Table, operates rather in a return

to Quebec whereby the protagonist is to assume the land in all its
ambiguity, His novel is particularly close to Godbout's in that both
utilize the motif of a sexual relationship between a French and an
English Canadian, (Groulx, of course, had used a similar motif also,
but for quite different purposes,) More than any other writer before
him, however, Carrier works on the "marriage™ motif between English
and French Canadians better to remder through a succession of ironies,

contrasts and paradoxes a situation which is the leaven of human
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experience, Quate de Phoque used the irony of mixed media for the

baring of one's sensibility. In La Guerre the reservoir of folk humor
and the vernacular serves as liberating mode from existential confi-
nements and interrogations which are quite acute, though belied by
the book's surface comedy.

The novel opens with the first level in the overall marriage
motif: the view of Amélie's marriage to Henri in a small village lost
in the winter hinterland of Quebec during the last World War, The
War forces a triangle onto this marriage in the person of Arthur who,
hiding from military duty, finds refuge not only in Amélie's and Henri's
house, but in Amélie's arms as well, Soon enough, Arthur has supplanted
the legitimate husband's role, and this fact replete with comic effect,
is important to bear in mind since this marriage ™1 trois" introduces
the two other levels in the marriage motif in an accretion of ambiguity.
We are next presented with the marriage that gives its title to the
book, and which is the source of dramatic conflict. Six English
Canadian soldiers, nons of them conversant in French, are escorting home
to his final rest a dead French Canadian comrade, Corriveau, a native
of the village, Third, on that same train, a newly-married couple is
also returning home to the village: Bérubé, a French Canadian enlisted
man, with his bride, Molly, a blonde (yet another one!) English Canadian
prostitute whom he married since, faithful to the tenets of his religion,
had he had sexual intercourse without the bonds of marriage, it would
have been a most serious sin of the flesh,,,

These three levels are joined in the climactic moment of the
book: the wake held for the dead soldier, The sexual energy and

robustness indicated in Amélie and Molly (females with overdeveloped
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mammary glands; an endowment frequently referred to that reveals an
almost authorial fixation); the sexual inhibitions contained in Henri,
Bérubé and other villagers; the characters' submission to their
Church-assigned role; the latent hostility between French and English
Canadians fed by the war issue and by traditional fears and ignorance
(the villagers do not speak a word of English; the English Canadian
soldiers not one of French)-- everything finds release in that lonj
night which turns out to an extended pagan ritual, a ceremony where
most elemental energies burst out; and comedy lapses into ugliness,
Gathered in the Corriveau home, the ™mourners®™ feast their palates on
meat ple and apple cider; and as the night progresses ribald jokes
and curses are exchanged, appetites are wetted and an orgiastic
revelling is in progress fanned by the men's contemplation of Melly's
curvaceous forms. However, by the time Mclly appears in a skimpy
négligée, a vicious fight is taking place between her husband and
Arsdne who, drunk as a lord, celebrates the courage and bravery of
military 1life, For this, Bérubé mercilessly beats him to a pulp,
ostensibly to impress his anti-war feelings upon him! For good measure,
he tells Molly to climb on Ars3ne's shoulders who is made into a mock
infantryman on parades

--Gauche,,,Gauche,, .Droite! Danse, puante vermine, Danse!

Vivent la guerre et ses soldats! Danse! Gauche droite! Voici un
obus|

Bérubé le frappa au derridre,

-=Voici une grenade,

Bérubé le gifla.

-=Voici une bombe,

Bérubé lui soufflait de la salive 3 1la figure.36

The significance of the image of Molly astride Arsdne is to maintain

the balance between sex ard violence, the poles between which the novel
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oscillates; the two being primitive urges long repressed by the Church,
At this stage, the English Canadian soldiers who have been keeping an
uneasy watch over the coffin are shocked and outraged by the French
Canadian's peculiar "customs" in honoring their dead, The following
description pictures quite well the contrast which in effect might
summarize that between two cultures and civilizations, the &ionysian
Gallic "joie de vivre" and the Apollonian Anglo-Saxon insistence on
decorum and propriety:

Les Anglais longs et maigres examinaient le double menton des
French Canadians, leur ventre gonflé, les seins des femmes gros et
flasques, ils scrutaient les.yeux des French Canadians flottant
inertes dans la graisse blache de leur visage, ils étaient de vrais
porcs, ces French Canadians dont la civilisation consistait 3 boire,
manger, péter, roter,
The soldiers the?euppp cbase everybody out into the cold. This
action precipitatés the ironical eruptién of waf 15 the village, The
villagers, after the first moment of surprise, cease their internecine
banters and quarrels to focus on the significance of their having been
routed by English soldiers (observe the ironical catalogue in their
assessment, which is Carrier's way of subtly alluding to the Messianic
tradition): "qui ﬁ'étaient ni du village, ni du comté, ni de la province,
ni méme du pays, des Anglais qui n'étaient méme pas Canediens mais
seulement des maudits Anglais ,,, ."38 They then muster the community
sense --which sorely lacked when gathered to honor the dead Corriveau--
ard aim at seeking revenge in a fists-and-feet attack, The “war" would
have remained a mock epical one, typifying a trivial motive —=much as
the war between the Sylphs and assorted spirits in Pope's Rape of the
Lock-= were it not for the note of pathos introduced by Henri's action,

Henri, the deserter who came home to find he has to share his conjugal
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bed with a draft dodger, crazed by his wife's indifference and his hatred
for war, which he can no longer contain when he sees the arrival of
Corriveau's coffin, grabs a rifle, joins the rabble and fires the one
shot of the war, killing an English Canadian soldier, Just as it began,
the "war" abruptly ends,

The sobered French Canadians go on to bury their dead Corriveau,
chastened by the Curate's eulogy, & man whose tongue "ressemblait, lors-
qu'il ouvrait la bouche, 3 un crapaud qui n'osait sauter," > Bérubé,
who during the battle had resporded to his training and fought the
villagers most fiercely ("Il devait frapper plus fort que les gens du
village ot plus fort que les Anglais s'il voulait que quelqu’un le
rospet.:t.it"),lm is ordered by the Sergeant to carry the dead English
soldier with the remaining soldiers, And as they leave the village,
Molly follows, ironically, still in her white wedding dress,

Who has won the war? seems to be the question left at the end
of the book, And the implication is, how can a war be won or lost when
you still have to 1live a marriage situation? Whether it is Henri, who
sought salvation by killing out of frustration; Bérubé, who beats
senselessly a compatriot to prove his peace sentiments; who hates war,
but the moment he hears the Sergeant's order turns against his compa-
triots and sets out to prove his superior brand of bellicosity; or the
village itself which harbors Hemri, the deserter, Arthur, the draft
dodger, as it presumably stands in its remoteness as an oasis amidst the
folly of mankind ~-they all prove, in the end, that they are not immune
from 1life's profound ambiguity, The war between English and French,
where foes and friends seem to be so clearly identified, is mock epical

arnd absurd at that, More profoundly, in a book which at times is
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irdecisive in its choice of focus, Carrier demonstrates, in the final
analysis, that war as symbolical of emmity is but the complement of the
amity contained in the marriage motif,

The book opens with the three-fold proposition of amity (the
three levels of marriage earlier discussed), goes through events which
threaten to destroy, or seem to have destroyed it (e,g, Corriveau);
it culminates, finally, in the war episode which symbolically seems to
imply its total destruction. Ironically, though, because this emmity
(Molly v, Bérubés Bérubé v, the villagers; Henri y, the soldiers; the
French v, the English) is but the transposition, on a lesser scale, of
that which everyone is concerned to dissent from, on a larger scales
the war; and because in its microcosm the spirit of emmity is the
transitory reverse of amity (maintained throughout by Molly's and
Amélie's generous forms if not embraces), Carrier seems to be showing
in the end (when Molly follows her husbard, Bérubé the English
soldiers =-two images where the French is married to the English--)
the inescapable solidarity of mankind, the ties that bind all actions
so long as they are human, If such is the specificity of the human
order, that amity and emmity are correlated, then such an outlook
based on the same awareness of 1ife's pluralism, as seen in Godbout
and Granger, makes for the ambiguity of the contemporary French Canadian

novel, Which is not a mean feat in the process of maturity.ul
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Conclusion

After examining the dominant tremds and currents in the lite-
ratures of Quebec and Black America, particularly as they appear in
the most "open" form possible, that of the novel, one may resume --and
conclude if possible-- the central concern introduced at the outset of
this dissertation, Black American and French Canadian literatures,

like African, West Indian, South American -and even American-
Titeratures, emerge as late developments in the context of Western
culture, They suzgest, consequently, a problem for literary criticism
ard literary history. Which is, as earlier said, that of "locating”
them in the mosaic of Western culture, To my knowledge, although these
literatures are increasingly heing read and taught, especially for the
past quarter of a century, there has heen no critical and theoretical
attempt at defining the relationship of these literatures in an overall
context, I posited, in the introduction, two key symbols as foundations
for this contexts those of Caliban and Prospero, The tentative
definition suggested for these 1iteratures was that of "Caliban Without
Prospero.” The time has come for a detailed discussion of this
definition which now can be substantiated by the novels analyzed,

To say "Caliban Without Prospero" implies, of course, the
converse, "Caliban With Prospero." Let us start with the last
proposition, Prospero, in Shakespeare's play, is our symbol for the
cosmopolitan Renaissance man of culture, He is the man secure with
the knowledge he is issued from the womb or the cradle of Western
civilization --that is to say whether he is a Frenchman or an

Englishman, a Spaniard or an Italian, he can potnt to achievements
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in thought, language ard literature begotten in his "national™ culture
as well as inherited from a common store or reservoir which is Europe,
Rome or Greece, Thus bred, nurtured and polished by a T,S. Eliot=-like
sense of "tradition" and "culture,™ he looks askance at that which
stands outside his background arnd labels it "uncivilized." Such
a Tate befalls Caliban whose speech decidedly sounds foreign to Prospero's
ears, whose geographical emplacement is non-European, and whose habits
stand out in jarring contrast to Prospero's, Immediately a certain
relationship is envisaged and the terms dictated by Prosperosr Caliban,
a "thineg of darkness," must be enlightened and brought "up," if
possible, to Préspero's level, We have at the outset a situation of
imbalance: one is up and the other is down; one is civilized and the
other is not; one is the arbiter and articulator of "culture" and the
other is to be beholden to the arbiter; one is light and the other
is dark; one is metropolitan the other is provincial; one is
cosmopolitan the other is colonial, Always, suffice it to say, from
the perspective of Prospero, But to what extent is Prospero entitled
to such claims? What is Caliban implying, in the play, when he alludes
to Prospero's misrepresentation of truth?

In terms of Hellenistic and Roman syncretism from which evolved
a repertoire of myths, beliefs, sagas and archetypes for all of early
Europe to partake, there urdoubtedly existed a unity of European
culture. Considering the unitary function of the Church of Rome in the
Middle Ages whether, strictly speaking, in the influence of rituals,
eschatology, cosmology and heraldry; or, in its secular ramifications,
in the Crusades, the spirit of romance and chivalry-- again the para-

1lelisms between, say, the Romance of the Rose, Troilus arnd Criseyde,
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the Niebelungam , point to a common European culture. Even developments

that straddle the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance, such as

The Faerie Queene, Orlando Furiosp, Gerusalemme Liberata, buttress this

fact, One could go on to show how an examination of Shakespearian,
Jonsonian, Miltonian sources reveals "borrowings"™ from a common reser-
voir., From then on, usinz such terms as “influences," receptions,”

and "relations" it appears to be a never ending task for the comparatist
to study the ties between Richardson and Diderot, Voltaire and Newton,
Coleridge and Schiller, Carlyle and Nietszche, Romanticism, the Baroque
and Symbolism as trans-national occurrences, But, by the time we have
substituted "borrowings,"” influences,” "relations™ for "unitary" a
definite change seems to have taken place, For with the late'Renais-
sance rise of secular philosophy, the Baconian call for the "advancement
of learning™ and its echo in Cartesian systematic doubting, on to the
Newtonian breakthrough in the field of physics and mathematics and the
extreme "materialists™ of the Enlightenment, there definitely is a
scission within the great European design; one that Paul Hazard finds
jts culmination in the eighteenth century to be "La Crise de la Cons-
cience Européenne."1 Further, a "dissociation™ of sensibility that
Eliot sees starting with Milton in England, in the seventeenth century,2
loegically gives way in the late eighteenth century and for most of the
nineteenth, to interest in folklore, local color, myths, beliefs, habits
peculiar to a people, From centering on a people’s particularities to
those of the inmdividual, his sentiments, feelings there is but a step
which Romanticism gingerly takes, So that by the time we witness

the sorrows of young Werther, the anguish of Chabeaubriand®s

René, Wordsworth's kinship with Nature, and the Byronicreult of the self,
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we <can scarcely speak of European culture in the same terms as in the
Middle Ages or as in the Greco-Roman period. Indeed the "cult of the
self" which symbolizes more than anything else the significance of
Romanticism, in standing in absolute contrast to the "public cult™ of
earlier periods in European culture and literature, might well serve

as the end point for validity in Prospero's claims (a validity that first
came under questioning during the Renaissance, as earlier seen),
The "cult of the self"becomes even more rarefied in mythologv and
language that are essentially private with the Symbolists, From the
self, interest shifts to the intricacies of verbal signs, And these
two characteristics, the Self and the Word-as-Sign seem to be the
preoccupations of European literature since,whatevar the labels:
Dadaism, Surrealism, Chosisme., Indeed, a very continuous line seems

to run from the Romantic wallowing in the self, albeit in the irra-
tional, to the Existentialist feeling of imprisomment within the self,
albeit rational; or, yet, the Symbolist preoccupation with the portents
of language as sign-words and the modern Structuralist attempt at
detecting the imports of a civilization in its signesymbols.

The historical movement in European culture appears, conse-
quently, as one going from the general to the particular; from the
public to the private; from the organic to the specific, Hence it is
no coincidence that it is precisely at the moment when the unitary in
European literature has definitely disintegrated, in the nineteenth
century, that there arise the literatures that interest us: "post-
European™ ones, by which I mean literatures that come to be outside
of Europe, and although the products of descerdants of Europeans
(partly or wholly), nonetheless are expressive of emergent nation-

alities, or group consciousnesss America, Haiti, Quebec, South America,
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Rooted in countries colonized by Europeans, literature first emerges as
colonial artifact: voyagers' reports, diaries, missionaries' narratives,
tales to titillate the metropolises, More important, though, even
when written by the newly-born nationals, the nascent literature is
crippled,
In 411 these countries, whether we are speaking of America

(in general; doubly so for Black America, in particular), French or
English Canada, Haiti or Argentine and Brazil, theve is the primary
situation of dependence (paradoxically as thees countries gain self-
rule). One could substitute the term "relation™ or "influence" for
deperndence; but, becsuse of the terms upon which such a relationship

is structured, this dependence is vitiated and warped from the start,
For, we have a literature mimicking another, irdigenous writers
hypnotized by the cult of metropolitan "models,"” No matter how

original James Fgnimore Cooper's and Washington Irving's imagery
of the North American wilderness and their insights 88 Egs auguries

(and the same can be said about the cult of native lore in the
literatures of South America, English and French Canada, Haiti), a
primary feature nonetheless stands out, a recurrent pattern appears,
Al1]1 these writers may be using setting, characters, stories, congruent
with their non-European habitat, but they are still integrating these
materials in an outlook which in Burope is already passés Romanticism.3
Next, when the "Parnasse" is discovered in Quebec, Haiti and South
America  when Symbolism reaches American shores, these movements have already
been replaced for decades already by Surrealism and Dadaism, To
continue, when Naturalism comes to dominate American letters in the

Twenties and Thirties, after an early ushering in the late nineteenth
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century (Twain for example), it is a belated occurrence: Emile Zola

is long dead in France by the time Dreiser publishes An American Tugedy
One could o ont Existentialism reaches Quebec in the mid-Fifties

when it raged in France a decade earlier; Surrealism reaches it in

the late Forties when its apogee had been attained twenty years earlier,
Robbe=Grillet's "chosisme™ is "in" in America in the early Sixties, at
the very mement when it was dying in France,

What I am getting at is obvious: the "Caliban With Prospero"”
relationship is a warped one because the post-European writer, so long
as he tries to (because he is told to) function ever so salf-consciously
in the "mainstream"” of Prospero's culture, is bound to fail, or to
experience the kind of frustration that long made the consciousness of
the French Canadian, the American (Black and White), the West Indian or
the South American writer one of exile; giving way to the striking
parallels of Henry James', Exra Pound's, T.S, Eliot's infatuation with
a European notion of "civilization,"™ the lost Generation's attempt at
losing itself in Paris of the Twenties, the Quebec writers earlier
mentioned who emigrated to France, the phenomenon of a Julio Cortazar,
Miguel Asturias, Alejo Carpentier, Richard Wright, Aimé Césaire, Chester
Himes, Léon Damas et al., all long-time residents of France, An attempt
at "securizing® oneself which is understandable considering the fact
that these writers knew the feeling of exile in their native lands
stemming from the dilemma of having to follow in European footsteps;
but one that contains its weight of sadness, to be sure, if we listen
to cries such as the Haitian poet's Léon Laleau, which no Coubi echo
in Prufrock's "what shall I do":

Ce coeur obsédant qui ne correspord
Pas avec mon langage et mes costumes
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Et sur lequel mordent, comme un crampon,

Des sentiments d'emprunt et des coutumes

D*Europe, sentez-vous cette souffrance

Et ce désespoir 3 nul autre égal

D'apprivoiser avec des mots de Frangce

Ce coeur qui m'est venu du Sénégal?

Or it is a sadness that takes its toll in the number of suicides and

psychological sberrations in the history of French Canadian literature;5
the fact that

oddly enough, underscoring , post-European 1literature was coming to

be in the nineteenth century, saddled with a European weight of

"tradition™ and "model,” which Europe itself at the time was moving

away from,

A study of literary history, as I have briefly sketched,
suggests that the very evolution of European literature logically
justifies the existence of a post-European literature not blithely
mimicking but pursuing rather the process of miniaturization of
literature as expression of a people in what it holds to be its aﬁthen—
ticity and specificities, A number of causes may explain why this did
not take place from inception't the arrogance of metropolitan critics;
the meekness ard lack of awdacity of post-European writers; the

wi
peculiar trials inherent,\.u%he birth and early growth of "national®™
literatures and "national” consciousness, and others,

If the first stage in all these literatures is one of mimicry,
the attempt at identifying and articulating particular lores ard

is germane to
historical experiences nonetheless ., the foundation of indigenous
expression, The American experience, blessed with the fortune of
politics and economics, and a unique formation as mass society, soon
materialized in investigations such as the Frontier values, the agrarian

myth, the pursuit of happiness, the Protestant ethic which are all woven

in the grand tapestry of the American Dream, which since the works of
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Fitzgerald, O'Neill, Lewis, Dos Passos ard Miller has dominated American
literature, Added to other specificities such as regionalism, the
question of ethnicity, all these concerns contribute to make American
literature, perhaps, the first, albeit unconsciously, Calibanic or
post-European expression to escape the Prospero syrdrome. To such an
extent that, in the short span of less than a centurv, "mainstream"
American literature functions now in a Prospero relationship vis-2-vis
the literature of some of its major ethnic groups, such as the Blacks
who are now the new Calibans in the process of asserting themselves,

It is a peculiar irony of history that whereas it took Europe a number
of centuries to move from a unitary outlook to a fragmented one, America
has come to a similar stage in so brief a period, Haitian literature
comes to this second stage when American intervention in Haiti brings
about a militant affirmation of national consciousness,6 which in
literature is translated by stressing the distinctiveness of Haitians
more indebted to their African descent than to French colonization

wi'ase legacy had been, up to the Twenties, celebrated in attempts at
reproducing colonial Hugos, Lamartines and Chateaubriands, When a
number of students from Martinique, Guadeloupe, French Guyana, and
French~speaking Africa come to an understanding in Faris that what

they have in common is not, as generally thought, that they all spoke
French and were indebted to French largesses, but, rather, the process
of acculturation they had all gone through to reach a stage of alienation,
their disenchantment and anger produced the “ecognition of their
négritude, From that stage, in the early Thirties, a literature of

the French islands and French-colonized Africa was born. A decade

earlier, the most troubled ethnic group in the U,S,, after vainly
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trying to gain acceptance in the fabric of its society through such
elitist tenets as the "Talented Tenth," the cultivation of the Southern
agrarian myth and concept of gentility (the "tragic mulatto™ syndrome
is a result); after appealing to Christian ethics, the morality of
their "masters" (the Slave narratives, the Abolitionist movement);
after being the butt of dehumanizing stereotypes and the object of
buffoonery which even some Black writers revel in (the Minstrel
tradition)=~ at long last, the juxtaposition of a nascent cultural
interest in Africa (the writings of Frobenius, the discovery of African
art in the West), and the influence of city-life, gave birth to the
Negro Renaissance which, though mostly a hedonistic craze, yet planted
the seeds for the kind of self-assertion we find starting with Wright,
and the cultural pride which inspired the Négritude writers in Paris,
In French Canada, likewise, self-assertion comes late, after decades

of trying to "integrate™ into an overall mainstream with little
success, When socio-economic conditions force a transplant from the
rural to the urban setting, we have appearing the signs of revolt
conveyed in the consciousness of having been delusioned for too long;
the sons revolt against their fathers, Further, revolt culminates in
a cultural movement celebrating the land,

Belatedly, to be sure, these post-European literatures, most
often when placed in a particular socio-historical context, of which
they become the roflection, reveal the consciousness of their speci-
ficity, and their reluctance to continue imitating, A study of their
literary history often is one of their political history, at that period,
T would like to s;ift now to the theoretical level: is it possible to

formulate, with the evidence gathered through examination of two of
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these post-European literatures, a theoretical base for Calibanic
literature? Since, presumsbly, Prospero's aesthetics does not apply
for Caliban's peculiar brand of experience, can we find, therefore,
descriptive features in the literatures of French Canada and Black
America that would seem to point to a theory, perhaps an aesthetics,
for these new literatures?

One is immediately struck by three characteristics which seem
to ordain the cultural expression in Quebec and Black America: an
initial stace of sadness, correspordine to an agricultural economy;

a second of anger, paralleled by the rise of industrialization; a
third of reflection, occurring in the post-industrial, technological
age, It is a movement from passion to intellection, from sentiments
to rationality, visceralness to cerebralness, Let us examine each:

Sadness is the mood characterizing the inability to 1live with
the consciousness of division within the self,inasmuch as the characters
in the earlv novels, in both literatures, are incapable of choosing, of
willing themselves out of hybridityv., Tragedy is the form such
inability takes, In'the novels of Chesnutt, Wells Brown, Johnson et
al, this matter of choice is made particularly poignant since the
blight of slavery, or racism, is such that there is really little
room for personal election on the part of the Blacybitted against the
odds of his color, That is to say, the choice is indeed 1imited when
the caste and class system dictates one's precise location in the
hierarchy of the genteel South, But it is specifically upon that thin
1line of a particular skin shade, shape of nose and 1lips, texture of
hair, that the Renas ard the Clotels stake their lives. They think
thev are choosing to be "white" and not "black,"™ but the lesson in all

these novels is that the misfortune of being born black and a slave
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is 1ight compared to the tragedy of being born half-white and half-

black, thus straddling slavery and freedom, racism and tolerance, Fate

is always responsible, in the end, for here are these mixed-bloed, who
quite humanly in the face of adversity try to survive and protect theme
selves by attempting to "pass" (since racism is an insurmountable barrier)
but, yet, are constantly denied ultimate satisfaction since a "chance

meeting" (The House Behind the Cedars), a "mistake™ (Clotel), or "remorse”

(Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man), all willed by Fate, destroys

them,

Tragedy likewise takes its toll in Maria Chapdelaine's inabi-
lity to choose the urban 1ife over the rural, Lorenzo Surprenant over
Eutrope Gagnon, personal happiness over her mother's footsteps, since
she also is ruled over by an implacable Fate that dictates that "nothing
must change® if the French Canadian is to survive on the American
continent, But it is an implied tragedy, it shies from showing its
extent; which is not the case in Menaud where "staticism,” the cons-
ciousness of rigid tradition, now takes its toll in the complete divorce
existing between a man's ideals and the realities he refuses to
acknowledge, Here also the dominant temper is Menaud's refusal to
choose the present over the past, the fact of industrialization against
the anachronism of scouting, and, more important, to accept the implied
consequences of such a choice: that the ideal world of Maria Chapde-
laine he is obsessed with, the motto of "nothing must change,” may have
contained in its very resiliency the making of its own destruction,
Menaud, of course, never gets arourd to reflecting, let alone willing,
thus we see the destruction of his ideal world paralleled by his son's

death, his attempt at destroying his daughter, Maria, and lastly, his
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own destruction through insanity, That tragedy in all these novels,
Black American and French Canadian, is rooted in the characters'
dependence on sentiments, idealization and mythicizing --while, by
contrast, the "world" against which thev are pitted is harsh, concrete

ard evident-- is buttressed in Ringuet's novel, Trente Arpents, Eucha-

riste Motsan did everything to perfection according to the Messianic
mytht his land is fertile and plentiful; his brood abundami; he is
a dutiful Catholic who has given two of his twelve children to the
Church, and who even accepted with equanimitv his wife's death in
labor, Yet everything "caves in"; ultimately through no fault of his
own, but because Fate, it would seem, has willed the erd of a 1ife-
style that is to disappear with the advent of industrialization; his
family is destroyed, his land parcelled and he himself ends up in
exile, in the U,S,

The first stage, then, of post-European literature is one of
intense inadequacy between the individual and the “world"™ (by which I
mean Nature as well as human society), of non-relationship between the
inner and the outer selves, one of conflict, Always this conflict rests
in a sentimental vision of self and the world which jars with the un=
sentimental realities the characters are brought to confront, It is
reflective, one supposes, of a period in the 1ife of a collectivity at
its birth; the infantile stage with its trials and traumas, It
indicates the gestation of group consciousness left to its own arti-
culation. Sadness is the feeling generated by this early and un-
prepared confrontation with the “world"; the character of defeat is so
strong at that stage that one wonders - whether Caliban can

really function without Prospero (translated in literary critical terms:
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is such "young"literature of any value?), Lastly, this is the period
where the temptation to return to metropolitan models is strongest.
This lacking in assurance is fueled by the presence of native critics
whose stardards are "universal" (meaning European) and who deem as
unworthy of their attention anything "local."™ (One thinks of Braith-
waite and Brauley in the U,S,; Marcel Dugas, Jean Ethier-Blais in his
early period, and even Jean LeMoyne in Quebec; Dantds Bellegarde in
Haiti, et a1.)”

Anger erupts as the active mode opposite to the passive one of
Sadness, It is the stage of assertion arising out of the realization
that a nadir state has been reached, The Calibanic man, caught in the
"soft™ side of his passions, adppts a "hard™ stance directed at the
"other" he feels is responsible for his vital incapacity (racism in the
U.S.: the consequences of Comquest for Quebec), or at the "feminine"
part of himself he now loathes (the revolt against religion in both
literatures; self-hatred in the U,S,; the legacy of the "fathers"
in the urban environment in Quebec), In aesthetics, it is the reali-
gation of acculturation, the growing consciousness that art before
achieving the universal is always rooted in the particular; the
expression of an indigenous culture is thwarted when it has to resort
to imported models and depernd on metropolitan approval for success or
failure, It is at this stage, indeed, that the Calibanic writer grasps
consciously or unconsciously his situation in the evolution of Western
aesthetics: that to engzage oneself in the articulation of native
expression is the logical extension of the nineteenth century European
recognition of cultural pluralism rooted in diversity of self-expression,

Hence the Black writer discovers his négritude (the Negro Renaissance);
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he invents a set of images, he applies to literature a rhythmic pattern
attuned to his life-style and rejoices in the pleasure of authenticity,
The French Canadian writer commits himself in the investigation and
celebration of his native lard, affirms his American-ness of spirit
and de-emphasizes his French origins., More than anything else, he
discovers a novel sense of identity: no longer a French Canadian
(a composite, hybrid term), he now is a"Québecois.™ In both cultures
emerges a central preoccupation with authenticity, symbolized in the
invisible man's confronting the significance of Rinehart, in
Ellison's novel, for example; or Aquin's equally nameless hero's
confrontation with the shadows of his dispossessed self,

But, this is still the stage of passion, not intellection.
The all-destroying anger of a Caliban who has discovered the extent
of the delusion under which he has been kept typifies it. Bigger
Thomas stands out, His is the characteristic stance whereby the killing
of a white girl, as well as that of his mistress, his uncompromising
pride in his actions are justified when Dalton, the philanthropist ard
"friend of the Negro" --who yet is a slumlord, owner of the abject
lodgings in which Bigger 1ives-- is introduced as symbolical of the
type of double-faced oppression under which he has to 1ive, Apparently
a free man, Bigger is indicated to still be a slave, with the exception
that the "massa™ is now more subtle in his lordship, Bigger's killing
of Dalton's blonde daughter serves as retribution for all the tragedies
suffered in the South, Similarly, Norton, in Ellison's novel, represents
the same type of oppressor as Dalton:t the slave master hidden behind

the veneer of philanthropy. When polar opposites such as his accidental
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exposure to incest on a tour with the protagonist, and, in the structure
of the novel, the formidable figure of Ras the Exhorter, are pitted
against him it is clear Ellison means to convey that violence begets
violence, A host of other minor figures representative of the "massa"
archetype are present in the novels of Attaway, Himes, Petry, Gardner
Smith et al, and next to them stand out in contrast the defiant figures
of revolt of Big Mat, Bob Jones, Lutie Johnson et al, who refuse either
to "keep to their place" or to wallow in self-conscious helplessness

in the face of adversity, Since the figure of the Preacheéigezindu-of

defeatism and resignation, he is, in Native Son, Cane, Blood on the Forge,

and other novels, the object of scorn and violent rejection by the
self-assertive protagonist, So that, although there is an undeniable
positive side to the movement of revelt --one thinks of the roots of
Négritude in the Negro Renaissance; the imagery of Cane and Home to
Harlem-- which of necessity had to follow in the wake of tragid
Sedness it becomes so vehement as to threaten (as Ellison so aptly
points out in Ras) to engulf Caliban in a self-destructive course,

A similar awareness grows out of the release found through anger
by the "sons" revolting against the world of the "fathers™ in the French

Canadian novel, Though positively=-rooted in such novels as Au Pied de

la_Pente Douce and Bonheur d'Occasion, this anger takes a quasi-nihi-
listic tone, if not a Romantic lyricism all of its own, in the novels
of the Sixties influenced by Frantz Fanon's theories of violence. To
be sure, it is quite clear that the corditions materially experienced
by Ti-Jean, in Le Cassé, and, spiritually, by the protagonist in
Prochain Episcde indicate that local conditions in Quebec were fertile

enough for such a cult. The danger which appears, though (and which
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occurs similarly in the Black novel), is the tendency to take the tree
subsoribe
for the forest: to wholeheartedly to feelings of orppression
for which an "other" is responsible when, all too often, they seem to
partake of self-inducement, be it the long regnant influence of the
Church, or a certain attitude towards the land, the family and the
world, Yet, in the end, as in the Black novel, if only because of the
aesthetic imports contained in such visceral revolt, from whence a
creative explosion occurs in celebrating the land in luxurious and
deeply=-felt imagery, in positing the roots for renewal with the self
in mature form; and, lastly, ard more important, the self-confidence
and assurance taking place whereby a distinctive and unapologetic new
literature is constructed, then, perhaps, one may excuse some of the
aberrations the sentiment of revolt leads to in Quebec,

Anger being a transitory stage __alxhouﬁg essential one for
the individual in his claims to existence (as so many characters
demonstrate), and the formation of a new aesthetics (since it is the
capital primary step of the new literature or culture: the rejoicing
in one's 1ife style and outlook)=- it must lead to a more reflective
and sober one if it is not to sour and disintegrate in self-destruction,
Wa come then to the stage of reflection in post-European literature, the
most problematic and difficult of the three since it is indicative of
a maturing process, a statement that the young literature has progressed
enough so that it is able to reflect upon itself and assume and assess
its deficiencies amd merits without the need for braggadocio and shallow
repetition, This stage, consequently, is a tentative one (because not
enough evidence is yet available, and the all too facile tendency to

fall back on the tried-and-true formula of revolt), But it can be
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defined, nevertheless, aesthetically as the stage when Black literature,
for instance, in America seems to grow conscious that if it is to have
lasting value it must relate to the common experience of Négritude;

and Quebec literature to recognize the inescapable ambiguity of its
Gallic heritage wedded to an American outlook, No easy solution is
available, for such a condition is tied to a reflective, and not
emotional or spiritual, view of self, It is predicated upon the
ultimate recognition that if one's particular situation is investigated
deep enough --the Orphic quest in Black literature; the unrestrained
consciousness of the "world™ in Quebec-- then the very articulation

of one's specificity mutates into the universality of the human
experience, Richard Wright certainly portrays this mutation when
Native Son and The Outsider are juxtaposed, From Bigger's unyielding
revolt we move on to Cross Damon's consciousness of the metaphor of
‘the Negro's condition. William Demby and LeRoi Jones likewise utilize

the descent into the self, whether in the metaphor of The Catacombs

or that of the Black ghetto of Newark, to gain awareness of self whereby,
in Jones' words, hell is discovered to be indeed heaven, Not surpris-
ingly, both Jones and Wright share an Existentialist outlook to temper
and order their quest, Paule Marshall utilizes the metaphor of the
jsland to conclude in the necessity of the universal contained in the
particular:s how Merle, a victim of racism, shares a common human
experience with Saul, also a victim of racism, though white,

In Quebec, the consciousness of a world outlook conditioned by
the impect of the media which, then, renders inadequate any limited
preoccupation with geographical borders ard, by implication, hot-house

life-style, makes for a mature sense in the novels of Jacques Godbout
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ard Luc Granger, Here, instead of a descent into the self (no doubt
because of the different historical experience), we have an opening
towards other selves, Instead of introspection, we have extroversions
but the result is the same:t the embracing of the human experience,

The narrator of Godbout's novel is McLuhan's auwdile-tactile man who
hears and sees the echoing or the reverberation of world manifestations,
thus finds himself unable to pick up the knife of violence which the
spirit of revolt would want him to. Witnessing his separatist friends’
endless celebration of "le pays™ and the glories of independence, he
hears echoes of the Black movement in the States.s In the end, when a
night watchman has been killed by an FIQ bomb there occurs a structural
relationship in the novel which is a most powerful comment: the
Montreal bombing echoes the Birmingham bombing earlier referred to which
killed four little Black girls, Well aware of the deep malaise which
leads to such acts in Quebec, the narrator would rather try to under-
stard the phenomenon of Jack Kerouac's attempt at turning his French
Canadian heritage of "beat-ness” into the beatitude of self-discovery,
Which for the narrator is a never-ending task that takes him from the
loving arms of an English Canadian heiress to his retracing Kerouac's
journey in the U,S,, but in vain, Escape into America being not the
answer, the narrator assumes life's ambiguity, returning to Quebec and
convinced that it is by being a witness, wizened by the consciousness
of polarities, ironies and the elusiveness of events that meaning --if
it 1s ever to be attained-- is to be gained, If Granger's novel
accomplishes an itinerary similar to Godbout's, Roch Carrier's is set
in the earlier period of rural entrenchment and "state of siege"

mentality, particularly as it came to a head in the conscription erisis
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during the last World War, But he too conveys a post-revolt state of
mind where life's ambiguity is dramatized, War is rejected by the
villagers, yet a state of disorder is created in their midst, Suspicious
of English-speaking Canadians, they are shown to be really uneasy with
themselves in the climactic wake scene where obsession with sex, religion,
violence, ethnic pride, death, sense of the family are all released in

a feast which is the Dionysian urge that a culture has long been kept
from partaking in, Thus, the obstacles to the French Canadian's
cultivation of the vital in 1ife, the energetic and the pleasurable,

were always within and not without, It is the ambiguity of a culture,
perhaps, that it had to be shown this while paying homage to the dead:
that the powers of 1ife could be affirmed in the presence of death,

If one word may serve to summarize this third stage, it would
have to bet complexity., The awareness of the complexity of 1ife, of
its heterogeneity, and the Calibanic artist's ability to render it
honestly and soberly is indeed different from the pathos of the
beginnings and the recourse to revolt in the median stage, It is all
the more remarkable since it occurs as a logical progression in post-
European literature, i.e, something organically tied to a particular
experience which called for self-expression and articulation.

After describing the three stages of post=European literature
from the evidence gathered, there comes the logical next steps can
there be articulated a normative set of values for post-European
literature? In sum, can it be argued that there is a particular imagery,
a recurrent symhbolism, a mythical lore and a rhythmic use of language,
speech which are specific to post-European literature?

First, one distinction should be made which boils down to the
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conventional notion of form and content, By which I mean that the content
of a particular image or symbol, the meaning of a myth in post-European
literature can hardly escape partaking of the universal human exper-

jence of love, death, birth, loneliness, pain, Because the content is
always concerned with passions, appetites, senses and moods, one cannot
imagine such fundamental human experiences to contentually change

whether in European or post-European, Asian or Indian literature, If
meaning, therefore, is always universal, a post-European aesthetic

can only be justified on the level of forms And there the function

of language emerges as supreme,

The call for use of the extreme vernacular in Quebec literature
("joual"), Black American (ghetto English), Haitian (creole), African
(tribal tongues) may sometime in the future lead to the foundation of
a new aesthetic where myth, symbol and image may have a quite novel
structure because rooted in the rhythm of each particular vwernacular.8
One only worders, though, if such attempts can be more successful than
the late nineteenth century call for the creation of an Irish Gaelic
national literature? And how different, and aesthetically warrantable,
when it is considered that in Black American literature, for instance
(and Haitian too, for that matter), the use of dialect is an old ard
controversial issue 1ndeed?9 One only has to think of the disrepute
into which Paul Laurence Dunbar's work has fallen to be aware of the
pitfalls of such an entonprise.lo How different, in fact, such a
would-be "new" literature from the Romantic interest in folklore,
native myths and beliefs which led to the creation of national litera-
tures and a return of interest in the Middle Ages? Admittedly, one

could surmise that there is, as a matter of fact, a definite precedent
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therein; that even at the cost of parceling cultures and literatures
to Babelian 1limits the theorists of vernacular literatures are pursuing
the revolution in aesthetics led by the Romantics. However, since
achievements in Creole, "Joual" and ghetto English are still minimal
and do not constitute a substantial body of literature, the whole
matter, however theoretically possible, is moot to say the least in
practice, Instead, there is the possibility of self cefeat in the post-
European artist's, or critic's refusal to recognize the formidable
achievements and viability in using and investing with his own store

of feelings and concepts a language which he educated to his own

sense of reality and experience, The success and promising future of
post-European literature are there to be seen in the curricula of
universities and high schools as well as in publishers' figures,

A stage of reflection where the universal is reached through
descent into the self, or through overture towards other selves,
correspords, in the last analysis, to that of present European literature
where concern with the individual was arrived at after initial unravel-
ings of public values and common revolt., A descriptive theory of post-
European literature, as I have aimed at articulating in this analysis,
can only, then, lead to a third synthetical stage of reconciliation

between a wizened Caliban and a re-educated Prospero.
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