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Preface

In 19^5, sh o rtly  before  dep artin g  fo r e x p a tr ia t io n  in  France, 

Richard Wright spent two months l iv in g  on a p ic tu resque l i t t l e  Island  

south o f Quebec C ity .^  W itnessing the  ex ten t to  which r u r a l  French 

Canadian l i f e  was wedded to  t r a d i t io n ,  W right, se iz in g  upon the  

c o n tra s t w ith the  urban in d u s tr ia liz e d  m ilieu  of Chicago and New York 

from which he sought escape, marveled a t  t h i s  "c lo se , o rgan ic , in tim a te , 

. . .  way of l i f e . "  E a r l ie r ,  in  th e  Twenties, Marcus Garvey had trav e led  

a lso  to  Canada and, because h is  purpose was to  find Black Canadian 

d is c ip le s  fo r h is  United Negro Improvement A ssoc ia tion , h is  r e la t io n ­

ship was o f the  s o c io -p o li t ic a l  stamp which has long dominated any 

rap p o rt between Quebec and Black America,^

Since the  n ine teen th  cen tu ry , a t  l e a s t ,  French Canadians have 

been concerned w ith the  Black s i tu a tio n  in  th e  United S ta te s ; fo r

they  too  were slave  ho lders and exposed, a lb e i t  only to  a p o te n tia l
c r e a te

deg ree , to  th e  h i s to r ic a l  process such a s i tu a t io n  would south

of th e  border.^- In the  contemporary p e rio d , however, th e  Black 

population in  Quebec being minimal, i t  i s  not th e  few s t r e e ts  around 

Windsor S ta tio n , in  M ontreal (where th e re  i s  a te n ta t iv e  Black g h e tto ) , 

th e  fa c t  th a t  Jackie Robinson played fo r a Montreal b a se b a ll team, on 

h is  way to  break th e  "color bar" in  the  Major leag u es , nor th e  presence 

throughout Quebec o f an in teg ra ted  m idd le-c lass o f te a c h e rs , eng in eers , 

do c to rs  and o ther p ro fe ss io n a ls , composed mainly of Blacks o f West 

Indian descen t— which sen s itiz ed  Quebec c u ltu re  to  th e  Black experience. 

R ather, the  emergent "Quebecois" id e n ti ty  o f the  la t e  F i f t ie s  and 

S ix tie s  d id .
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I f  I t  may be said th a t  the  Supreme Court 195^ school d e c is io n , 

or th e  1955 Montgomery bus b o y co tt, i s  a watershed fo r any understanding 

o f modern Black a s se r tiv e n e s s ; lik ew ise  1959, when a n o to rio u sly  auto­

c r a t ic  Church-dominated type of p o l i t i c s  ended, i s  the  corresponding 

c ru c ia l  d a te  fo r the  a r t ic u la t io n  o f modern Quebec. For i t  i s  in  the  

e a r ly  S ix t ie s ,  when th e  p o l i t ic s  o f Canada and th e  United S ta te s  become 

decided ly  conditioned by th e  c a l l - f o r - a t te n t io n  from the  French Canadians 

and the  B lacks,^  th a t  th e  f ig u re  o f the  Black man, as symbol, image 

and myth, emerges in  th e  FVench Canadian consciousness. A young poet 

expresses th u s  th i s  novel id e n t i f ic a t io n !  "(quand .V ira l & New York 

c ’e s t  vers Harlem que V a p p a re i l le ra i  e t  non par exotisme ,i*ai tro p  

le  souei de paren tes p re c ise s  ,ie connais le  gout de la  matraque A 

Alabama i l  y a des f r a te r n i te s  dans l e  malheur que vos l ib e r te s  c iv i le s  

savent mal d i s s i m u l e r . A n d  a would-be rev o lu tio n a ry  e n t i t l e s  h is  

p o l i t ic a l  memoirs, N&gres Blancs d , Amerlque. dram atizing thereby  in 

an extended metaphor h is  experience o f subm issiveness, a lie n a tio n  and 

long repressed  anger.

P o l i t i c s ,  then* seems to  be th e  only common ground between 

Quebec and Black America. So much so th a t  th re e  years  ago i t  served 

as  touchstone fo r a M.A, th e s is  which I  somewhat sonorously t i t l e d  

Black Negroes and White Negroes! A Comparative A nalysis o f th e  Black 

American and th e  French Canadian Novel o f P ro te s t (p a r ts  o f which have 

been rev ised  and incorporated  in  th e  p resen t d is s e r ta t io n ;  p a r t ic u la r ly  

th e  chap ters dealing  w ith re v o lt  in  th e  two l i t e r a t u r e s ) .  But, in  the  

in te rven ing  th re e  y e a rs , one, of co u rse , comes to  r e a l iz e  th a t  although 

a telegram  from Stokely Carmichael vouching s o l id a r i ty  w ith V allifcres, 

o r the  image o f young Quebecers shaking th e i r  f i s t  in  Black Pow er-style
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d e fia n ce , i s  worth notings such phenomena, n o ne theless, a re  not of much 

h e lp  when i t  comes to  l i t e r a r y  a n a ly s is . For the  fundamental q u estio n , 

which th re e  years ago I  was not ready to  answer, rem ains! What i s  th e
7

e x is t in g  rap p o rt between Black American and FVench Canadian l i te r a tu r e ?  

What i s  th e re  in  th e  two l i t e r a tu r e s  th a t  makes fo r a s tr ik in g  p a ra l­

le lism ?  The answer to  th e se  q u es tio n s , th i s  d is s e r ta t io n  purports  to  

p rovide. The b a s is ,  though, fo r a ttem pting  to  analyze two l i t e r a tu r e s  

ap p aren tly  so fo re ig n  to  each o ther can , I  b e lie v e , be p re sen tly  

o u tlin e d . I t  l i e s  in  th e  spectrum o f Western c u ltu re  understood, h is to ­

r i c a l l y  speaking, as  a u n ified  experience.

Against such a background, th e  l i t e r a tu r e s  o f Quebec and Black 

America appear as  epigones in  a movement which s t a r t s  w ith th e  Renais­

sance breakaway from the  u n ita rjr^e tw een  th e  Church and th e  S ta te ; th e  

r i s e  o f s c ie n t i f ic  in q u iry  which not only questions th e  v a l id i ty  o f 

c e r ta in  h i th e r to  accepted values and b e l ie f s ;  b u t, in  th e  Baconian 

c a l l  fo r the  "advancement o f  le a rn in g ,"  argues fo r th e  to t a l  revamping 

of a c la s s ic a l  legacy  of c u ltu re !  hence, tht- eschewing o f rh e to r ic  as 

th e  favored mode o f communication? th e  r e je c t io n  o f P la ton ic  Idealism  

and S cho lastic  deductive  methodology in  philosophy and science; and 

the  adoption o f em piricism  as groundwork fo r the  new th e o r ie s  o f 

knowledge. Preceding th e  breakthroughs o f Hobbes, D escartes, Locke 

and Newton, th e  Impact o f th e  Reformation cannot be overlooked; inasmuch, 

R.H, Tawney and Max Weber po in t out, t h a t  th e  r i s e  o f the  C a lv in is t 

e th ic  i s  as ra d ic a l  and f r u i t f u l  a dep artu re  from th e  medieval world 

view as  the  s u b s ti tu tio n  o f fa c t fo r f a i th .  But hew did such a t o t a l  

c u ltu ra l  re -o rd e rin g  a f f e c t  th e  im agination?

S p e c if ic a l ly , th e  replacem ent o f  L atin  by th e  vernacu lar as
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the  "language of cu ltu re"}  th e  s u b s ti tu tio n  o f a n a tio n a l po in t of view 

fo r a con tin en ta l}  th e  ascen t of th e  middle c la s s  as  patron  and consumer 

o f th e  a rts}  th e  s t r e s s  placed on m ilie u , c h a ra c te r , th e  avowedly 

secu lar in  l i t e r a t u r e  re p re se n t seminal p o in ts  of dep artu re  which 

u ltim a te ly  exp lain  th e  im agination a t  work in  Black American and FVench 

Canadian l i te r a tu re #  Indeed, th e  e m p iric is t outlook a r t ic u la te d  through­

out the  seventeenth cen tury  and c a l l in g ,  in  D escartes , fo r  system atic 

doubting, te s t in g  and re je c t in g  o f pre-conceived no tions (in n a te  ideas) 

in  a l l  f ie ld s  and p a r t ic u la r ly  w ith regard to  what a r t i s t i c  and c u ltu ra l  

m atters should b e ,in  f a c t ,  g ives us th e  h i s to r ic a l  p e rsp ec tiv e  behind 

the  ex istence  of such l i t e r a t u r e s ,  .Tust as  th e  m id d le-c lass  novels of 

Deloney, Defoe and Richardson convey the  e f f e c ts  o f a ra d ic a l  s h i f t  

whereby th e  a r i s to c r a t i c  e thos could not surv ive in  a so c ie ty  where the  

bourgeoisie  held th e  pow ers-to-be in  economics, i t  would seem th a t  the  

outlook a r tic u la te d  in  th e  "y o u n g " lite ra tu re s  o f Quebec and Black 

America comes as a culm ination o f th e  se c u la r iz a tio n  p rocess . I f  

"m ilieu ,"  " c h a ra c te r ," " p lo t"  a re  e n lis te d  fo r  the  c re a tio n  o f  an 

emergent moral value congruent w ith a new e thos —and th e  genre of the  

novel, a s  Ian Watt p o in ts  o u t, i s  thereby  created  in  th e  e igh teen th  

century— i t  seems th a t  th e  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  phenomenon o f e th n ic i ty  

may in je c t  in  th e  novel a s e t  o f a t t r ib u te s  as s ig n if ic a n t  fo r  the  

understanding of a c u l tu ra l  phenomenon as th e  fe a tu re s  o f D eloney 's , 

Defoe’ s and R ichardson 's novels.

Since th e  "novel" (as d is tin g u ish ed  from Northrop P ry e 's  th re e  

o ther forms o f f i c t i o n « Romance, Confession and S a tire )  i s  th e  c re a tio n  

of a t o t a l  economic, ph ilo so p h ic , p o l i t ic  and re l ig io u s  overhaul,
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mold ins' as w ell as  t ra n s la t in g  th e  values o f th e  middle c la s s ,  two c h ie f  

c h a r a c te r is t ic s  stand ou ti th e  "modernity" and th e  "openness" o f the  

genre. The pub licness o f th e  n o v e l's  forum m i l i t a te s ,  I  b e lie v e , as an 

e s s e n t ia l  angle o f v is io n  from which to  approach th e  l i t e r a tu r e s  o f 

Quebec and Black Americas as  c u l tu ra l  barom eters. In th e  a n a ly s is  

th a t  ensues, I  am le s s  in te re s ted  in  a LutJbckian-Jamesian " c ra f t  of* A

f i c t io n ,"  in  Boothfan " rh e to ric "  and o ther formalisms —although , a s  I  

hope to  make c le a r ,  any c r it ic is m  of f ic t io n  must b e n e f i t  from th e  

work o f th ese  th e o r is t s — than  in  th e  kind of answ erableness th e  genre 

holds to  th e  so c ie ty  in  which i t  i s  ro o ted , or the  outlook th a t  

g e n e tic a lly  produced i t .  The approach a t  work, th e n , ow es much to  

Lucien Goldmann, Georg Lukaes, Jean-Paul S a r tre , Erich Auerbach, in  

ad d itio n  to  th e  invaluab le  Ian Watt.

To be su re , o ther genres w i l l  be d iscu ssed , such a s  poe try , 

drama, essay ; re fe ren ces  w i l l  be made to  tre n d s  and movements, 

inasmuch as th ey  a re  a l l  necessary  fo r th e  understanding o f the  "world" 

portrayed in  th e  novel. And what i s  t h i s  "world"? I t  i s ,  i t  can be 

s a id , th e  product o f a second g en es is i th a t  o f th e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  

b e l i e f  in  n a tio n a l c h a r a c te r is t ic s ,  when not th e  b e n e f ic ia ry  of 

Enlightenment th e o r ie s  o f p ro g ress. Thus i t  i s  no coincidence i f  the  

l i t e r a tu r e s  o f Quebec and Black America a re  born in  th e  period when, 

h i s to r i c a l ly ,  co lon ies make way fo r n a tio n s , th e  pan-European dream is  

sh attered  by th e  r i s e  o f n a t io n a li ty  which cu lm inates, a cen tury  l a t e r ,  

in  th e  c e le b ra tio n  o f e th n ic i ty  which, fo r th e  most p a r t ,  i s  th e  "world" 

o f th e  novels we a re  to  analyze. Thus we have th e  R ousseau-like fig u re  

of C aliban , born in  in s u la r i ty ,  in  e x i le ,  away from a trad ition -bound  

concept o f " c u ltu re "  and "models."
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C r i t i c a l ly ,  one should not expect th e  kind o f a n a ly s is  long 

ex tan t in  some c i r c le s !  th e  sources and in flu en ces  "received" by the  

non-m etropolitan w r i te r .  However tru e  i t  i s  th a t  such and such Black 

American or French Canadian w r ite r  read and seemed to  have been 

influenced by such and such European w r i te r ,  my purpose i s  to  ignore 

t h i s  kind o f knowledge. R ather, because th e  world o f Marla Chapde- 

la in e ,  say, or th a t  o f Bigger Thomas i s  s p e c if ic ,  and s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t  

fo r d ram atiza tio n  and e v a lu a tio n , I  aim, f i r s t ,  to  id e n tify  and 

d esc rib e  t h i s  world as  c lo se ly  as  p o ss ib le j thus I  th in k  i t  i s  

im perative to  d iscu ss  each l i t e r a tu r e  s e p a ra te ly , in  i t s  organic 

p rog ression , befo re  attem pting  any comparison. Second, th e  conclusions 

reached s ta te  what em p irica lly  must have been eviden t a l l  a longi th e  

echoing and p a ra lle lism  o f th e  two l i t e r a t u r e s .  At t h i s  s ta g e , th e  

comparative method a t  work becomes m an ifest! from the  I n i t i a l  premise 

o f an European "organic w hole," we come to  a re s o lu tio n  w ith  another 

organic whole which i s  th a t  o f "post-European" l i t e r a tu r e  w ith in  

which Black American and French Canadian l i t e r a t u r e 's  rap p o rt i s  

explained •

Richard W right's  concluding in s ig h t— "The Negro, l ik e

everybody e lse  in  America, came o r ig in a lly  from a sim ple, organic
£

way o f l i f e ,  such as I  saw in  French Quebec," — may w ell m otivate the  

d iscu ss io n  th a t  follows* since i t  t r i e s  to  answer what Wright did 

n o ti What i s  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between the  Black American and the  

French Canadian im agination?

x



I  sh o u ld  l i k e  to  thank  P ro fe s s o r  H enri k* Peyre whose w ise 

cou n se l and h e lp fu l  c r i t io i s m  enoouraged me to  go fo rw ard , and gave 

me renewed oonfidenoe in  a  p r o je c t  exposed to  numerous p i t f a l l s *

My debt to  P ro fe s s o r  Peyre i s  y e t  g r e a te r ,  as  i t  i s  ro o te d  in  an 

a b id in g  f a i t h  in  th e  o la s s io a l  id e a l  o f  o b je o t iv i ty ,  c l a r i t y ,  so­

b r i e ty  and u n iv e r s a l i ty  so m a g n if ic e n tly  embodied in  h i s  w r i t in g  and 

teach ing*

1 am in d e b te d  e q u a lly  to  P ro fe s s o rs  C h arles  1* G lick sb e rg , 

G il le s  k a r c o t te  and H aske ll M. Block f o r  t h e i r  c r i t i c a l  e v a lu a tio n  

and ju d ic io u s  oomments* I  am g ra te fu l  to  P ro fe s s o r  G&ioksberg f o r  

p a in s ta k in g ly  weeding o u t s t y l i s t i c  and ty p o g rap h ica l i n f e l i o i t i e s *

To P ro fe s s o r  Blook I  owe p a r t i c u l a r  thanks f o r  b e l ie v in g , a s  head 

o f  the  E xecu tive  Committee i n  Com parative L i t e r a tu r e ,  in  th e  v i a b i l i t y  

o f  my f i e l d  o f  re s e a rc h  and ap p ro v in g , co n seq u en tly , th e  d i s s e r t a t io n  

to p ic*

I  do n o t th in k  th a t  th o se  months which were a  lo n g  jo u rn ey  

w ith  no end to  th e  n ightm are o f  ty p in g  and c o r r e c t in g  to  my w ife , 

U a r ie l le ,  can be m easured w ith  thanks* T his d i s s e r t a t io n  belongs 

to  h e r  and to  o u r son , Hans*

x i



^Robin W, Winks, The Blacks in  Canada, p ,462.
2

Richard W right, White Man. L is ten  I . p .69.

^Winks, pp.414-415•

Marcel T rudel, L*Esclavage au Canada F rangals. e sp e c ia lly  
c h a p ,i ,  iv , and v,

^E verett C, Hughes, American Assembly. The United S ta te s  and 
Canada. p ,22 j see a lso  James B. Eayrs. tb id . .  p .9 l .

^Paul Chamberland, l ’A ffjcheur H urle . p .59.

7The same q u estion  u n d e rlie s  two recen t books, bu t w ith re sp ec t 
to  th e  rap p o rt between Quebec and English Canadian l i t e r a t u r e ,  and 
Quebec and H aitian  l i t e r a t u r e .  See Ronald S utherland , Second Imaget 
Maximilian Laroche, Le M iracle e t  la  Metamorphose.

^W right, p .71.

x ii



TABLE OF CONTESTS

P re fa c e  v

In tro d u c tio n  1

1 . B lack C u ltu re  and th e  Novel 10

2 . Quebeo C u ltu re  and th e  Novel 20

3 . The h y b rid  B lack 38

4 . The H ybrid Quebecer 56

5 . The R ev o lted  Blaok 83

6 . The R evo lted  Quebecer 122

7 . R e lig io n  and th e  B laok 166

8* B lack S e l f - A r t ic u la t io n  181

9 . Quebec S e lf - A r t io u la t io n  220

C onclusion  247

L i s t  o f  Works C ite d  269

V ita  281



1

In tro d u ctio n

Western l i t e r a tu r e  in  the tw en tie th  cen tu ry  has w itnessed the

growth and f r u i t io n  o f a s o e lo -e u ltu ra l phenomenon th a t  arose w ith  the

Renaissance and was s tre sse d  in  the  age o f  Romanticism. The breakdown of

a common re l ig io u s  b e l i e f  and an outlook said  to  be God*s desig n ,

t r a d i t io n a l ly  a r t ic u la te d  in  a u n iv e rsa l language (L a tin ) , Ian Watt t e l l s  
1

u s , brought fo r th  ph ilo so p h ica l concerns about Nature and man, and the  

emergence o f  f ic t io n  rooted in  c lose  a n a ly t ic a l  d e sc r ip tio n s  o f m ilieu  and 

ch a rac te r and preoccupied w ith  the  s ig n ific an ce  o f s o c ie ta l ,  bourgeois 

v a lu e s . This preoccupation w ith man's immediate environment and h is  ro le  

in  i t ,  augmented by th e  t a s t e  fo r fo lk lo re , lo c a l  c o lo r , the  c u l t  o f the

s e l f ,  undoubtedly f in a l iz e d ,  in  the  n ine teen th  cen tu ry , th e  severance o f
2

what once w as, according to  Rene W ellek, the  u n ity  o f European c u ltu re .

The r i s e ,  th e n , o f se lf-co n sc io u s  bourgeois l i t e r a t u r e ,  and th e  

co n tin u a tio n  o f i t s  ra d ic a l  secu lar stance w ith n a tio n a l l i t e r a t u r e ,  le a d , 

i t  would seem, d i r e c t ly  to  th e  in c reasin g  a ff irm a tio n , in  th e  tw en tie th  

cen tu ry , o f so -ca lled  "minor'' l i t e r a tu r e s .  Indeed, one cannot bu t n o tice
3

the  a s s e r t io n ,  since th e  l a s t  World War, o f the  c u ltu re  o f re g io n a l 

c h a r a c te r i s t ic s ,  e th n ic  in te r e s t s ,  or th a t  of newly-independent n a tio n s . 

What i s  the  c r i t i c a l  s tuden t o f l i t e r a tu r e  to  do when faced w ith  a body 

o f l i t e r a t u r e  coming from A frica , the  Caribbean, French Canada and Black 

America? I s  he to  s t r e s s  th e  f i l i a t i o n  o f such w r ite r s  as  Achebe, Ngugi, 

Oyono, Hamidou Kane, Aquin, Roy, Wright and Himes w ith French o r E n g lish / 

American l i t e r a tu r e ?  The p o in t i s  th a t  i f  th ese  w r i te r s  express them­

se lves e i th e r  in  French or in  English th ey  should be c r i t i c a l l y  analyzed 

in  th e  t r a d i t io n  o f th e  given language and th a t  o f th e  "mother" l i t e r a t u r e .
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(T h is, o f co u rse , opens up th e  whole question  o f "what makes th e  nation­

a l i t y  o f l i t e r a tu r e ? "  P o l i t ic a l  statehood? Language? Geographical empla­

cement? As f in e  a l i t e r a r y  mind a s  Rene Wellek had to  confess th a t ,
k

th e o r e t ic a l ly ,  t h i s  i s  a moot p o in t .)  Or should not th e  c r i t i c  take  i t  

as  s e lf -e v id e n t th a t  P ro sp ero 's  g i f t  i s  acknowledged in  th e  very  fa c t  o f 

th e  use of language? R ather than  be labo r a t i r e d  argum ent, th e  c r i t i c  

should perhaps lend an e a r  to  the  s p e c i f ic i t i e s  a r t ic u la te d  by th e  A frican , 

A n tille a n , Black American o r French Canadian w r i te r .  To do so i s  to  acknow­

ledge C aliban’ s own experience o f th e  w orld .

I t  w i l l  be remembered th a t  in  Shakespeare * s p lay , The Tempest, 

th e re  i s  an a l te r c a t io n  between P rospero , th e  Duke o f M ilan, and Caliban, 

th e  "savage and deformed slave" whom th e  Duke has reduced to  se rv itu d e .

The g i s t  o f  i t  i s  P ro sp e ro 's  anger a t  C a lib an 's  p e rs is te n c e  in  foul-mouth- 

edness and in g ra t i tu d e , considering  th e  c iv i l iz e d  v ir tu e s  — o f which the  

power o f  language i s  uppermost— bestowed upon him. C aliban r e p l ie s  w ith 

accu sa tio n s  o f u su rp a tio n , f a ls e  re p re se n ta tio n  and t r i c k e r y  in  P rospero 's  

tak e-over o f an is lan d  r ig h t f u l ly  belonging to  him and h is  m other. To 

cap th in g s  o f f ,  he adds th a t  the  use he has fo r  P ro sp e ro 's  p rized  g i f t ,
5

language, i s  to  curse  him b e t te r  I

A number o f c r i t i c s ,  o b liv io u s  ap p aren tly  to  th e  b re v i ty  o f th i s  

scene in  th e  s tru c tu re  o f  th e  p lay  —and eq u a lly  in d if fe r e n t  to  th e  fa c t 

th a t  even Shakespearian sch o la rs  have a d i f f i c u l t  tim e fathom ing the  

s ig n ific an ce  o f t h i s  bew ildering  Masque-comedy in  r e la t io n  w ith  the  

"periods" o f th e  B ard 's  evo lu tion— have seized upon i t s  r ic h  symbolical 

te x tu re  and seen in  t h i s  co n fro n ta tio n  an alm ost s te p -b y -s te p  summary of 

modern co lo n ia lism . The French sc h o la r , 0 . Mannoni, in  Psychologie de la  

C o lon isa tion , th e  Barbadian n o v e lis t ,  George LAmming, in  The P leasures
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of E x ile , and th e  German A fr ic a n is t ,  Janheinz Jahn , in  Neo-African 

L i te r a tu re , have a l l  seen in  t h i s  a l te r c a t io n  a parable  fo r  our tim es. 

While th e  M artiniquean p o e t, Aime C esa ire , has gone even fu r th e r  in  h is  

Une Temp&tet re -o rd e rin g  Shakespeare 's p lay  in  th e  p o la r is a t io n  o f th e  

Fanonian "wretched o f th e  e a r th ,"

M annonl's in te r p r e ta t io n ,  in  seeming to  condone th e  c o lo n ia l
6

p o lic ie s  o f Europe, has earn ed  him th e  f u l l  w rath o f F ran ts  Fanon.

George L em m ing 's ,articu lated  in  c u l tu r a l  e l i t i s t  te rm s, seems too  open-
7

ended to  Jahn. J a h n 's ,  fo r  th a t  m a tte r , i s  perhaps a sp ecu la tiv e  and 

system atised a ttem pt to  s u i t  h is  th e s i s  o f a H e i s t "  u n ify in g , c u l tu r a l ly ,

peoples of A frican  e x tra c tio n , ir r e s p e c tiv e  o f geographical lo c a tio n  and
8

h i s to r ic a l  co n d itio n in g s . N evertheless, Jahn comes c lo s e s t  to  re sp ec tin g  

Shakespeare's meaning; in  th a t  sense am I  indebted to  h is  in s ig h ts  fo r  

th e  p o in t o f d ep artu re  o f t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n ,

S hakespeare 's The Tempest i s ,  th e n , a Masque, an a r t  form 

s tro n g ly  dependent on symbolism. I t  p re sen ts  f ig u re s  th a t  a re  suggestive , 

evocative  and a l lu s iv e ;  and i t  o ften  r e l i e s  on mythopoeie re fe ren ces  fo r

f u l l  e f f e c t .  I  th in k  th a t  i f  we accept t h i s  to  be t r u e ,  and recognize w ith
9

Browning th a t  th e  power o f  th e  symbolism c a rr ie d  by Prospero and Caliban

overcomes by f a r  th e  meager e x te rn a lized  re la t io n s h ip  between th e  two, i t s10
s l ig h t  su rface im portance in  th e  con tex t o f th e  sp e c ta c le , we may 

explore th e  meaning o f each fig u re  and, w hile re sp ec tin g  th e  e s s e n tia l  

h a lf - to n e s , come out w ith a p p lic a tio n s  ap p ro p ria te  fo r a p resen t c u l tu ra l  

dilemma.

Prospero, a s  th e  name i t s e l f  im p lie s , i s  th e  so p h is tica ted  product 

o f an urban, m e tro p o litan , c u l tu re ,  A man o f th e  R enaissance, of th e  

" re v iv a l o f le a rn in g ,"  h is  c u ltu re  or outlook i s  derived from h is  reading



o f th e  b e s t th a t  has been thought and expressed . (Indeed we le a rn  I t  i s

because he chose to  spend h is  tim e " b e tte r in g  h is  mind" through constan t

read in g , r a th e r  than  tend to  th e  ad m in is tra tiv e  a f f a i r s  o f h is  dukedom,

th a t  h is  more pragm atic b ro th e r succeeded in  d riv in g  him from M ilan, in to  
11

e x i l e . )  C aliban , on th e  o th e r hand, i s  th e  m ysterious, alm ost p re te r ­

n a tu ra l ,  fig u re  a t  ease w ith  a non-verbal sensory world o f fe e lin g s  and 

moods. His only meaning, before  he meets P rospero, i s  to  be p a rt o f 

N a tu re 's  continuum, to  f e e l  r a th e r  than  th in k , to  dream ra th e r  than  t a lk ,  

to  be sensual r a th e r  than  r a t io n a l .  He i s  a d e f in i te  fig u re  o f darkness

to  P rospero 's  l ig h tn e s s  ("A d e v i l ,  a born d e v i l , . . .  t h i s  th in g  o f darkness
12

. . .  whose mother was a w i t c h , . . , "  says P rospero), Both f ig u re s  a re  

a n t i th e t ic  and p ro to ty p ic a l fo r  Shakespeare's d ram atiza tio n  o f i l lu s io n  

and r e a l i t y ,  th e  known and th e  unknown, the  conscious and th e  unconscious; 

a theme, as  i s  w e ll known, th a t  re c u rs  in  h is  e a r ly  and l a t e  comedies and 

obsesses many o f h is  t r a g ic  h e ro es. S ig n if ic a n tly , th e re  a re  echoes o f 

King Lear, Macbeth, Hamlet, not to  mention a l l  th e  Benedicks and M alvolios 

o f th e  comedies, when Prospero r e f l e c t s i  

We a re  such s tu f f
As dreams a re  made on, and our l i t t l e  l i f e  
I s  rounded w ith a s le e p .^3

Indeed, seen in  re fe ren ce  w ith  the  B ard 's  v is io n , th e  Prospero-C aliban

a n t i th e s is  i s ,  u ltim a te ly , th e  d iv is io n  each in d iv id u a l c a r r ie s  w ith in

h im se lf. So th a t  P ro sp ero 's  co n trapun ta l b en ig n ity  v i s - t - v i s  Caliban

(who t r i e d  to  have him k i l le d )  a t  th e  end of th e  p lay  im plies P ro sp ero 's

reco g n itio n  th a t  th e  "poisonous s la v e ,"  son o f th e  d e v il  and o f a w itch ,

i s  r e a l ly  th e  dark  side o f h is  s e l f  denied so long a s  he was m m etropo litan

man, bu t which he has come to  accept during h is  so journ  in  in s u la r  darkness,

through th e  p ra c tic e  of w itc h c ra f t .  Thus th e  prayer u tte re d  in  th e  Epilogue

i s  th a t  o f a rep en tan t C h ris tia n  man f u l ly  aware o f th e  views o f th e
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so c ie ty  he i s  about to  re -e n te r  on th e  su b jec t o f th e  b lack  a r t s  (Prospero

knows very  w e ll th a t  C a lib an 's  m other, Syeorax, was deported to  th e  island
1^

because she d e a lt  in  m agic)i

...m y  ending i s  d e sp a ir ,
Unless I  be re lie v ed  by p ray e r,
Which p ie rc e s  so, th a t  i t  a s s a u lts  
Mercy i t s e l f ,  and f re e s  a l l  f a u l t s .
As you from crim es would pardon'd be,
Let your indulgence se t me f r e e .^5

In  th e  s tru c tu re  o f th e  p la y , though, P ro sp e to 's  experiences in  reg ions

of th e  unknown have furn ished  him w ith  th e  necessary  means to  re g a in  M ilan.

He has gone through an education .

But, i n i t i a l l y ,  in  the  f i r s t  Adt, which i s  the  c ru c ia l  p o in t fo r

our d isc u ss io n , Prospero i s  an i l l-e d u c a te d  man. When we f i r s t  meet him,

stranded on an is la n d , faced w ith c re a tu re s  o f th e  m ysterious, Prospero

must shed l ig h t  or e ls e  he i s  i l l  a t  ease . This need fo r  l ig h t  ex p la in s

h is  la c k  o f scru p les  in  h is  d ea lin g s  w ith A r ie l ,  and h is  s e lf - r ig b te o u s -
16

ness regard ing  C aliban. Any means seen*.to be ap p ro p ria te  fo r  P rospero,

so long  a s  i t  i s  to  re s to re  th e  kind of m ilieu  o r outlook he i s  used to .

The key to  t h i s  r e s to ra t io n  i s  language, books. Yet, C aliban , fo r  a l l

h is  a lleg ed  s tu p id i ty ,  sees through P ro sp ero 's  shallow ness. When he

counsels Stephano and T rineulo  to  make sure befo re  a s s a u lt in g  him " to
17

possess h is  books« fo r w ithout them / H e's bu t a s o t ,"  we have th e

im plied m otive behind h is  su r lin e s s  and abusiveness toward Prospero. He

i s  re v o ltin g  a g a in s t th e  sham, th e  p re te n se s , o f  the  m etropo litan  man's

a lleg ed  su p erio r brand o f experience , and sees mainly d e c e it  ( . . . ,  I  am

su b jec t to  a ty r a n t i  a so rc e re r , th a t  by h is  cunning hath  cheated me o f 
18

th e  i s la n d ." ) .  There i s  an added poignancy to  th i s  r e v o l t  s ince 

Caliban knows he d id  not need P ro sp ero 's  h e lp  to  fe e l  and to  dream, to
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have a humane s e n s itiv e  ra p p o rt w ith h is  m ilieu  and to  b u ild  Images as 

r e f le c to r s  of th ese  f e e l in g s . This i s  made ev iden t in  Act I I I  when, in 

order to  reassu re  Stephano in  the  d a rk , he sayst

Be not a fea rd ; th e  i s l e  id  f u l l  o f n o ise s ,
Sounds, and sweet a i r s ,  th a t  give d e l ig h t ,  and 

h u rt n o t.
Sometimes a thousand tw angling instrum ents
W ill hum about mine e a rs i and sometime*voices,
That, i f  I  then  had waked a f t e r  long s lee p ,
W ill make me sleep  agains and th e n , in  dreaming,
The c louds, methought, would open, and show 

rich e s
Ready to  drop upon me, t h a t ,  when I  waked,
I  c ried  to  dream a g a in .^9

I t  can be argued, however, th a t  t h i s  passage only proves C alib an 's  

indebtedness to  Prospero, fo r  i t  i s  through P ro sp ero 's  g i f t  of language 

Caliban i s  ab le  to  a r t i c u la t e  what was before  non-verbal. Notwithstanding 

th e  fa c t  th a t  Caliban may very  w ell have had a language o f h is  own in  the  

f i r s t  p la ce , incom prehensible to  Prospero, i t  can conversely  be argued t h a t ,  

in  h is  choice of images and sounds, Caliban has subverted th e  m etropo litan  

man's language, subord inating  i t  a s  a medium fo r th e  end expression  of h is  

s e n s i t iv i ty .  Caliban i s  th u s  b i l in g u a l ,  he partakes of two c u ltu re s j  but 

they  a re  in teg ra ted  in to  h is  view o f th e  w orldi

So he c ap tu re s , in  h is  own and P ro sp ero 's  language a c u ltu re  
Prospero did not c re a te  and cannot c o n tro l, which h e , C aliban, has 
recognized as h is  own. But in  the  process the  language i s  transform ed, 
acq u irin g  d if f e r e n t  meanings which Prospero never expected , flaliban 
becomes " b il in g u a l ." 2^

Now, one does not have to  go beyond Shakespearian meaning to  find 

in  th e  Prospero-C aliban se t o f  symbols an ap p ro p ria te  m etaphorical 

ap p lic a tio n  fo r the  dilemma brought about by the  sp rou ting  of a number of 

minor, re g io n a l, n a tio n a l o r e th n ic  l i t e r a t u r e s .  A frican , A n tille a n ,

French Canadian and Black American w rite rs  need not h u rl abuse a t  th e i r  

French or English/American P rosperos, but th ey  do claim  a m etaphorical or
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a c tu a l land o f t h e i r  own, and an experience o f th e  world d if f e r e n t ia t in g  

them from l in g u is t i c  or geographical congeners. As such, they  adopt C ali­

b a n 's  stance  and th e i r  novels o ffe r  th e  s in g u la r view o f a world Prospero 

d id  not make.

What a r e ,  consequently , the  s p e c i f ic i t ie s  o f C alibanie l i te r a tu r e ?

I  should l ik e  to  focus on th e  novels o f Black America and French Canada 

and d iscu ss  th e  themes o rdering  them. While re sp ec tin g  each c u l tu r e 's  

organic p ro g ressio n , I  hope to  dem onstrate th a t  th e  s tages re f le c te d  in  

th e  "open" form o f th e  novel, in  f a c t ,  lead to  a p o ssib le  d e sc r ip tiv e  

th eo ry  embracing a host o f l i t e r a tu r e s  which evolved out o f  a common 

"post-European" g en es is . I  aim to  show, in  conclusion , how emerging in  

th e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry , in  th e  h is to r ic a l  context of Europe's dream of 

aggrandizem ent, post-European l i t e r a tu r e  comes, c r i t i c a l l y ,  as a lo g ic a l  

co n tin u a tio n  in"a  process o f m in ia tu riza tio n  o f th e  concept o f c u ltu re  

th a t  s ta r te d  w ith  th e  l a t e  Renaissance in  Europe.

One suspects t h a t ,  more o ften  than  n o t, th e  d iscu ss io n  w i l l  have

to  do w ith  u n eas in ess , d is c o n te n t. Yet a l l  t h i s  should be in te rp re te d  as

a lo g ic a l  u n ra v e lin g . For, given the  fa c t  th a t  one i s  indebted to  an

O th e r 's  language which, a t  l e a s t  to  a c e r ta in  degree, im plies a c e r ta in
21

outlook , view of th e  world and o f s e l f ,  the  post-European w r i t e r 's  

dominant temper r e f l e c t s  th e  a rch ety p a l Shakespearian predicam ent. I f  

Prospero i s  as  much a p a r t o f Caliban a s  Caliban i s  of Prospero—and 

Prospero, a t  le a s t ,d o e s  not r e a l iz e  t h i s  u n t i l  he has b a tt le d  w ith Caliban— 

th e  same i s  t ru e  o f th e  post-European w r ite r  v i s - l - v i s  th e  European icon .

But he has to  s h a tte r  i t  f i r s t  in  coming to  term s w ith h is  dilemma.

To be su re , th e  s p e c i f ic i t ie s  which preoccupy th e  Black American 

and the  French Canadian w r ite r  stem n e ith e r  from a common p o l i t i c a l  f a te
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nor from a common r a c ia l  or e th n ic  background. Perhaps one could not 

find  a b e t te r  po in t o f d e p a rtu re , th an  th ese  immediate p o la r i t i e s ,  fo r  an 

a n a ly s is  th a t  aims through d iach ro n ic  argum entation to  show how th e  Black 

American and th e  French Canadian w rite rs  nonetheless share a common 

a e s th e tic  program.
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1 . Blaok C u ltu re  and th e  Novel

Black c u ltu re  in  th e  United S ta te s  stems from th e  same grounds

as  th a t  of any group. The product of a communal experience achieved

through an homogeneous h is to r ic a l  t r a d i t io n  upon a d i s t in c t  geographical

m ilie u , i t  i s  a c u ltu re  indigenously  e laborated  and a r t ic u la te d  upon

American ground. The removal from A frica having ap p aren tly  a n n ih ila ted

a l l  l in k s  w ith  th a t  c o n tin e n t, and o b lite ra te d  w hatever h i s to r ic a l  t r i b a l
l i k e

h e rita g e  th e  Blacks had. Black American c u ltu re , Ju s t Euro-American, 

i s  "new."

Throughout th e  course of th e  s lav e ry  p e rio d , from th e  seven­

te en th  to  th e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry , th e  uprooted Blacks slowly constructed  

th e i r  new c u l tu re .  As i s  common w ith a l l  in c ip ie n t ,  emergent n a tio n ­

a l i t i e s ,  when a d iv e r s i ty  o f peoples or t r ib e s  grasp  th e  ex ten t o f th e i r  

c o lle c tiv e  id e n t i ty ,  th e  new c u ltu re  i s  an o ra l one rooted in  fo lk lo re . 

Enslaved on th e  p la n ta tio n s , th e  Blacks e laborated  a music, a rhythm 

expressed in  t h e i r  dances, an o ra l l i t e r a tu r e  in d ic a tiv e  o f t h e i r  p l ig h t .  

There i s  th e  sense of sadness and r e s i l ie n c y  conveyed in  th e  B lues, ye t 

th e re  i s  a kind o f g a ie ty  in  Ahe dances and in  th e  t a l e s ,  f o r ,  through 

d e sp a ir , i s  obtained th e  fo r t i tu d e  and s tren g th  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  E xisten­

t i a l i s t s  b e liev e  to  have d iscovered .

U n til th e  Negro Renaissance in  th e  1920s, in  f a c t ,  the  group exper­

ience produces an e s s e n t ia l ly  n o n - l i te ra ry  fo lk  a r t .  L i te r a r i ly ,  of 

cou rse , th e re  a re  the  "Slave n a r ra t iv e s ,"  s to r ie s  o f  escape from serv itu d e  

by Blacks which feed th e  A b o litio n is t movement. W ithin th e  ranks of 

th a t  movement we f in d , in  th e  years preceding and follow ing the  C iv il War, 

w r i te r s  d ep ic tin g  the  Black co n d itio n . These w r i te r s  were fo r the  main p a r t
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H a r r ie t
White. Thus th e  d id a c tic  f ic t io n  th ey  produced i s  epitom ised in^Beecher

Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin. U nsu rp ris ing ly , th e  f i r s t  known "novel" by a

Black a u th o r, William Wells Brown's C lo te l (1853)» i s  * m ixture o f slave

n a rra tiv e  and A b o litio n is t f a i th .

Evolving out o f th e  North, th e  A b o litio n is t school o f w ritin g

gave impetus to  a Southern re a c tio n  during th e  R econstruction period .
w r i te r s

The P lan ta tio n  w ritin g s  o f sueh^as Jo e l Chandler H a rr is , Thomas Nelson 

Page, Thomas Dixon, a n t i th e t i c a l ly  ce le b ra te  th e  g lory  o f the  "good old 

days" o f th e  s lav ery  period when th e  Whites and th e  Blacks a lle g ed ly  

liv ed  in  harmony, s in c e , as  m aster and s lav e , each knew h is  "p la ce ."

To prove th e i r  po in t, th e se  w r ite rs  oppose to  Uncle Tom th e  l ik e s  of B rer 

Rabbit and Uncle Remus, ty pes c lo se r  to  what th e se  Southerners b e liev e  to  

be the  t r u th  about th e  B lacks, I t  i s  w ith in  th e  framework o f a Romantic 

id e a l iz a t io n  of th e  S ou th 's  way o f l iv in g  th a t  th e  second generation  o f 

Black w r ite r s  appears . Paul Laurence Dunbar, C harles Waddell C hesnutt, 

to  name th e  most im portan t, do not indulge in  o u tr ig h t r a c ia l  expost­

u la t io n s , g lo r ify in g  one so -ca lled  M aster ra c e . But in  o n e 's  p re d ile c tio n  

fo r  d ia le c t  and a p a r t ic u la r  form o f fo lk  humor (Dunbar), and th e  o th e r 's  

fa sc in a tio n  w ith th e  c o u r tly  manners o f the  g en tee l South (C hesnutt), 

th ey  share th e  H arrls-Page-D ixon outlook.

Thus l i t e r a tu r e  abou t, and not so much o f and b£ , Black people was 

born . I t  i s  no co incidence, th e n , i f  upon fig u re s  such as  Uncle Tom,

Brer R abb it, Uncle Remus, various s te reo ty p es  w i l l  r e s t .  How could i t  be 

otherw ise? Since whether we a re  d ea lin g  w ith W ells Brown or Beecher Stowe, 

Jo e l Chandler H arris  or C harles Waddell C hesnutt, we a re  r e a l ly  faced w ith 

a moral dilemma, th e  co n fro n ta tio n  o f a Northern and a Southern American 

e th o s , w ith in  which th e  Black co n d itio n  i s  but a fo o tn o te . Hence, even
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w ith th e  a d d itio n  o f Mark Twain*s Jim , th e  linage o f th e  Black male i s  th a t

of a p a t ie n t ,  good-humored» common-sensical, o b ed ien t, in o ffen s iv e ,
1

sh u fflin g  and h ead -scra tch ing  su bo rd ina te . One i s  undoubtedly led  to  th e  

conclusion th a t  t h i s  re c u rre n t and r e p e t i t iv e  p a tte rn  o f se rv itu d e  makes 

of the  Afro-American a c a s tra te d  man. How th e  conscious and d e lib e ra te  

co rrec tio n  of t h i s  image w i l l  tak e  p la c e , s ta r t in g  w ith Jean Toomer, w i l l  

be d iscussed  l a t e r .  I  should l ik e  now to  take  an overview of standard 

c r i t i c a l  approaches to  Black l i t e r a t u r e ,  the  Black novel and i t s  major 

c r i t i c ,  P ro fesso r Robert Bone, in  p a r t ic u la r ,  in  o rder to  in d ic a te  th e i r  

l im its .

In  th e  face of h is  t r a d i t io n a l  ty p e o a s t ,  Bone p o in ts  out th a t  

the Black man, in  l i f e  and in  l i t e r a t u r e  [[emphasis m l n e j ,  i s  a l te r n a te ly  

a t tra c te d  by the  two p o la r opposites o f  A ssim ilationism  and N ationalism . 

One th e  one hand, he i s  tempted to  accep t w holeheartedly  h is  stereo type  

and wants to  conform to  th e  image th e  White man has o f himj indeed he 

models h im se lf on White s tan d a rd s , and becomes "White" i f  th e  co lo r of 

h is  skin i s  l ig h t  enough (hence the  phenomenon o f " p a s s in g ,  and i f  i t  

i s  not he e x h ib its  the  presumed Caucasian contempt fo r  h is  ra c e . On 

the  o th e r hand, he re b e ls  a g a in s t h is  "im age," knowing i t  i s  not o f h is  

own a r t i c u la t io n .  As th e  Black man d en ies  h is  s te reo ty p e , h is  re lia n c e  

on s e l f  and c o lle c tiv e  id e n t i ty  i s ,  according to  Bone, nothing bu t

"defensive in  c h a ra c te r ,"  and c o n s t i tu te s  an e s s e n t ia l ly  rev e rse  form o f
2

racism . Bone fe e ls  th a t  th e se  two concepts a re  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  th e  under­

standing o f th e  Black Am erican's c u l tu ra l  h is to ry . So much so th a t  they  

fu rn ish  him w ith  a pendulum m o tif fo r h is  chronology of th e  "Negro" 

novel up to  1952.

Four p e rio d s , th e n , would c h a ra c te r is e  th e  evo lu tion  o f th e
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"Negro" noveli

1890-1920, th e  f i r s t  p e rio d ,h as  the  novel d e sc rib in g  the  war 

between A ssim ilationism  and N ationalism , the  m ulatto  m idd le-c lass  versus 

the  b lack  "common fo lk s ,"  In  a d d itio n  to  Chesnutt and Dunbar, w r ite rs  

of th e  period include W,E,B, DuBois, James W, Johnson, and Sutton Griggs,

1920-1930 i s  c h a rac te rised  by the  Negro R enaissance, I t  i s  th e  

era o f  th e  "Jasz  Age," th e  "Roaring Tw enties," a tim e when th e  o v e ra ll 

so c ie ty jjj America and Europe was e n th ra lle d  by an u n in h ib ited  l i f e  s ty le  

and indulged in  w ild d rin k in g  and dancing. In  such a c lim ate  o f l ib e ra te d  

mores and manners, where th e  p rim itiv ism  of AfPican a r t  and th e  dancing 

of Josephine Baker a re  c e le b ra te d , b lackness became th e  symbol o f whatever 

i t  was th a t  made th e  epoch so e x c it in g . The Black man, according to  Bone, 

accepted t h i s  new ste reo ty p e  and a c t iv e ly  c u ltiv a te d  what i t  im plied t 

b lack  c u ltu re  as  having something th a t  th e  White does not have. The 

accen t, acco rd in g ly , f e l l  on c e le b ra tin g  th e  d iffe re n c e s  between the  

Whites and th e  B lacks, In  l i t e r a t u r e  th e  two t r a d i t io n a l  concepts a re  

again  opposed. N ationalism  i s  embodied in  the  "Harlem School" grouping 

w r ite r s  such as Langston Hughes, Claude McKry, Countee C ullen , who were 

a t  th e  fo re f ro n t, A ssim ilation ism , or opposition  to  th e  s tre s s in g  of 

Black c u lt  tire , i s  m aintained by th e  "Old Guard," th e  people, says Bone, 

who in  th e  preceding period t r i e d  to  a s s im ila te , and now fe e l  th a t  in  

affirm ing  h is  " d is t in c tn e s s "  th e  Black man i s  s e t t in g  back th e  movement 

toward in te g ra t io n . DuBois and Brawley f e l t  th a t  "unassim ilab le  elem ents

in  th e  race  should be hidden and no t exposed to  public  view in  sordid
3

no v e ls ,"

1930-19^  i s  th e  period  o f so c ia l  rea lism  in  th e  o v e ra ll 

American l i t e r a t u r e ,  Black l i t e r a t u r e  partook o f th a t  movement. The
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Great Depression has come and l in g e r s  s t i l l j  th e  m igration  from the  r u r a l

to  th e  urban environment has c reated  an urban p r o le ta r i a t .  The novel i s

decided ly  rooted in  th e  c i ty  which, sw elling w ith  th e  ranks o f the
oenterd isco n ten ted , becomes th e  o f tu rm o ils  o f va rio u s  k in d s . The predo­

minance o f Marxism as s o c ia l  d o c tr in e  being not th e  l e a s t  o f th ese  tu rm o ils , 

a s  i t  i s  a rd e n tly  affirm ed by in te l l e c tu a l s  and a r t i s t s .  The Black man, 

o f course th e  h a rd est h i t  by th e  D epression, has more th an  ever grounds 

fo r  p ro te s t .  During th a t  period Nationalism  i s  a rd e n tly  e x p lo ited , 

a lb e i t  w ithout th e  exoticism  of th e  Twentiesj A ssim ilationism  i s  quasi-non- 

e x is te n t ,  The rad ica lism  o f th e  day, geared to  so c ia l is s u e s , t r a n s la te s  

i t s e l f  in  a novel such a s  Richard W righ t's  c la s s ic  N ative Son.

19**0-1952 Bone sees in  two d iv is io n s , i f  not th r e e .  F i r s t ,  

th e re  i s  th e  "Wright School" o f p ro te s t  which i s  b e la te d ly  carry ing  on 

in  th e  s o c ia l - r e a l i s t i c  v e in , and, second, th e  r e v o lt  a g a in s t i t .  Against 

th e  l ik e s  of William Gardner Smith, C hester Himes, Ann F e try  (the  vanguard 

o f the  "Wright School") th re e  kinds o f w r ite r s  a re  going to  re b e l:  a )

those  who w rite  an " e sc a p is t"  kind o f l i t e r a t u r e ,  l ik e  Frank Yerbyj 

b ) those who a re  w ritin g  what Bone c a l l s  " the  a s s im ila t io n is t  novel p ro p e r,"  

which does not deal a t  a l l  w ith race  m a te r ia l:  the  l ik e s  o f W illard M otley,

and the  "reformed" Himes and P e try j c ) f i n a l ly  those  who a re  dealing  w ith  

"Negro" l i f e  b u t who approach "the Negro co n c re te ly  a s  a human b e in g ,"  and 

do not use him in  a " c o n f lic tin g  r a c ia l  p a tte rn " :  th e  l ik e s  o f William

Demby and Ralph E lliso n . With such sy stem a tiea tio n , Bone can then  oppose 

the  N a tio n a lis t (here th e  Wright School) and A ss im ila tio n is t (here Yerby, 

Motley) s t r a in s  he has been pursuing a l l  a long . As th ey  d ia le c t ic a l ly  

e lim ina te  each o th e r, th e re  i s  only  one lo g ic a l  conclusion . That i s  th e  

kind o f novel, Bone say s , E lliso n  w r ite s :  th e  novel o f  " a e s th e tic "
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p u rs u it .  A novel, Bone im p lie s , which does n o t deal w ith  ( r a c ia l )
k

c o n f l i c t s .

I  have dwelled purposely  on Bone's approach and trea tm en t in  

order to  show th e  l im ita t io n s  o f h is to r ic a l  and so c io lo g ica l c r i t e r i a  

when app lied  to  l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic is m . Bone's h is to r ie ism  i s  in te re s t in g  

and v a lu ab le , b u t only a s  f a r  as  i t  goes, 1952. But, g iven  th e  f a c t  

th a t  Bone chose to  interw eave a d i s t i n c t ,  even i f  m ild , so c io lo g ic a l 

viewpoint in  h is  approach th e  r e s u l t  i s  u n sa tis fa c to ry . Can we r e a l ly  

b e liev e  th a t  no tions such a s  A ssim ilationism  and N ationalism , which 

Bone h im se lf adm its s tra d d le  l i f e  and l i t e r a t u r e , have been put to  r e s t  

in  1952 w ith E l l i s o n 's  In v is ib le  Man? Indeed, in  the  s o c ia l  a re n a , th e  

landmark 195b  Supreme Court d ec is io n  had not even taken p la c e , l e t  alone 

the  claim s o f Black Power, Black s tu d ie s , Community C o n tro l, and what 

n o t. Can we b e lie v e , moreover, th a t  what we have since 1952, w ith  th e  

l ik e s  o f  James Baldwin, LeRoi Jones, William Melvin K elley , Paule 

M arshall, i s  th e  novel o f  " a e s th e t ic "  p u rsu it?  I t  i s  p a te n t ly  c le a r  

th a t  th e  re s t in g  o f th e  fu tu re  course o f  the  Black novel in  1952, on an 

author who, however g re a t ,  has s t i l l  w r itte n  only  one novel would smack 

o f p re ten tio u sn ess  when allowance i s  not made fo r  the  v ag a rie s  o f  Ph.D. 

w ritin g .

But Bone i s  bu t th e  more obvious example o f an u n c r i t i c a l ly  

accepted standard . The b e l ie f  expressed in  term s such a s ,  "As th e  race

question  emerges as th e  major is su e  confron ting  American so c ie ty  th e re
5

i s  occurring  a remarkable b u rs t o f  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t iv i ty  among Negroes"

or " . . . t h e  rev o lu tio n  in  Negro a t t i tu d e s  which has produced th i s
6

l i t e r a t u r e , "  or

The occasion and th e  substance o f most Negro w rit in g  in  America
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I s  s t i l l  th e  undeclared race  war in  which a l l  Americans a r e ,  by d e f in i t io n ,  
involved . This w ritin g  o ften  becomes a weapon in  th e  race  w ar, and from 
th e  po in t o f view o f w hite re a d e rs , an enemy weapon,?

i s  u n fo rtu n a te ly  th e  tin e -h o n o re d  t r a d i t io n  (but deadly fo r  Black l i t e r ­

a tu re )  th a t  sees an in e v ita b le  c o rre la tio n  between a r t  and th e  nature  o f 

the  so c ie ty  in  which i t  growsi th e  more elem ents th e re  a re  th a t  a re  

debatable in  th e  natu re  o f such so c ie ty , the  more a t te n t io n  i s  d e flec ted  

toward th e se  is su e s . With th e  r e s u l t  th a t  fo r  Black l i t e r a t u r e  t h i s

so c io lo g ica l s la n tin g  opera tes in  a "k is s -o f-d e a th "  p a t te rn , a s  Ralph
8

E lliso n , fo r  one, a c u te ly  f e l t  and re sen te d . I f  any th ing , I  th in k  

th e  a i r  has been sa tu ra ted  long enough, to  such a p o in t th a t  i t  may be 

p o ssib le  to  a ttem pt an a n a ly s is  of B lack c u ltu re , a s  expressed in  th e  

genre o f th e  novel, by tak in g  a d e l ib e ra te ly  opposite  approach, one th a t  

ignores mundane so c ia l  p o la r i t ie s  b e t t e r  to  explore  th e  deeper realm s o f 

th e  American psyche, i t s  myths and symbols.

R elying on th e  extended metaphor o f Caliban and Prospero fo r  a 

d e sc r ip tiv e  a n a ly s is  o f th e  dominant fe a tu re s  o f  tw enty novels published 

between 1853 and 1969, what do we fin d ?  That th e  p o la r iz a t io n  between 

A ssim ilationism  and N ationalism , fo r  in s ta n ce , i s  bu t th e  expression  of 

th e  divided S e lf  o f  the  American Black man, th e  te n s io n s  o f a hybrid 

p e rso n a lity . There i s  no need fo r  a so c ia l e x p lic a tio n  o f t h i s  fa c t  when 

th e  C aliban-Prospero symbolism i s  so ap p ro p ria te . For what i s  Caliban i f  

not P ro sp e ro 's  son? True, nowhere in  the  p lay  does Shakespeare s ta te  th a t  

Prospero begot C aliban . The d e v il d id  i t .  Yet i f  th e re  i s  t h i s  c e n tra l  

meaning th a t  Sycorax 's dabbling in  th e  b lack  a r t s  made her th e  b rid e  of

L ucifer (a no tion  which a t r a d i t io n  going back to  th e  high Middle Ages
9

would w a rra n t) , i t  follow s th a t  Prospero, in  becoming the  d e v i l 's  

d is c ip le  through h is  own indulgence in  w ite h -c ra f t ,  i s  wedded to  Sycorax.
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He i s ,  th e n , a s  much a s  Lucifei^ a p a te rn a l fig u re  to  C aliban. This i s  

not s tre tc h in g  th in g s  too  f a r ,  considering  th e  h o s t i l i t y  e x is t in g  between 

th e  two when we f i r s t  meet them. I s  i t  ju s t  because o f P ro sp ero 's  

u su rp a tio n , or C a lib an 's  foul-m outhedness? I f  so, how can we exp lain  

t h i s  somewhat b e la ted  h o s t i l i t y ,  fo r  Caliban did t r u s t  Prospero? One 

may re p ly  th a t  t h i s  i s  e x a c tly  the  p o in t j C aliban, a s  he h im self in d ic a te s , 

n a iv e ly  confided in to  Prospero who, consequently , took  over th e  is la n d .

The tro u b lin g  qu estio n  rem ains, though, Prospero d id  not always view 

Caliban a s  an o b jec t o f d is g u s t .  For why go through the  pains o f teach ing  

him language, educate him, in  a manner s im ila r  to  P rospero 's  a t te n tio n s  

toward h is  " le g itim a te '' d augh ter, Miranda? I t  i s  p o ssib le  to  surmise 

th a t  some change o f a t t i t u d e ,  s im ila r  to  th a t  m anifested so e x p l ic i t ly  in  

th e  Epilogue, took  £ la ce . This change would be in  keeping w ith th e  

fundamental d u a l i ty ,  Prospero*s own ambivalence discussed e a r l i e r .  What 

we have in  th e  h o s t i le  co n fro n ta tio n , in  one o f th e  f i r s t  scenes o f  the 

p la y , i s  P ro sp e ro 's  sensing o f  h im se lf, o f h is  s in  in  C aliban, In  the  

d a rk , m ysterious f ig u re , the  m etropo litan  man sees th e  r e s u l t  of h is  

i l le g i t im a te  p ra c tic e  in  the  forb idden a r t s ,  Prospero being what he i s  

e a r ly  in  th e  p la y , a man in fa tu a te d  w ith a  p a r t i a l  view o f h im se lf, such 

an exp lanation  does not seem in v a lid . N either i s  i t  in  th e  l ig h t  o f h is  

pure and ch aste  daugh ter, Miranda, I s  not th e  thought o f p o ssib le  

compounding o f h is  own s in , now through in c e s t ,  behind h is  charge th a t  

Caliban t r i e d  to  seduce Miranda?

I f  Prospero i s  Caliban^s f a th e r ,  and Caliban P rospero 's  son^one 

can in te rp re t  Shakespeare '3 meaning in  q u ite  a d if f e r e n t  l i g h t .  In  a deep 

sense th e  playw right i s  showing th e  in te r re la t io n s h ip  between be in g s, 

through h is  fa v o r ite  fam ily complex. How, no m atter how den ied , re fu sed ,
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condemned, human k insh ip  I s  a s  In a tro u b led  fam ily i fraught w ith 

m isunderstanding but in e lu c ta b le . Have we been led  f a r  a f ie ld  from th e  

American scene?

In  th e  B lack 's  uprootment from A frica , th e  severance of t r i b a l

and fam ily  t i e s ,  In the  o p era tio n  o f s lav e ry  where t h e .p la n ta tio n  owner

Indulged In  a tran sp lan ted  m edieval " d ro i t  de se ig n e u r,"  enjoying sexual

d a llia n c e s  whose ex istence  (and th e  ex is ten ce  o f th e  o ff -sp r in g s )

h« and h is  s o c ie ty 's  outlook a b so lu te ly  denied; In , b r ie f ly ,  the

In creasin g  d ivorce  between th e  conscious and th e  rep ressed  S e lf  we have

underneath the  whole American d ivorce between Black and White a

r e p e t i t io n  o f th e  C aliban-Prospero t r u t h .  Even th e  fa n ta sy - le v e l germane

to  Shakespeare 's sp ec tac le  i s  a p p ro p ria te . The m isunderstanding between
n o v e l i s t s

th e  races  in  America, a s  pointed out in  th e  w ritin g s  o f  such^as E lliso n , 

Jones and K elley , as w i l l  be seen l a t e r ,  i s  steeped in  a never-never 

realm ; i t  i s  even the  r e s u l t  o f a w i l l  to  fa n ta sy  because rooted in  

d e n ia l .

I t  rem ains to  be seen whether th e  American Prospero w i l l  come 

to  a p o in t in  h is  experience w il l in g , l ik e  h is  p ro to ty p e , to  accep t him­

s e l f  f u l ly .  H is i n i t i a l  re a c t io n , n o n e th e less , when confronted w ith  

th e  r e f le c t io n  o f  h im se lf in  th e  f ig u re  o f  darkness, i s  one o f r e c o i l .

At t h i s  ju n c tu re  appears th e  f i r s t  dominant theme in  th e  Black American 

novel. Prom C a lib an 's  view point we a re  o ffered  th e  "o th er"  t r u th  of 

P ro sp ero 's  c u l tu re ,  through th e  Black m an's t r i a l s  w ith  h is  S e lf ,
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^■For the  gen era l baoicground o f  B lack Amerioan o u l tu r e  and 
th e  n o v e l, see  k a rg a re t  J u s t  B u tch er, The Negro in  American C u ltu re . 
p p . 132-148) Addison Gayle, J r ,  "C u ltu ra l Hegemony* The Southern 
W hite W rite r  and American L e t t e r s , "  A m istad. 1-24) R o b ert A. Bone,
The Negro Novel Ama-n-i^( p p . 11*28.

^Bone, p .  5 .

^Bone, p p . 95-9 6 . For o o rro  bo r a t io n  o f  th is  n e g a tiv e  view 
by th e  Blaok b o u rg e o is ie , see  Seymour L . G ross ' "S te reo ty p e  to  Arohe- 
ty p e ,"  in  Images o f  the  Negro in  Amerioan L i t e r a tu r e ,  p p . 14—15*

^Bone, p .  171*

^H erb ert h i l l ,  e d . ,  Angar y i d Beyond, p .  xv) see  a lso  Saun­
d e rs  R edding, "The Negro W rite r  and h i s  R e la tio n sh ip  to  h is  R o o ts ,"  
i n  The Amerioan Negro W rite r  and h i s  R oo ts, p p . 1 -8 .

^Edward h a r g o l ie s ,  N a tiv e  Sons. A C r i t io a l  S tudy o f  T w en tie th - 
C entury Negro Amerioan A uthors, p . 1 3 .

?These a re  th e  opening sen te n c es  o f  a  book o o z in g  w ith  b ia s ,  
David L i t t l e j o h n 's  Blaok on W hite1 A C r i t io a l  Survey a f  W ritin g  by 
Amerioan N egroes, p .  4*

8° I  am r e f e r r in g ,  o f  c o u rse , to  E l l i s o n 's  debate  w ith  I r v in g  
Howe, see  Howe's "B laok Boys and N a tiv e  S ons,"  in  D is se n t, r e p r in te d  
in  h i s  c o l le c t io n  o f  e ssa y s , A World More A t t r a c t iv e !  and "The World 
and th e  J u g ,"  th e  p ro d u c t o f  two s e p a ra te  a r t i o l e s ,  f i r s t  p u b lish e d  
in  The New L eader, r e p r in te d  in  R alph E l l i s o n 's  book o f  e ssa y s ,
Shadow and A ot.

^And even e a r l i e r ,  see  Auguste V ia t te ,  Les Sources O ooultes 
du HomftptiBrne. p .  19*
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2 . Quebec C u ltu re  and the  Kovel

In  1959 Maurice LeNoblet D uplessis d ied , The death of th i s  

p o l i t ic ia n  who had dominated Quebec's p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  fo r th re e  decades 

—close  to  tw enty of which as Prime M in ister— signaled th e  end of an 

e ra . For D uplessis was the sour in carn a tio n  o f a lone-stand ing  

t r a d i t io n :  the  a l l ia n c e  between the  Church and the  S ta te , wherefrom

D uplessis could brae o f  havine bishops ea tin e  in h is  hands. He was a 

bachelor who shunned th e  claim s of th e  f le s h . Molded by h is  ru r a l  

o r ie in s ,  he held in te l l e c tu a l s ,  a r t i s t s  and p la in  educated people in  

u t te r  contempt as he clune to  q u asi-m ystica l b e l ie f s  in  th e  v ir tu e s  o f 

th e  p a s t w hile he conceded the  p resen t of in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  and techno­

logy to  the  American t r u s t s  and co rpora tions which owned the  economy 

o f h is  p rovince. So th a t  when D uplessis died in  Quebec's northern  w ild ­

e rn e ss , w hile v is i t in g  the  in s ta l la t io n s  of th e  Iron  Ore Co, (one of

those combines whose r ig h ts  fo r  e x p lo ita tio n  were obtained fo r a
1

p i t ta n c e ) ,  h is  was th e  iro n ic a l  death of a King, a "Roi N&gre."

Knowing h is  reco rd , in te l le c tu a ls  and a r t i s t s  who had formulated

th e i r  d is s e n t throughout D u p less is ' ru le  in  th e  pages o f Le Devoir and

C ite L ibre did not c ry  "Vive l e  Roi" but thought jo y fu lly  nonetheless
2

th a t  t h e i r  f ig h t  a g a in s t obscurantism  had been rewarded. Now, i t  was

f e l t ,  Quebec would open i t s  windows to  the  w orld. But t h i s  l a t t e r  ta sk

would b e f a l l  a new generation  and th e i r  v is io n  would not be q u ite  the

same as th e i r  l ib e r a l  e ld e r s '.  R adical i t  was.

The new generation  grouped around such l i t t l e  magazines as
3

L ib e rte , P a r ti  P rls  and the  pub lish ing  cooperative Hexagone, informed 

by the rev ised  Marxism o f the  Third World deco lon iza tion  movement and
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i t s  l i t e r a tu r e  o f r e v o l t ,  explained the  D uplessis phenomenon not as a 

cause but a s  an e f fe c t  of a la rg e r  one? what was id e n tif ie d  as the 

h is to r ic a l  French Canadian s ta te  o f d isp o ssess io n  and a l ie n a tio n . 

Insp ired  by th e  coming-to-independence o f former co lon ies (17 African

the s e p a ra t is t  movement, Telescooed in to  the  extreme v io lence  of the  

FLQ t e r r o r i s t s ,  the  post-D up lessis  so c ia l and in te l le c tu a l  effervescence 

culm inates in  the  F a ll 1970 murder o f a Quebec M in iste r , P ie rre  Laporte 

(a man yet who in  the  f i f t i e s  stood as a symbol o f re b e ll io n  against 

D u o lessisf) ,

l i t e r a tu r e  a r i s e s .  The r a d ic a l  so c ia l c r i t i c s  o f P a rti  P r i s , L iberte  

and Hexagone a re  a lso  the  c re a tiv e  w r i te r s  who se lf-c o n sc io u s ly  proclaim  

the  theme o f " le  pays" through th e  im perative o f " la  paro le" of the 

committed ("engage") a r t i s t .  By " le  pays" is  meant the  a c tu a l land to  

be observed, in v e s tig a te d , lu c id ly  (and not mythicized re l ig io u s ly  as 

of yore) in  order to  be ce leb ra ted  and embraced because in  i t s  a lie n a tio n  

and t r a d i t io n ,  p i t i f u ln e s s  and warmth, i t  is  Quebec, the a r t i s t  and the  

people. "La paro le" i s  th e  power o f  the  w r i te r 's  (more o ften  than not 

the p o e t's^  angrT% prophetic  and ly r i c a l  word whose v i t a l i t y  i s  to  

sym bolically l ib e ra te  th e  lan d . This program e n ta i l s  a c a p i ta l  a t t i tu d e  

on th e  p a rt o f the  w r ite r  who must not c rea te  out of in d iv id u a l 

preoccupations or consciousness bu t fo r o th e rs , th e  people, since i t  i s  

believed no preoccupation or problem can be lim ited  to  the  in d iv id u a l. 

R ather, because of the h is to r ic a l  persp ec tiv e  a t  work (M arxist to  be 

su re ), i t  is  believed  the  c o lle c t iv e  experience of the  French Canadian

coun tries in  th e  span one w rite r  exclaim s in

wonder),^ the  p a in fu l consciousness of a so rry  s ta te  gives b ir th  to

Within such a tu rb u le n t con tex t contemporary French Canadian
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explains away the  m alaise and D sychologieal u n res t th a t  have h is to r ic a l ly  

plagued the  w r i te r .  Therefore by opening h im self to  " le  pays,"  by 

committing h im self to  th e  in v e s tig a tio n  and c e le b ra tio n  o f the  lan d , the  

a r t i s t  c re a te s  an a r t  th a t  i s  a e s th e t ic a l ly  and s o c ia l ly  redeeming.

This th re e -p o in t program seems to  echo ano ther one. C esa ire 's  

Cahie r  d ' l -  Itetour au Pays Natal e f fe c t iv e ly  a r t i c u la te s  th e  same th re e  

p o in ts . The "Days" fo r  C esaire i s  a lie n a te d  and d isp o ssessed , th a t  

which the prim ary a c t  of consciousness p re sen ts : " . . .  l e s  A n tille s  qui

ont faim , l e s  A n tille s  grS lees de p e t i t e  v e ro le , l e s  A n til le s  dynamitees 

d 'a lc o o l ,  echouees dans la  boue de c e t te  b a le , dans l a  poussi&re de c e t te  

v i l l e  s in is trem en t echouees." '’ Because th i s  ambient d isp o ssess io n  i s  

the  p o e t 's  (symbolized namely in  the  nowerful P a ris ia n  subway scene:

"Un n&gre comique e t  la id  e t  des femmes derri& re moi r ic a n a ie n t en le  

reg ard an t. . . .  J 'a rb o ra i  un grand so u rire  c o m p lice ... Ma lfichete 

re tro u v ee ,"  * the secondary a c t  o f consciousness re q u ire s  him to  embrace

and recognize ("assum er") i t  i f  he i s  to  find meaning. Hence, "Je
* 7reclame pour ma face la  louange e c la ta n te  du c ra c h a t,"

reco g n itio n  o f o n e 's  a c tu a l s i tu a tio n  the  poet i s  now ab le  to  use " la  

parole*" th e  l ib e ra t in g  power o f the  word, the  paradigm of " le  pays." 

We come tc  th e  th ird  d ia le c t ic a l  stage o f a s s e r t io n , s e l f - a r t ic u la t io n ,  

ly r i c a l  expression  o f th e  new-found in d iv id u a l and c o lle c t iv e  s e l f .

Says C esaire :

As an e x is te n t ia l  repossession  of s e l f  tak es  p lace through the

que je  m 'exige becheur de c e t te  unique race 
que ce que je  veux 
c 'e s t  pour

la  so. -’or l i b r e  en fin  
de produire de son 
la  succulence des fru iu s
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But th e  poet in  o rder to  reach th i s  th ird  stage had of n e ce ss ity  

to  be committed in  h is  ta s k , to  recognize h im self through others} fo r 

w ithout th i s  engagement the  a r t i s t  i s  s t i f l e d  much as th e  t o t a l  in e r t ia  

o f lan d , town, people represen ted  in  the  f i r s t  p a r t  o f Le C ahier. The 

im perative o f commitment occurs in  th e  secondary a c t  o f consciousness 

in  C e sa ire 's  C ahier. as the poet a f fe c t iv e ly  re so lv es  to  re tu rn  hornet

"Ma bouche sera  la  bouche des malheurs qu i n 'o n t po in t de 
bouche, ma vo ix , la  l ib e r t e  de c e lle s  qui s 'a f f a i s s e n t  au eachot du 
d e se sp o ir."

Et venant je  me d i r a i s  £ moi-memet
"Et su rto u t mon corps au ss i b ien  que mon 4me, gardez-vous de 

vous c ro is e r  l e s  b ra s  en 1 'a t t i tu d e  s t e r i l e  du sp e c ta te u r , car la  v ie  
n 'e s t  pas un sp e c ta c le , car une mer *e dou leurs n*est pas un proscenium, 
car un homme qui c r ie  n ’e s t  pas un ours qui d an se ."9

To be su re , o ther p o e ts  ir> the Negritude movement, Jacques 

Roumain, David Dlop, Rene D epestre (not Senghor, q u ite  understandably , 

since h is  i s  a deeply  re l ig io u s  p oe try  o f re c o n c il ia t io n  and harmony 

with the  dead and th e  an ces to rs) echo in  the  s t r id e n t  note of re v o lt  

one fin d s  in  the  p oe try  o f Gaston Miron, Paul Chamberland and Jacques 

B ra u lt.^ 0 But the  programmatic ta sk  a r t f u l l y  d e lin ea ted  by C esaire 

f i r s t  in  1939 (and rev ised  fo r  the f in a l  1956 v e rs io n , probably the 

one read by th e  Quebec poets) i s  the  seminal in fluence  a t  work in  the 

l i t e r a tu r e  o f th e  S ix tie s  in  Quebec, N otw ithstanding th e  in te rn a l 

evidence in  h is  work, we have the  fa c tu a l one o f Chamberland*s homage:

J'accom plis ce que C esaire  ap p elle  un " re to u r  au pays n a ta l" ,  
C 'e s t a lo rs  que s 'inaugure  une etrange mais v i t a l e  conjugalson: c e lle
qui enferme le  je  e t  l e  nous en un seu l mouvement, Le re to u r  au pays 
n a ta l ,  & 1 'homme r e e l ,  au pays r e e l ,  impose deux a t t i tu d e s  rig o u reu se- 
ment l i e e s :  1 - je  me reconnais t e l  que je  s u is ,  t e l  que l a  s i tu a t io n
m'a f a i t ,  . . .  • 2- je  nous reconnais t e l s  que nous sommes. je  prends
ac te  de no tre  v ie ,  de no tre  mis&re, de no tre  malheur . . .  . ^

l i k eMoreover, mueh^ N egritude, th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f Quebec i s  one 
12

of " e x i le ,"  Before the  S ix t ie s ' claim  to  " le  pays,"  a number of 

l i t e r a r y  and c u l tu ra l  movements had t r i e d  to  come to  g r ip s  w ith th i s
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consciousness o f e x i le .  The am b ig u itie s , paradoxes and iro n ie s  th a t 

emerged as a r e s u l t  a re  worth surveying.

In  the  I860, the  "Mouvement L i t te r a i r e  de Quebec’ s" foremost 

p o e t, Octave Cremazie, had bemoaned th e  p lig h t o f w r i te r s  having to  

l iv e  in  a so c ie ty  o f g rocers (" e p ic ie rs " )  and consequently  took h is  

leave  fo r  France where he d ied ,^3 But the  movement's s ta lw a r t , l ’Abbe 

C asgrain , p reva iled  in  assign ing  to  re l ig io n  and a m ystica l concept o f 

th e  la n d , language and fam ily ( a l l  o f which w i l l  be l a t e r  c a lled  the  

"M essianic" mystique) the  mode fo r su rv iv a l the  French Canadian w r ite r  

had to  c e le b ra te , "L’Ecole du T e rro ir"  is  thus given b i r th  and 

dominates the  l i t e r a r y  output up to  th e  second World War, In the  1900s 

i s  founded a coun terpart to  the  Quebec c i ty  movement, "L’Ecole L i t te r a i r e  

de M ontreal," an outgrowth o f the  e a r ly  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  I n s t i tu t  

Canadien, a free - th in k in g  a n t i - c l e r i c a l  group a ttuned  to  th e  h e rita g e  o f 

th e  French Encyelopedistes (and from whose ranks emerge th e  le ad e rs  o f 

the  i l l - f a t e d  1837 P a t r io t s '  r e b e l l i o n ) , ^  Inasmuch as  th e  I n s t i tu t  

was composed o f an e l i t e ,  w ith no r e a l  t i e s  w ith the  peop le , and c e r ta in ly  

fought by th e  dominant c le rg y , i t s  in fluence  was not deep ly  f e l t .  The 

"Ecole L i t te r a i r e  de M ontreal" knows a s im ila r f a te .  One g rea t poet 

emerges from i t s  fo ld  o f "beaux p a r le u rs ,"  Emile N elligan who w ritin g  

out o f a to rtu red  rom antic v is io n  succumbs a t  the  age o f 20 to  the  

dangers o f in sa n ity  contained in  the  imagery and symbolism of h is  most 

famous poem, "Le Vaisseau d 'O r,"  From N elligan on to  St-Denys Garneau, 

Paul Morin, Rene Chopin, A lain Grandbois and Anne Hebert th e re  are  

b a s ic a l ly  two poles in  French Canadian poetry : dark s o l i t a r y  rum inations

and escape from the  l a n d . ^  Garneau and H ebert, f i r s t  co u sin s , and 

descendants o f co lo n ia l " se ig n eu rs ,"  extend N elligan*s p a in fu l v is io n
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and r e t r e a t  in  a closed p r iv a te  world where the  joys and innocence of 

l o s t  childhood a re  con trasted  w ith an anguishing p re sen t, Garneau ends 

up in  more or le s s  k i l l in g  him self? Hebert seems to  have reso lved  her 

a n x ie t ie s  by claim ing the  "pays" and " la  paro le" (one o f the  f i r s t  

Quebec p o e ts  to  do so) but l ik e  Grandbois, K orin, Chopin and o ther 

poets th e  r e a l  so lu tio n  fo r h er l i e s  in  departing  from the  land of 

e x ile  and re tu rn in g  to  France,

From the  l a t e  T h ir t ie s  to  the  e a r ly  F i f t ie s  a movement grouping 

fo r the  f i r s t  tim e n o v e lis ts  and e s s a y is ts  i s  o rganised: La RelSve

named a f t e r  a review  and i t s  successo r, La Nouvelle Rel&ve, both put

out by Roger Charbonneau, Jean Le Moyne, Robert E lie , Whatever were 

th e  preoccupations o f th a t  group (with which St-Denys Garneau 

co llabo ra ted  and from whose ranks a re  to  be found h is  most arden t 

adm irers , e .g . Jean Le Moyne), th ey  r e a l ly  had nothing to  do with 

Quebec, T heirs were attuned to  th e  C h ris tian  philosophy of Emmanuel

Mounier (whose review  E sp rit was th e  b ib le  to  the  group), Jacques

M arita in , which emphasized the supremacy of in d iv id u a l e th ic  and the  

c u l t  of th e  person , ob liv ious of course to  the  la rg e r  issu es  o f th e  

t r i b e .  U nsu rp ris ing ly , t h i s  movement's in fluence w i l l  only extend to  

i t s  lim ited  grout) o f members. Living a t  a time when the  land was 

bankrupted by the  l ik e s  of D uplessis and an omnipotent J a n se n is tic  

c le rg y  (In  195^ th e  movie Luther was banned from show'ocr in  M ontreal; 

in  1959 an in terv iew  with Jean-Paul S a rtre  and Simone de Beauvoir was 

not shown on the  s ta te  te le v is io n  network, Radio-Canada, because o f 

C ardinal L eger's  d isap p ro v a l, e t c ) ,  th ese  in te l le c tu a ls  were m edita ting  

about th e  s p i r i tu a l  wealth o f the  in d iv id u a l so u l.

Yet a t  l e a s t  one known s ig n if ic a n t  pre-1960 a r t i s t i c  movement
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t r i e d  to  confront the  ac tua l c u ltu ra l  s itu a tio n  of Quebec so c ie ty : the

"vouvement f’es Autom atIstes" comprised mainly of p a in te rs  and scu lo to rs  

such as  J .P . R io p e lle , J .P . Mousseau, M, Ferron led  by Paul-Emile Borduas. 

This movement Is  famous fo r i t s  19 -̂P M anifesto, "Refus G lobal"; a piece 

of w ritin g  which a t  the  time amounted to  the  p r in c ip a l s ig n a to r ie s ' 

d ism issa l from th e i r  p o s itio n s  a t  the Ecole des Beaux-^rts in  M ontreal, 

and l i t t l e  e ls e .  But, in r e tro s p e c t ,  the  Refus seems to  foreshadow 

a t  tim es contemporary rad ica lism . A ttacking the  t r a d i t io n a l  sh ibbole ths 

o f fe a r  of the  English-speakiny w orld, o f modern technology, avan t- 

yardism whether in the  a r t s  or in  id eo lo g ie s , what were f e l t  to  be a 

reg re ss iv e  view of man and so c ie ty  due to  extreme c le r ic a l iz a t io n  

( " P e ti t  peuple se rre  de pr&s aux soutanes re s te e s  le s  seu les  d e p o s ita ire s  

de la  f o i ,  du sav o ir , de la  v e r i te  e t de la  r ic h e sse  n a tio n a le , Tenu & 

1 'e c a r t  de l 'e v o lu tio n  u n iv e rse lle  de la  pensee, , t he  m anifesto 

went on to  c a l l  fo r :

Rompre d efin itivem en t avec to u te s  le s  habitudes de la  s o c ie te , 
se d e so lid a r is e r  de son e s p r i t  u t i l i t a i r e .  Refus d 'e t r e  sciemment au- 
dessus de nos p o s s ib i l i te s  psychiques e t  physiques. Refus de ferm er le s  
yeux sur le s  v ic e s , le s  duperies p e rp e trees  sous le  couvert du sav o ir , 
du serv ice  rendu, de la  reconnaissance due. . . .  Refus de se t a i r e  . . .
. . .  Refus de to " te  INTENTION, arme n e faste  de la  RAISON, . . .

PLACE A LA MAGIEI PUCE AUX MYSTERES OBJECTIFS!*?

And i t  i s  a t  th i s  le v e l  of a ff irm a tio n , p a r t ic u la r ly  the  l a s t  sen tence, 

th a t  th e  A utom atistes show th e i r  tru e  c o lo rs , or th e i r  l im ita t io n s .

A fter a courageous denunciation  o f th e i r  s o c ie ty 's  i l l s ,  th e  only 

a l te rn a t iv e  proposed i s  th a t  o f Surrealism , (Indeed "Automatisme" fo r 

th e  one poet o f th e  group, Cltudt Gauvreau, means l i t e r a l l y  the  

experience in  poetic  form and unmediated spontaneous v e rb a liz a tio n  led 

by Besnos, Breton and o thers  in  th e  Twenties and T h ir t ie s  in  France.) 

F u rth er, th e re  i s  a contempt fo r Reason, and one suspects the  m ate ria l
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order which is  not th a t  f a r  from the  one h i s to r ic a l ly  borne by the  Church. 

Magic whether i t  i s  the  Roman Church's or B re to n 's , s p e c if ic a l ly  with 

re sp ec t to  French Canadian so c ie ty , IS s t i l l  an o p ia te . So, th e n , the 

one pre-19^0 l i t e r a r y  and a r t i s t i c  movement th a t  c o rre c tly  diagnosed 

th e  problems of French Canadian so c ie ty  petered out on the  a l t a r  of ano ther 

form of cu ltism  in stead  of a r t ic u la t in g  an a e s th e tic  re le v an t to  the 

so c ie ty . Borduas died in  P a ris  in  19^0, a heart-b roken  man in  e x ile .

The most renowned o f th e  o r ig in a l s ig n a to r ie s , Jean-Paul R io p e lle , has 

been l iv in g  in France fo r a number o f decades and r a r e ly  comes ba^k 

to  h is  n a tiv e  lan d .

I f  th i s  in tro d u c to ry  overview serves a purpose, i t  i s  to  point 

out how indeed th e  fa c t  o f e x ile  —as a pervasive sense o f s p i r i tu a l  

m alaise— i s  a dominant experience ag a in s t which French Canadian 

cu ltu re  and l i t e r a tu r e  have to  be te s te d . Hence the  n e ce ss ity  to  s t a r t  

w ith the  h i s to r ic a l  cause o f t h i s  s i tu a tio n ;  second, to  analyze the 

consequent c u ltu ra l  co n d itio n in g ; b e fo re , th i r d ,  observing i t s  r e f le c t io n  

in  the  novel; and, l a s t l y ,  resuming th e  general th e o re tic a l  d iscu ssio n  

regard ing  the  s ig n ific a n ce  o f C alibanic c u ltu re .

The b asic  h is to r ic a l  traumatism in  the  French C anadian's expe­

rien ce  in  North America i s  th a t  o f the  te rm in a tio n , in  l?6 o , o f French 

ru le  in  a country th a t  had been named "New France," Two re s u lta n t  

a t t i tu d e s  a re  u su a lly  assigned to  th i s  te rm in a tio n : one is  th a t  the

French Canadian fe e ls  he was d e fea ted , and th a t  he is  p a rt o f a "conquered 

people"; and the  second i s  th a t  French Canada was abandoned by i t s  mother- 

country , France, As Mason Wade, the  foremost American a u th o r ity  on Quebec 

h is to ry ,  says:

An im portant p a r t  o f the  French Canadian's sp ec ia l outlook a r is e s  
from h is  consciousness o f belonging to  a conquered, or a t  le a s t  a
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m inority ,peop le . He may deny t h i s ,  and i s  sure to  p ro te s t  th a t  h is  
an ces to rs  were abandoned by the  French r a th e r  than conquered by the  English , 
whenever some a rro g an t "Anglo-Saxon" p re faces  a d e n ia l of French-Canadian 
claim s w ith*"A fter a l l ,  we conquered you." But the  s ta te  of mind, 
conscious or unconscious, i s  s t i l l  th e re , fo r  the French Canadian is  
en c irc led  by an E nglish-speaking world which clashes w ith h is  own in 
many re sp e c ts , and he is  c o n s ta n tly  reminded th a t  i t  was not ever th u s .l^

Although Edmund Wilson emphasizes the  f i r s t  o f the  twos "French

Canada has never got over th e  b a t t l e  o f th e  P lains o f Abraham — in which,
19one French Canadian said to  me, "we a re  to ld  th a t  we were d e fe a te d " --  

a t  any r a te  th ese  two a t t i tu d e s  a re  ingrained  in  the  French Canadian 

ch arac te r and m otivate th e  subsequent M essianic ethos the  French 

Canadian f e l t  he had to  proclaim  in  order to  survive on a co n tin en t where 

he was now l e f t  to  h im se lf. From 1?60 u n t i l  w ell in to  the  tw en tie th  

cen tu ry , the  French Canadians tu rn  upon them selves and l iv e  an enclosed 

and sheltered  kind of l i f e ,  n ece ss ita ted  by the  fe e lin g  th a t  th e  over­

a l l  environment ou tside  o f Quebec i s  h o s t i l e .  The la n d , the  fam ily , 

r e l ig io n ,  language, a l l  " t r a d i t io n a l  va lues" l e f t  by the  Ancien 

Regime experience a re  clung to  as d e fen ses. They become so entrenched 

as to  c o n s ti tu te  a p a r t ic u la r  ethos whereby the  defensive 

th e  post-conquest cu ltu re  i s  proclaimed as  th e  necessary  asce tic ism  fo r 

th e se  the  "chosen people" who were by d in t  o f the example o f th e i r  

s p i r i tu a l  su p e r io r ity  to  serve as a beacon in  the  Anglo-Saxon m a te r ia l is t  

w ilderness of North America. L*Abbe C asgrain , one o f the  f i r s t  c le r ic a l  

ce leb ran ts  of th e  M essianic m ystique, w r i te s t

Quelle a c tio n  la  Providence nous r e s e r v e - t - e l le  en Amerique?
Quel rS le  nous a p p e l le - t - e l le  & y exercer?  R epresentants de l a  race  
la t in e  en face de l*elem ent anglo-saxon, dont l 'ex p an s io n  excessiv e , 
I ’ influence anormales dolvent e tr e  b a lanceees, de meme qu 'en  Europe, 
pour le  progr&s de la  c iv i l i s a t io n ,  no tre  m ission e t  c e l le  des so c ie te s  
de meme o rig ine  que nous, eparses sur ce co n tin en t, e s t  d*y m ettre  un 
contrepoids en re u n issa n t nos fo rc e s , d*opposer au p o s itiv ism s anglo_ 
am erieain , £ ses in s t in c ts  m a te r ia l is te s ,  £ son egolsme g ro s s ie r ,  le s
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tendances le s  p lus e lev ees, qui sont I 'apanage  des races  l a t in e s ,  une 
su p e r io r ity  in co n tes tee  dans I ’ordre moral e t  dans l e  domaine He la  
pensee.

To l 'a b b e  Groulx, a studen t of Gobineau, Le Bon, and o ther r a c i a l i s t  

th in k e rs  o f the  la te  n ine teen th  cen tury  and, perhaps, the most in f lu e n t ia l  

h is to rio g rap h e r o f French Canada u n t i l  h is  death in  196R, t h i s  mystique 

is  " la  r a c e ." 21

Skeoties who had b en efited  otherw ise from th e i r  s tu d ie s  abroad 

took a d if f e r e n t  view of t h i s  l i f e - s t y l e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  s in ce , as e a r ly  

a s  World-War I ,  h eresy  was on the  r i s e  in  th e  face o f the  W »-productivity 

o f farm l i f e  and the  urban c a l l  o f new va lu es , Michel B runet, the 

h is to r ia n ,  sees " le  messianisme" a s : "Un faux s p ir i tu a l is m e ,, .

^onfondit nauvrete e t  e s p r i t  de pauv re te , renoncement v o lo n ta ire  e t 

p riv a tio n s  imposees par le s  c irco n stan ces , Au l ie u  d 'apprendre  a 

dominer le s  b iens m a te rie ls  a f in  de le s  m ettre  au serv ice  d ’un id e a l ,  

la  jeunesse reg u t I ’ordre de m epriser la  r ic h e s s e ,"  ' Yore denun­

c ia to ry , P ie rre  E l l i o t t  Trudeau considers th a t  ethos to  be a misan­

th ro p ic  "system of defense" b u i l t  as a r e s u l t  of fea r to  p ro te c t and 

comfort a people, who, a f te r  1760, could not or would not face up to  

the  secu lar order now id e n tif ie d  w ith fo re ig n e rs  o f a d if f e r e n t  

language and re l ig io n :

Pour un oeuple vaineu , occupe, d e ca p ite , evince du domaine 
commercial, re fo u le  hors des v i l l e s ,  re d u it  peu & peu en m in o rite , e t  
diminue en in fluence  dans un pays qu’ i l  a v a it  pourtan t decouvert, 
explore e t  co lo n ise , i l  n * e x is ta it  pas p lu s ie u rs  a t t i tu d e s  d ’e s p r i t  qui 
pussent lu i  perm ettre  de p reserv er ce par quoi i l  e t a i t  lui-meme, Ce 
peuple se crea un syst&me de s e c u r i te ,  mais qui en s ’hypertroph ian t 
lu i  f i t  a tta c h e r  un p r ix  p a rfo is  demesure & to u t ce qui l e  d is t in g u a i t  
d ’a u t r u i ,  e t  eonsiderer avec h o s t i l i t e  to u t changement ( fu t-c e  un 
progr&s) qui lu i  e t a i t  propose de l ’e x te r ie u r .2 3

How, th en , has such a trauma a ffec ted  l i t e r a t u r e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  

the genre o f the  novel? Mr, Jean-C harles Falardeau, a so c io lo g ica l
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c r i t i c ,  considers th a t  French Canadian n o v e lis ts !  "Consciemment ou in - 

consciemment . . .  sont des re d re sseu rs  de t o r t s .  S oit q u 'i l s  accep ten t 

ou q u 'i l s  r e je t t e n t  le u r  so c le te , s o i t  q u 'i l s  la  condamnent ou q u 'i l s  

am bitionnent de l a  tran sfo rm er, i l s  expriment £ son su je t un voeu 

g l o b a l , " ^  This redress  o f wrongs takes place in th re e  s tag es . The 

f irs th a n d  most in co n seq u en tia l, would so from i 860 to  1980, the  period 

o f "the h is to r ic a l  n o v e l,"  which follow s in  th e  wake of the  impetus 

slven to  the  budding French Canadian l i t e r a tu r e  by the  pu b lica tio n  

o f Francois-X avier Garneau*s H is to ire  du Canada. The d is c ip le s  of 

Garneau, grouped around the  poet Octave Cremazie and l 'a b b e  Casgrain 

in  the  "Mouvement L i t t e r a i r e  de Quebec," saw in  th a t  H is to ire  a 

re s e rv o ir  for p ro te s t  (the  H is to ire  i t s e l f  was i n i t i a l l y  conceived 

as  a p ro te s t  ag a in s t Lord Durham's a s s e r tio n  in  h is  famous Report th a t  

th e  Prench Canadians had no h is to ry )  from which th ey  would draw themes 

and a t t i tu d e s  e s s e n t ia l  to  th e  indigenous l i t e r a t u r e .  T hereafter the  

l ik e s  o f  Joseph Marmette, FM lippe Aubert de Gaspe, even Robert de 

Roquebrune (who ch ro n o lo g ica lly  i s  not of th a t  period but w rite s  in  

th a t  genre in th e  1920s) wrote h i s to r ic a l  n o v e ls, where in  fa c t  they  

re-w ro te  h is to ry , emphasizing and aggrandizing noble e x p lo its  of th e  

co lo n ia l period w hile g e n e ra lly  om itting  the  unhappy events lead ing  to  

th e  Conquest.

G ille s  M arcotte has pointed out the  ty p ic a l  ploy o f the  genre.

In  de B oucherv ille ' s Une de perdue, deux de trouveees (1864) and Aubert 

de G aspe's Les Anciens Canadlens (1864), the  in d ig n it ie s  of the  Conquest 

a re  m elodram atically  avenged by a French Canadian g i r l  who re fu ses  to  

marry an "Anglo-Saxon" on the  grounds, as G aspe's heroine p o in ts  o u t, 

th a t  the  blood which was shed f ig h tin g  the  man's com patriots cannot be
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v io la ted  by contracting ' m arriage w ith the  "o p p re sso r,” l e s t  everything 

be in  v a i n l ^

The second stage  goes from 1900 to  19**0 and may be e n ti t le d  

"the Rise and F a ll o f the  M essianic M ystique." I t  i s  th a t  o f the 

a ffirm a tio n  of a ru ra l-b ased  way o f l i f e  conveyed in  the  "romans du 

te r r o i r "  o f  Louis Hemon, Felix-A ntoine Savard, Harry Bernard, Claude- 

Henri Grignon, Damase Potvin and, in  i t s  f in a l  th r u s t ,  Ringuet*s 

Trente A rpents. The th ird  stage,from  19**0 to  p resen t day, may be 

e n ti t le d  "the  process o f j ie f j - a r ^ fc u la t io n "  re s u lt in g  from th e  s h if t  

in  values occasioned by th e  modern u rb a n - in d u s tr ia l environment.

These d iv is io n s  follow  c lo se ly  enough those  enunciated by a 

v a r ie ty  o f c r i t i c s ,  Marcel Rioux, a U n iversity  o f M ontreal s o c io lo g is t, 

sees the  f i r s t  s tage from th e  beginnings to  1935 and c a l l s  i t  " ideo lo­

g ies  de survivance na tio n a le"?  the  second, from 1935 to  1950, " r e je t  des 

prem ieres id e o lo g ie s , te n ta t iv e s  d * o b je c tiv a tio n " ; and th e  th i r d ,  from 

1950 to  our day, " id eo lo g ies  de c o n te s ta tio n  e t  recherches d * id e n tite ,"  

The tro u b le  with such a p a t te rn , one su sp ec ts , is  th a t  M, Rioux sees the 

l i t e r a r y  development from a so c io lo g ica lly -b ia sed  stan d p o in t. Thus he 

l im its  th e  l a t t e r  q u est f a r  too a r b i t r a r i l y ,  and e longates th e  f i r s t  one 

perhaps unduly,

J ,S .  Tassie i s  somewhat more p e r tin e n t when he a l l i e s  the 

l i t e r a r y  development o f th e  French Canadian people w ith t h e i r  h is to r ic a l  

ev o lu tio n . He sees th e  f i r s t  stage a s  " la  periode co lo n ia le  qui se 

term ine par la  conquete a n g la ise ,"  where th e re  i s  no indigenous l i t e r a tu r e  

to  speak o f ,  except the  l a t e r  w ritin g s  o f the  " h is to r ic a l"  school 

r e f le c t in g  th a t  p e rio d . The second stage is  th a t  o f " la  periode de 

s ta b i l i s a t io n  dans une so c ie te  homog&ne," id e n tif ie d  in  l i t e r a tu r e  with
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th e  "Eeole du t e r r o i r , "  The l a s t  stage  i s  th a t  o f " la  periode moderne
27de tra n sfo rm a tio n ,"  id e n tif ie d  w ith " le  roman c i ta d in ."  What is  

lack in g  here i s  a ch rono log ical d iv is io n . One has to  in te rp re t ,  ra th e r  

than  read e x p l ic i t ly ,  th a t  th e  second period goes from 1?60 or th e re ­

abouts to  the  1920s, And th e  l a t t e r  from the  1920s to  p resen t day,

Gerard Tougas, judging from th e  d iv is io n s  o f h is  H is to ire  de la

L l t te r a tu r e  C anadienne-Francaise, sees four s tag e s : "L 'ige  de Garneau
"v»rs l a  crtfai Sion"d'une tr a d it io n  l i t t e r a i r e  ( l8 6 5 - l8 9 9 )Mj 

(lR45_lS65)"?y» "L'Epoque Moderne (-1900-1939)"? and "L'Epoque Contempo-
28ra in e  (1939- ) . "  Since Tougas i s  not p rim arily  concerned w ith

th e  evo lu tion  o f the  novel (bu t w ith th a t  o f French Canadian l i t e r a tu r e  

as a whole) one should not tak e  him to  ta sk  fo r such a d iv is io n . Were 

we to  do so , one could ask why the  second d iv is io n ?  I t  con tains only 

one n o v e lis t :  Laure Conan,

G ille s  M arcotte, on th e  o ther hand, e s ta b lis h e s  th ree  s tages in  

th e  evo lu tion  o f th e  novel. The f i r s t ,  from th e  beginnings to  1920, 

he reviews very f a s t ,  unable to  see any v a l id i ty  to  the  novel o f th a t  

period (the novel i s  "un en fan t malvenu"). The second, from 1920 to  

1938, " le  roman se rapproche decisivem ent de l a  r e a l i t e . "  He sees in  

th a t  period a "p e rso n a liz a tio n "  process where as  th e  novel i s  rooted in  

th e  concrete  Quebec environment i t  f in d s  i t s  r e a l  beginnings. The 

t h i r d ,  from 1933 to  p resen t day, is  ch arac te rized  by "1*o b serv a tio n ,"

He sees in  th a t  period a l i t e r a r y  "revolu tion*brought about by Lemelin,

R inguet, Roy, who c l in ic a l ly  observe and d esc rib e  the  people, th e  m ilie u ,
29th e  man, p a r t ic u la r  to  Quebec,

In  th e  d iv is io n s  o f th e se  c r i t i c s  we find  th e  common cleavage o f 

th e  ru ra l  and th e  urban scene. The former propounds the  t r a d i t io n a l  

va lues asso c ia ted  w ith the  la n d , r e l ig io n , and fam ily . The l a t t e r ,  the
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urban scene, i s  a r e je c t io n  o f the  M essianic mystique brought about by 

the  break-up o f the  ru r a l  o rd e r. This break-up begins in  the  Twenties 

a 'f te r the  F i r s t  World War, tak es  momentum a f te r  th e  Second, and comes 

to  f u l l  emergence in  th e  l a t e  F i f t ie s  and continues to  t h i s  day. As 

the in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  process takes p la ce , th e  m igration  to  the  c i t i e s  

a c c e le ra te s , so th a t  by the  e a r ly  l ^ O s ,  during the  War years (which 

more than  anything e lse  undermined th e  "Old Order" as th e  war in d u s tr ie s  

drew most of th e  people to  urban c e n te rs ) , w ith the  emergence of 

n o v e lis ts  such as Lemelin, Roy, Gu&vremont, one can no longer s i tu a te  

the French Canadian "angst" in  a buco lic  se t-u p .

This fundamental cleavage between the  ru r a l  and the  urban 

scene w ill  c o n s ti tu te  the  two e s s e n t ia l  ooles in  our a n a ly s is  o f th is  

o ther C alibanic l i t e r a tu r e .
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^-For a view o f D u p lessis , the  man and th e  p o p u lis t ,  demagogic 
p o l i t i c ia n ,  see P ie rre  L ap o rte 's  Le Vrai Visage de D uplessis t fo r a 
cau s tic  courageous denunciation o f th e  quagmire in  which h is  a l l ia n c e  
w ith the  Church kept pub lic  education and in te l le c tu a l  l i f e  fo r decades, 
by a C h ris tian  B rother who w il l  then be ex iled  in  Europe by h is  su p e r io rs , 
see Jean-Paul D esbiens' Les Insolences du Fr&re U n te l: fo r  the s to ry
of D uplessis* co llu s io n  w ith the  re a c tio n a ry  segment of th e  Church, in  
p a r t ic u la r  h is  su ccessfu l engineering o f the  Archbishop o f M ontreal's  
re s ig n a tio n , in  th e  e a r ly  F i f t i e s ,  because Mgr Charbonneau had dared 
to  defend the  r ig h ts  o f asbestos mine workers in  th e i r  19^9 epoch-making 
s t r ik e ,  see Renaude L apo in te 's  L 'H ls to lre  B oulerversante ^e Mgr Charbon­
neau p a r t ic u la r ly  pp .11-DU, 60-70; f in a l ly ,  fo r an a n a ly s is  o f the  
in te l le c tu a l  and economic im p lic a tio n s , not to  say the  s o c ia l ,  o f th a t  
I 9/19 s t r ik e ,  when D u p less is ' d ec is io n  to  use th e  Quebec S ta te  Police 
(the  infamous "Police  P rov incia le") as h is  personal "Tontons Macoutes" 
or goon squad to  break up the  s t r ik e  forced a number o f in te l le c tu a ls  
and public  fig u res  to  take sides and to  a c t iv e ly  m anifest an a n t i -  
D uplessis commitment, see P ie rre  E l l io t t  T rudeau 's La Gr&ve de l'A m lan te . 
p a r t ic u la r ly  TruJ e au 's  chapter dealing  w ith th e  s o c io - in te l le c tu a l  
im p lic a tio n s , "La Province de Quebec au Moment de la  G reve," pp.D-90,

Le Devoir is  a small c irc u la t io n  bu t very in f lu e n t ia l  d a ily  
newspaper founded around 1910 by Henri B ourassa, a f ie ry  n a t io n a l is t  
p o l i t ic ia n .  From i t s  beginnings as more or le s s  an organ fo r  a c e r ta in  
h is to r ic a l  school of p o l i t ic ia n s ,  i t  has over th e  y ea rs , and p a r t ic u la r ly  
under nu p le s s is ,  stood a '  th e  conscience o f the  l ib e r a l  in te l l e c tu a l  
community in  Quebec, P ie rre  L aporte, th e  a ssass in a ted  M in iste r o f Labor, 
befo re  going in to  p o l i t i c s ,  served as i t s  Quebec C ity and pariiam entary  
correspondent fo r a number o f y ears . Indeed h is  aforementioned book 
(spp nrewicns DnM-pote) r e la te s  how D u p less is , in  the m id -F if t ie s , 
unable to  contain  h is  anger a t  Le Devoir and i t s  co rresponden t's  damaging 
re p o r ts  on h is  feudalism , had Laporte banned from h is  p resence; see 
the  chapter "Maurice D uplessis e t  le s  J o u rn a l is te s ,"  p p .l? 5 - l ',^» C ite 
Libre wgc a monthly in te l le c tu a l  review founded by P ie rre  E l l io t t  Trudeau, 
Jacques H ebert, P ie rre  Dansereau and o th e r committed law yers, d o c to rs , 
p ro fesso rs  e t  a l ,  in  1950- to  m aintain an o u t le t  fo r th e  f ig h t ag a in s t 
R ub lessis  d ram atica lly  spurred by the  Asbestos (an E astern  Townships' 
town named a f te r  the  main n a tu ra l resource  o f th e  reg ion) s t r ik e .  One 
cannot emphasize enough how Le Devoir and C ite  L ibre by being  the only 
voices fo r the an ti-D u p less is  fo rces during  the  years o f  " la  grande peur" 
(see D esbiens' book, pp .66 -6?), when everyone e lse  trem bled under the  yoke 
o f "Le Cheuf," deserved th e i r  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  as symbols o f  re s is ta n c e  
which could r ig h t ly  claim v ic to ry  when D uplessis died and a so rry  era 
disappeared along w ith him. C ite  L ib re , in  th e  post-D up lessis  e ra , having 
lo s t  i t s  "ra ison  d 'e t r e , "  found a new one in  focusing a g a in s t the  r i s e  
o f separatism . This new avocation i s  i l lu s t r a t e d  by such d0om-sounding 
a r t i c l e s  as Trudeau's "La Nouvelle Trahison des C le rcs ,"  o r "Les Sepa- 
r a t i s t e s ;  ^es C ontre-R evolu tionnaires,"  The a tta c k  i s ,  o f  course, 
d irec ted  ag a in s t a younger in te l le c tu a l  generation  and i t s  o u t le t s ,
L ib e r te . P a r ti  P r ls , A fter p ro trac ted  in te rn e c in e  f ig h ts  (P ie rre  
V alli& res fthe  would-be Fanon of Quebec i f  we a re  to  b e lie v e  some reviews 
o f  h is  autobiography, White Niggers o f  America^, an avowed s e p a ra t is t  
"revo lu tionary" had, in  I 96U— 65 , managed to  take  over C ite  L ib re*s
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e d ito rs h ip , much to  the  l a t e r  dismay of Trudeau and o thers  when they  
s ta r te d  reading h is  a r t i c l e s  I ) ,  and Trudeau*s and Gerard P e l l e t i e r 's  
en try  in to  fe d e ra l p o l i t i c s ,  in  19^7» th e  review fo lded , and one may add, 
none too  soon,

^L ib e rte . a review more concerned w ith th e  a r t s  than  p o l i t ic a l  
engagement, grouped young n o v e lis ts ,  poets and film-makers such as 
Jacques Godbout, Jean-Guy P ilon , P.M. L apoin te, Hubert Aquin, Yves 
P refo n ta in e , in  195^. In  the  m id -S ix tie s , follow ing some o f i t s  le a d e rs ' 
involvement in  Third  World l i t e r a tu r e  (Godbout, Aquin, P refon taine) and 
s e p a ra t is t  effervescence in  Quebec, i t  along w ith P a rti  P r ls '  id eo lo g ica l 
b e n t, gave impetus to  " le  Pays" c e le b ra tio n . P a r t i  P r is .  founded in  
1963 by a number o f studen ts  a t  th e  U n iv ers ity  o f  M ontreal doing 
graduate s tu d ie s  in  philosophy and p o l i t i c a l  science —some of whom 
had s ta r te d  pub lish ing  c re a tiv e ly  (Paul Chamberland, Jean-Marc P io t te , 
P ie rre  Maheu, Andre Major, Laurent Girouard and o th e rs )— proclaimed 
th e  need o f Third W orld-like re v o lu tio n , along th e  l in e s  a r t ic u la te d  
by Frantz Fanon, A lbert Memmi and th e  e a r l i e r  w ritin g s  o f  Marx and Lenin, 
so as to  c rea te  a "Free, L aical and S o c ia l is t” Quebec, I t  folded in  
1968 when th e  so c ia l clim ate forced a commitment in  rev o lu tio n a ry
deeds ra th e r  th an  words. In te re s t in g ly , ncne o f P a r ti  P r i s '  w rite rs  
followed up, leav in g  what they  had sown to  be reaped by r e a l  p ro le ta r ia n  
types such as V alli& res, the  Rose b ro th e rs  and o th e rs  who had somewhat 
a b e t te r  p e rcep tio n , stemming from th e i r  lo w e r-c la ss , poor o rig in s  of 
th e  r e a l i t y  the  w rite rs  —a l l  issued  from the  b o u rg eo is ie , as V a ll i l re s  
says in  h is  autobiography— had been try in g  to  change through verbal 
commitment ( " la  p a ro le " ) , Hexagone, a pub lish ing  cooperative founded 
in  195B by the  poet Gaston Miron, Louis P o rtu g a is , G ille s  Carle (the  
l a s t  two film -m akers) and o thers i s  im portant fo r  i t s  p u b lic a tio n  of 
a type o f p o e try , p a r t ic u la r ly  M iron 's , th a t  d e p ic ts  the sense o f 
a l ie n a tio n  and d isp o ssess io n  which i s  the  p o e t 's  because i t  i s  " le  
p a y s ',"  giv ing b i r th  thus to  a c u ltu ra l  movement in c re as in g ly  in v e s t­
igated  in  the  l i t t l e  magazines o f  th e  m id -S ix tie s , and c re a tiv e  l i t e r a tu r e  
as w e ll,

^Marcel Chaput, Pourquol je  Suis S e p a ra t ls te ,  p .18,

^Aime C esa ire , Cahier d'Un Retour au Pays N atal. p ,26 ,

6I b ld . .  p .65.

?Ib id .

8Ib id . .  p . 75.

9Ib jd . .  p,U2,

-̂9This i s  d iscussed in  an a r t i c l e  o f  mine, "Pays, Parole e t  
N egritude," Canadian L ite r a tu re ^ 58-63.

l^-Paul Chamberland, "Dire ce que je  S u is ,"  P a r ti  P r l s . 38-89. See 
a lso  P ie rre  Valli&res* ~ N&gres Blancs d'Am erique, p ,202, where he 
mentions h is  in tro d u c tio n  to  C esa ire 's  work by Gaston Miron,
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C esaire*s resounding speech a t  the  1956 Congress 
o f  Negro W riters and A r tis ts  (the  very  speech which so antagonized James 
Baldwin,see  p , l8 0 ,  n,2U), "C ulture e t  C olon isation" was re p rin te d  in  a 
196? issu e  of L lb e r te , 15-35, Yves P re fo n ta in e , one of L lberte*s e a r ly  
e d i to r s ,  and a poet in  h is  own r ig h t ,  is  th e  au thor o f a sturdy o f Negri­
tu d e , Quatre Figures M artin iquaises I  A. C esa ire , E, G lis sa n t, E. Yoyo,
J , SudelorJ ,

T 9 A term which f i r s t  appears c r i t i c a l l y ,  i t  would seem, in  th e  
French Canadian c r i t i c  and p ro fesso r*s G ille s  M arcotte*s a r t i c l e ,  "Une 
Poesie d ’ E x il,"  Canadian L i te r a tu r e . "*2- 26,

l^S ee Michel D asso n v ille , p p .56—55.

l^The whole period o f l ib e r a l  in te l l e c tu a l  th in k in g  which rejecter* 
th e  Church and caller* fo r a re v o lu tio n , anr* culminated in  th e  1827 
re b e ll io n , as w ell as i t s  consequences fo r th e  r e s t  o f  the  n ine teen th  
century  i s  the su b jec t o f an im portant study by Joseph C o s tis e l la ,
L* E sp rit R evolutionnaire dans l a  L i t te r a tu r e  Canadjenne F rancaise de 
1887 I  l a  f in  du XIX Si&cle. ’

"*-5 See G ille s  M arcotte*s Une L i t te r a tu r e  qui se F a i t , p p .79-96,

^ P a u l-Q n ile  Borduas, Refus G lobal, p , l .

17I b id . .  p .7.

^M ason Wade, The French Canadian Outlook, p ,16 ,

^E>*mund W ilson, 0 Canada. An American*s Notes on Canadian C u ltu re .
P. 69.

70H,D, C asgrain, Oeuvres Completes. p,270»

^-As sh a ll be seen in  th e  a n a ly s is  o f h is  novel, L*Appel de la
Race,

O O  ^

Michel B runet, La Presence A nglalse e t  le s  Canadians, p ,l6 ? ,

7^P ierre  E l l i o t t  Trudeau, La Gr&ve de l*Am iante, pp ,11-12,

Jean-C harles Falardeau, Notre Societe e t  son Roman. p p ,l l -1 2 ,

7<S ia rc o tte .Une L i t te r a tu re  qui se F a i t , p ,15j see a lso  F h ilippe 
Aubert de Gaspe, Les Anclens Canadians, p,222, Says the  hero ine :

Vous m*offensez, c ap ita in e  Archibald Cameron de L o ch e illl ••• 
E st-ce  lo rsq u e  la  fumee s ’el&ve encore de nos masures en ru in e  
que vous m*offrez l a  main d*un des in cen d ia ire s?  Ce s e r a i t  une 
iro n ie  b ien  c ru e lle  que d ’allum er l e  flambeau de l'hymenee aux 
cendres fumantes de ma malheureuse p a t r ie l  , , ,  jamais une 
d*H aberville ne co n sen tira  & une t e l l e  h u m ilia tio n .
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2^Uaroel R ioux, " A lie n a tio n  C u l tu r e l le  e t  Roman C anad ien ,"  
R eoherohes Sooiographiguee. p . 143*

2 7 j .S. T assie, "La Sooi6t4 a travers l e  Roman Canadien-Fran- 
j a i s , " Archives dea Lettrea Canadiennea. pp. 154—157*

2®G4rard Tougas, H iatoire de la  L ittera tu re  Canadienne-Fran- 
ya iae. p p . 311-312.

^^ liax o o tte , I b id . . p p . 1 2 -3 4 .
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3* The h y b r id  B lack

In th e  f i r s t  th re e  novels of t h i s  a n a ly s is , C lo te l. House Behind

the  Cedars, The Autobiography o f an Ex-Coloured Man, we have th e  d ep ic tio n

of a dilemma th a t  an American o f A frican a n ces try  (among o th e rs  le s s

palpab ly  d i f f e r e n t ia t in g ,  needless to  say) has to  l iv e  w ith . How to

reco n c ile  o n e 's  American-ness, f u l ly  p a r t ic ip a n t  in  th e  Dream ethos o f

p u rsu it of happ iness, and o n e 's  A frican -n ess , which has to  do w ith  o n e 's

co lo r th a t  i s  objected to?  How to  l iv e  w ith o n e 's  sense o f S e lf when

t h i s  sense i s  in  constan t danger o f  being thw arted by the  O th e r 's  surface

view? This dilemma has been caught in  a n u tsh e ll by Frantz Fanoni

"Quand on m 'aime, on me d i t  que c 'e s t  malgre ma cou leu r, Quand on me

d e te s te ,  on a jo u te  que ce n 'e s t  pas & cause de ma c o u le u r . . .  I c i  ou lft,
1

je su is  p r iso n n ie r  du c e rc le  in fe rn a l ."

Because in  the  e a r ly  novel, up to  the  1920s, we a re  d ea lin g  w ith  

more re a d ily  mixed-blooded Americans, c a lled  m u la tto s , quarte roons, 

octoroons, quadroons and what n o t, as n o v e lis ts  and c h a ra c te rs , th i s  

" in fe rn a l c i r c le "  tak es  th e  form of trag ed y . In  C lo te l. and o th e rs , th e  

tragedy  stems from the  c h a ra c te rs ' (p re fe ra b ly  women) proxim ity to  

Caucasian p h y sica l c r i t e r i a  and th e  consequent r e je c t io n  they  su ffe r  upon 

d laoovery  o f  Black blood in  th e i r  a n ces try . Hence emerges th e  theme o f 

the  " tra g ic  m ulatto" in  American l e t t e r s ,  which i s  r e a l ly ,  and l i t e r a l l y ,  

rom antic melodrama complete w ith recourse  to  h eart-b reak s  and te a r s .

C lo te l (1853)* i s  hard ly  a novelj su re ly , i t  should not be judged 

according to  the  formal standards used when d ea lin g  w ith th e  work o f Henry 

James or Gustave F lau b e rt. I t  owes i t s  form, r a th e r ,  to  the  t r a d i t io n
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o f th e  sieve n a r ra t iv e , and i t s  in te n t  to  th e  A b o litio n is t movement.

W ritten  by a man who r e a l ly  did escape from s lav e ry , and who l a t e r  earned 

a l iv in g  le c tu r in g  to  a b o l i t io n is t  audiences in  th e  no rthern  United 

S ta te s  and Europe, t h i s  "novel" i s  im portant from a h i s to r ic a l  po in t o f 

view. C en tral to  th e  s l ig h t  f ic t io n a l  drama i s  th e  recou rse  to  the  

re a d e r’ s emotions b e t te r  to  render th e  h o rro r o f  s lav e ry . This pa thos, 

which Brown uses a f t e r  a t r a d i t io n  popularised  by H a rrie t Beecher Stowe's 

Uncle Tom's Cabin, r e l i e s  on the  device o f p resen tin g  c h a ra c te rs , p re fe r­

ab ly  in te r - r e la te d ,  th a t  a re  seemingly Caucasians bu t who, because o f some 

A frican a n ce s try , fin d  them selves put in to  bondage or re leg a ted  to  th e  

le v e l  of th e  B lacks. I t  has to  do, th e n , w ith  a fundamental am biguity, 

both on th e  p a rt o f th e  ch a rac te rs  and on th a t  o f th e  o v e r -a l l  so c ie ty  

which r e je c t s  them. But th e  au thors o f such melodramas a re  not in te re s te d , 

a t  t h i s  e a r ly  s tag e , in  exploring  th e  m etaphysical and psychological depths 

o f such a s i tu a t io n .  Unable to  accep t th e i r  o s tra c iz a tio n  —moreover when

i t  i s  a lle g e d , as in  C lo te l . th a t  th e  hero ine o f the  same name has been 
a  p e rso n

fa thered  by no le ss^ th a n  Thomas J e ffe rso n , slave  m aster and former P residen t 

o f th e  U .S .I— the m ulatto  ch arac te rs  su ffe r  a t r a g ic  end, b i t t e r l y  

lam enting th e  vag aries  o f Fortune and th e  ways o f men. Death by 

unnatu ra l cause, su ic id e  to  be s p e c if ic ,  i s  common fa re .

Here i s  th e  p ro to ty p ica l d e sc r ip tio n  o f th e  mixed-blood fem ale, 

th e  very u n re s tra in t  in  a u th o ria l presence (th e  au thor b e in g , more o ften  

than  n o t, h im self a mixed-blood) serv ing  as  harb inger o f  woes to  comet

There she s tood , w ith a complexion as  w hite a s  most o f those who 
were w aiting  w ith a wish to  become her p u rch ase rs ; her fe a tu re s  as  f in e ly  
defined as any of h e r sex o f  pure Anglo-Saxons her long b lack  wavy h a ir  
done up in  th e  n e a te s t manner; her form t a l l  and g ra c e fu l, and her whole 
appearance in d ic a tin g  one superio r to  her p o s it io n . 2
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I t  Is  s ig n if ic a n t  to  note the  emphasis on c o lo r , fe a tu re s , h a ir  te x tu re , 

demeanor, a l l  th a t  can be seen, and th a t  which should count, supposedly, 

a s  opposed to  th e  genetic  fa c to r ,  the  unseen, which t ip s  th e  sca le  ag a in s t 

th e  v isu a l evidence.

The same technique i s  used in  Charles Waddell C h esn u tt's  The House 

Behind th e  Cedars (1900), a romance s e t  during R econstruction  in  th e  South. 

The p lo t i s  about a g i r l ’ s attem pt a t  follow ing in  her b ro th e r ’ s fo o ts te p s , 

th a t  is ^ in  su cce ss fu lly  "passing '' fo r Caucasian. She succeeds fo r a w hile 

under her b ro th e r ’ s guidance. However, her Southern gentleman lo v e r , o f 

th e  "upper c la s s f " fin d s  out about her an teceden ts  on th e  eve o f th e i r  

m arriage. He breaks o f f  th e i r  engagement and she, unable to  w ithstand 

th e  p ressu res  o f both Black and White w orlds, d ie s  o f pneumonia, in cu rred , 

oddly enough, w hile h id in g  under a ra instorm  in  th e  fo re s t  a t  n ig h t from 

White and Black s u i to r s .

The t r a g ic ,  or m elodram atic, temper i s  in d ica ted  by comments on 

th e  la d y 's  p h y sica l beauty  (a c h a rac te r i s  speaking)i

But as I  was saying , t h i s  g i r l  i s  a beau ty j I  reckon we might 
guess where she got some o f i t ,  eh Judge? Human natu re  i s  human n a tu re , 
b u t i t ' s  a d-d shame th a t  a man should beget a ch ild  l ik e  th a t  and leave 
i t  to  l iv e  the  l i f e  open fo r a Negro. I f  she had been born w h ite , the  
young fe llow s would be tumbling over one ano ther to  ge t h e r .  . . .  She has 
a very s t r ik in g  f ig u re , something on the  Greek o rd e r, s t a t e ly  and slow- 
moving. She has th e  manners o f a lad y , too  —a b e a u ti fu l  woman, i f  she 
i s  a n igger I 3

Obviously, such comments do not speak enough fo r  them selves. The author 

does not h e s i t a t e ,  accord ing ly , to  in te rv en e , to  d ic ta te ,  a s  i t  were to  

th e  r e a d e r 's  sentiments*

The t a in t  o f b lack  blood was the  unpardonable s in , from the
unmerited p en a lty  o f which th e re  was no escape except by concealm ent. I f
th e re  be a d a in ty  reader o f th i s  t a l e  who scorns a l i e ,  and who w rite s  the
s to ry  o f h is  l i f e  upon h is  sleeve fo r a l l  th e  world to  re a d , l e t  him
uncurl h is  sco rn fu l l i p  and come down from th e  p ed es ta l o f su p erio r moral­
i t y ,  to  which assured p o s itio n  and wide opportun ity  have l i f t e d  him, and
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put h itn se lf in  th e  p lace  o f Rena and her b ro th e r , upon whom God had 
lav ished  h is  b est g i f t s ,  and from whom so c ie ty  would have w ithheld a l l  
th a t  made th e se  g i f t s  v a lu a b le .^

Another novel th a t  pursues th e  dichotomy between th e  k in e tic  and 

th e  genetic  i s  James Weldon Johnson’ s Autobiography o f an Ex-Coloured Man 

(1912). Again, from th e  po in t o f view o f form and tech n iq u e , t h i s  i s  

ha rd ly  a novel, (C e rta in ly  t h i s  apparent unconcern w ith  form on th e  p a rt 

o f th ese  e a r ly  n o v e lis ts  must be c o rre la ted  w ith  the  d id ac tic ism  involved, 

th e  urgency to  express th e i r  d isc o n te n t. But t h i s  i s  ano ther m a tte r .)  

Johnson 's n a rra tiv e  i s  about th e  growing years  o f a young m ulatto  in  th e  

North and in  the  South, h is  p iano-p lay ing  as  an a d u lt in  Harlem, h is  w orld- 

tr a v e lin g  w ith a r ic h  w hite decadent " I  la"D orian Gray, h is  disenchantment 

w ith  the  Black world upon h is  re tu rn  to  America and subsequent "passing" 

and m arriage w ith a f in e  White la d y . This seems to  be q u ite  an o rd e r, 

b u t Johnson succeeds in  making w ith  t h i s  f i r s t -p e r s o n  n a rra tiv e  a 

convincing account o f moral am bivalence, m ainly because he i s  a much 

b e t te r  w r i te r  than  e i th e r  Brown or C hesnutt, and much more so p h is tica ted  

in  h i 8 approach to  th e  t r a g ic  theme.

The opening d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  c e n tr a l  ch arac te r ( th i s  tim e i t  i s  

a boy) t e l l s  us we a re  in  fa m ilia r  t e r r i t o r y 1

I  was accustomed to  hear remarks about my beau ty j b u t now fo r th e  
f i r s t  tim e , I  became conscious o f i t  and recognized i t .  I  no ticed  th e  
ivo ry  w hiteness o f my sk in , th e  beau ty  o f my mouth, th e  s iz e  and l iq u id  
darkness o f  my eyes, and how the  lo n g , b lack  la sh es  th a t  fringed  and shaded 
them produced an e f f e c t  th a t  was s tran g e ly  fa sc in a tin g  even to  me. I  
noticed th e  so ftn ess  and g lo ss in e ss  o f  my dark  h a ir  th a t  f e l l  in  waves 
over ray tem ples, . . .  .5

Indeed, t h i s  i s  a boy speaking, and not Brown's G lo te l or C h esn u tt's  Rena, 

The a t t i tu d e  toward c o lo r , f e a tu re s ,  h a ir  te x tu re  i s  th e  same as  in  th e  

preceding novels though, i f  not more extrem e. Yet, through invoking 

economic n e c e ss ity  and a hum anistic legacy , through denouncing human
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a b su rd ity , Johnson makes a good case fo r th e  r ig h t- to -b e ,  th e  a u th e n t ic i ty  

o f a s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t  m ulatto  b o u rg eo is ie . He even foreshadows Ralph 

E l l is o n ’ s " i n v i s ib i l i t y 1* concept when the d is il lu s io n e d  h e ro , back from 

h is  European p e re g rin a tio n s , r e f l e c t s »

I  argued th a t  to  forsake o n e 's  race  to  b e t te r  o n e 's  co n d itio n  
was no le e s  worthy an a c tio n  than  to  forsake o n e 's  country  fo r  th e  same 
purpose. I  f in a l ly  made up my mind th a t  I  would n e ith e r  d isc la im  th e  
b lack  race  nor claim  th e  w hite raee» but th a t  I  would change my name* 
r a is e  a moustache, and l e t  th e  world take me fo r what i t  would . . .  .

Tragedy, in  th e  form o f th e  mixed-blood' s f a t a l  a t t r a c t io n  toward 

the  White world a t  th e  expense of negating h is  "o th er"  h e r i ta g e , has not 

been forsaken^though. The r e s t  o f th e  book shows th a t  Johnson 's journey 

has y e t  to  be mapped out by E lliso n . For, w hile Johnson c a re fu l ly  

avoids to  s t a t e ,  in  th e  above q u o ta tio n , th a t  the  N a rra to r 's  op ting 

out o f  a l l  race  i s  indeed an opcing irlfc th e  White w orld , th e  N a rra to r 's  

subsequent m a te ria l su ccess, so c ia l s tand ing , and h is  m arriag e  take  place 

w ith in  such a w orld. The conclusion  o f th e  n a rra tiv e  re v e a ls  th e  c o s t 

th a t  had to  be pa id . Instead  of th e  melodramatic su ic id e  favored in  th e  

e a r l i e r  novels, death  here tak es  i t s  t o l l  in  the  so u l. Here i s  th e  

remembered p ic tu re  o f  connubial b l i s s t  " I  was in  constan t fe a r  th a t  

she [ t h e  w if e j  would d iscover in  me some shortcoming which she would 

unconsciously a t t r ib u te  to  my blood ra th e r  than  to  a f a i l in g  o f human
-7n a tu re ."  And th e re  i s  th e  psychological sense o f s e c u r ity  th a t  

"passing" should have assu red i

Sometimes i t  seems to  me th a t  I  have never r e a l ly  been a Negro, 
th a t  I  have been on ly  a p riv ileg ed  sp ec ta to r o f t h e i r  in n er l i f e ;  a t  o ther 
tim es I  fe e l  th a t  I  have been a coward, a d e s e r te r ,  and I  am possessed by 
a s trange longing fo r  my m other's  people. . . . ,  I  cannot re p re ss  th e  thought 
t h a t , a f t e r  a l l ,  I  have chosen the  le s s e r  p a r t ;  t h a t  I  have sold my 
b i r th r ig h t  fo r  a mess o f p o ttag e . &

In  o o n tra a t  to  the  preceding n o v e lis ts ,  Johnson does not r e ly
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ex c lu s iv e ly  on pathos fo r  e f f e c t j  h is  techn ique, a s  we e a r l i e r  s a id , i s  

more su b tle , a l lu s iv e » i t  i s  even ta in te d  w ith  iro n y , as th e  two above 

q u o ta tio n s  in d ic a te  when co n tra sted  w ith  previous " tra g ic  m ulatto" 

endings. I r o n ic a l ly ,  again , th e  a u th o r ia l  presence th a t  in tru d es  on the 

s to ry  to ld ,  or th e  characters*  b eh av io r, i s  l e s s  f e l t  h e re , and th i s  

undoubtedly shows Johnson*s m astery over h is  m a te ria l (considering  th e  

obvious p i t f a l l s  o f a f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t iv e ) .  But in  the  end, in  th e  

s e n s it iv e  p o r t r a i t  o f  th e  a lie n a te d  c h a rac te r  o f a m ixed-blood, t h i s  

novel,w hile  i t  in d ic a te s  an undeniable m a tu rity  and so p h is tic a tio n  in  

tre a tm e n t, i s  nonetheless  concerned w ith  the  same preoccupations as 

C lo te l and The House Behind th e  Cedars.

The " tra g ic  m ulatto" theme i s  th e  su b jec t o f  numerous novels in  

the  Twenties and T h i r t ie s .  W riters such as  N ella Larsen, J e s s ie  F ausse t,

W alter W hite, Wallace Thurman, to  mention ju s t  a few, c a rry  on th e  melo-
9

dram atic t r a d i t io n  o f  th e  e a r l i e r  p e rio d . I t  would be in a cc u ra te , th en , 

to  say th a t  t h i s  theme d ie s  out a t  any p a r t ic u la r  p e rio d , moreover 

considering  th e  v a r ia tio n s  i t  undergoes. Yet we have ind ica ted  some o f 

the  changes th a t  could a lread y  be seen in  Johnson’ s novel. Nowhere do we 

have th e i r  p o rte n ts  so w ell e lab o ra ted  upon, both s t y l i s t i c a l l y  and 

s p i r i tu a l ly ,  than  in  Jean Toomer’ s Cane, the  seminal verbal a r t ic u la t io n  

of th e  Negro R enaissance,

Cane (1923)* seems, a t  f i r s t  g lance , to  be an odd c o lle c tio n  o f 

sho rt ly r i c a l  poems and s to r ie s .  However, because o f th e  lead  s to ry , 

"K abnis," whose dominant concern o rders  the  whole book, and because, 

a ls o ,  Toomer was experim enting w ith  form, Cane, l ik e  Winesburg. Ohio, 

i s  a novel, "Kabnis" i s  o rdered , l ik e  th e  novels p rev iously  seen, by 

the  dilemma fac in g  a number o f  mixed-blood c h a rac te rs
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as th ey  a re  brought to g e th e r in  th e  South o f t h e i r  o r ig in s . The lead ing  

c h a ra c te r  i s  Kabnis, a sch o o lteacher, who comes back home a f te r  experien­

cing th e  e f f e c ts  o f "passing" in  th e  N orth. He i s  in troduced as  an 

a lie n a te d  person, a schizophrenic (from h is  very  prem ises, we can a lread y  

see how Toomer breaks w ith t r a d i t io n i  he s t a r t s  w ith  th e  m ulatto*s 

t r a g ic  s ta te  in  o rder to  go beyond* whereas w ith Brown, Chesnutt and 

Johnson, every th ing  i s  con trived  to  end in  tra g e d y ). Kabnis* divided 

s e l f  i s  re fe rre d  to  by ano ther c h a ra c te r , Lewis, and what we have in  

Toomer's h ig h ly  p o e tic  language i s  th e  d e p ic tio n  o f  a s ta te  a lread y  

encountered: " c a n 't  hold them, can you? Master* s lav e . Soil* and the

over-arch ing  heavens. Dusk* dawn. They f ig h t  and b a s ta rd iz e  you. The 

sun t i n t  o f  you cheeks, flame of th e  g rea t sea so n 's  m ultico lored  le a v e s , 

ta r n i  shed, burned,"

Kabnis i s  a lie n a te d  and a m is f i t  not only because o f the  d en ia l 

o f b lackness adopted in  o rder to  "pass" in  th e  N orth, b u t m ainly because 

o f h is  education  and outlook (he i s  a man o f words, as  opposed to  senses, 

in  th e  fa v o r ite  Negro Renaissance a n t i th e s i s ) .  In  the  c o n tra s tin g  se t 

o f images and symbols used by Toomer, Kabnis emerges as  a v ic tim  o f  h is  

unreconciled  b e in g ,a t f i r s x  «

The form th a ts  burned in to  my soul i s  some tw is ted  awful th in g  
th a t  c re p t in  from a dream, a godam nightm are, an wont s ta y  s t i l l  u n less  
I  feed i t .  An i t  l iv e s  on words. Not b e a u ti fu l  words, God Almighty no. 
Misshapen, s p l i t - g u t ,  to r tu re d , tw is ted  words. Layman was feed in  i t  
back then  th a t  day you thought I  ran  out fe a rin g  th in g s . White fo lk s  
feed i t  cause t h e i r  looks a re  words. N iggers, b lack  n iggers feed i t  cause 
theyre  e v i l  an th e i r  looks a re  words. Y a ller n iggers  feed i t .  This whole 
damn b loa ted  purple country  feeds i t  cause i t s  goin down t  h e l l  in  a 
ho ly  avalanche o f w o rd s .H

Whereas what Kabnis needs i s  a re c o n c il ia t io n  w ith h is  C aliban-ness, w ith 

th e  d ark , p r im itiv e , non-verbal world o f s e n s u a li ty . A world th a t  i s  

described --evoked would be a b e t te r  word— in  i t s  s e lf - s u f f ic ie n c y  and
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arch e ty p a l r o o ts ,  much a s  in  Shakespearei

Houses a re  shy g i r l s  whose eyes shine r e t i c e n t ly  upon th e  dusk 
body of th e  s t r e e t .  Upon th e  gleaming lim bs and a sp h a lt to rso  o f a 
dreaming n ig g e r. Shake your curled  wool-blossoms, n ig g e r. Open your 
l i v e r  l ip s  to  th e  le a n , w hite sp rin g . S t i r  th e  r o o t - l i f e  o f a w ithered 
people. C all them from th e i r  houses and teach them to  dream, 12

We can see in  t h i s  passage th a t  although th e  v i t a l i t y  o f th e  dark  world

i s  s tre s s e d , th e  p lay  o f symbols (houses and s t r e e t ,  c iv i l iz a t io n  and

th e  n a tu ra l w orld) in d ic a te s  the  r e la t io n s h ip  th a t  must e x is t  between

P rospero 's  and C a lib an 's  w orld . The dark  world o f  n a tu re , th e  unconscious,

th e  repressed  s e l f  i s  th e  foundation fo r  th e  l ig h t  world o f  th e  conscious

s e l f .  Kabnis must then  rec la im  h is  ro o ts  to  get out o f th e  a lie n a tio n

incurred  by claim ing th e  house a t  th e  expense o f th e  s t r e e t .

The t r a d i t io n a l  " tra g ic  m ulatto" w r ite rs  would r e s t  t h e i r  melo­

dramas p re c is e ly  on t h i s  p o in t, th a t  th e  m ixed-blood, by d e f in i t io n ,  

cannot claim  ro o ts  o f h is  own. Toomer momentously in d ic a te s  th e  end o f 

such ambivalence by a ss ig n in g  Kabnis' r o o t l i f e ,  indeed a l l  r o o t l i f e ,  to  

th e  world o f n a tu re  o r th a t  o f th e  dark  s e l f .  This r e c o n c il ia t io n  tak es  

p lace  a t  th e  end o f th e  s to ry  in  a h ig h ly  a l le g o r ic a l  scene th a t  has 

Kabnis descending in to  a h o le , a somewhat ne ther world o f unknown fo rc e s , 

where Father John, an old b lin d  Black p reacher, r e s id e s .  Since t h i s  

encounter r e l a t e s  d i r e c t ly  to  r e l ig io u s  b e l ie f s ,  i t s  d e ta ile d  d iscu ss io n  

w i l l  take p lace  l a t e r .  S uffice  i t  to  say now th a t  th e  sym bolical reunion 

between th e  mixed-blood and th e  Black preacher i s  s t r ik in g  in  i t s  

innovative a sp e c t, K abnis' f in a l  re co g n itio n  and accep tan ce  in  Father 

John o f h im se lf, h is  " id ,"  tak es  i t s  dram atic importance in  th e  c o n tra s t 

which opposes such a stance  to  th a t  o f th e  preceding a lie n a te d  m ulattos* 

where th i s  " id ,"  or th e  A frican  a n ce s try  used to  be the  negative  motive 

upon which re s te d  melodrama, now i t  i s  th e  end p o in t of a journey toward
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consciousness, s p i r i tu a l  fu lf i l lm e n t.

The theme of th e  " tra g ic  m u la tto ,"  In so far as i t  p resen ts  a

profound h is to r ic a l  am biguity in  G alibanic c u ltu re , ends w ith Toomer's

re so lu tio n . To be su re , as mentioned e a r l i e r ,  a number o f w r ite rs  w ill  
ongo ex p lo itin g  th i s  theme. But th e  dilemma i t s e l f ,  defined as a
r

s itu a tio n  begging fo r an answer, has ended. That i s  why "ex p lo ita tio n "  

is  the  word fo r  works such as Quicksand and Passing .

In  c o n tra s t ,  and contemporaneous w ith Toomer's re s o lu tio n , we 

have th e  beginning (w ith the  l ik e s  of W.E.B, DuBois, Claude McKay, 

Langston Hughes) a r t ic u la t io n  o f C alibanic values and mores not 

preoccupied w ith P ro sp ero 's  accept%HCd or r e je c t io n .  This c u ltu ra l  

s e lf - a s s e r t io n  obviously comes as a co n trapun ta l movement to  the  theme 

of h y b rid ity i i t  i s ,  moreover, a wizened s tan ce . Before we s ta r t  

d iscu ssin g  i t ,  however, i t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  to  n o tic e , s ta r t in g  with 

E l l is o n 's  In v is ib le  Man and on to  the  l a t e r  novels o f Chester Himes 

and William Melvin K elley , the  subversion o f th e  e a r ly  t r a g ic  tempo 

in to  a comic or consummate iro n ic a l mode. In the  th re e  novels th a t  

sh a ll be d iscussed  next th e  a u th o r ia l  presence i s  s tro n g ly  f e l t ,  in  

E l l is o n 's  case through the  f ir s t-p e r s o n  n a r ra t iv e , Himes' through th e  

device o f th e  om niscient a u th o r, K e lley 's  through the  fa b u l is t ic  

type o f n a rra tiv e  u sed , Yet th e  In te n t and purpose o f such presence 

i s  t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  o f the  e a r ly  n o v e lis ts . Undoubtedly 

a l l  th re e  au thors a re  Indebted to  th e i r  predecessors fo r the  detach­

ment th a t  enables them to  s a t i r i z e  so -su ccess fu lly . That g ran ted , i t  

is  a r e l i e f  to  tu rn  now to  th e  modern a u th o r 's  a t t i tu d e  toward h y b r id ity ,

Chester Himes' P ink toes. though published in  1962, i s  in  s e t t in g ,
rooted.

tempo, atmosphere and p lo t^  in  th e  Harlem o f the  Negro Renaissance.
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Hence, such a novel would be d is tu rb in g ly  a n ac h ro n is tic  were i t  not fo r  

the f a c t  th a t  t h i s  tu rn in g  to  th e  p ast i s  contrived fo r  s a t i r i c a l  comment. 

I t  i s  q u ite  sure th a t  Himes, a young man in  h is  teen s  a t  the height o f the 

Renaissance (the  Negro), could not have p a r t ic ip a te d ,  in  i t *  But he has 

read on the  period and, though an e x p a tr ia te  in  Europe fo r a good number 

of y e a rs , he can r e c a l l  with g re a t gusto th e  f e s t iv a l  th a t  Harlem l i f e  

was when the cake w alk, ren t p a r t i e s ,  p rim itiv ism  were a c tiv e ly  pursued,

Pinktoes i s  a comic novel th a t  uses sex in a manner th a t  in  some 

q u a rte rs  has been c a lled  R a b e la is ia n .^  In  dealing  p a r t ic u la r ly  w ith sex 

between the  ra c e s , Himes conveys h is  understanding o f h y b rid ity  in  

American c u ltu re . The figu re  o f  Mamie Mason, Harlem Madame, and her 

house where a number o f in te r r a c ia l  p a r t ie s  a re  held serve as  nerve 

cen te rs  fo r th e  s a t i r e ,  Himes* humor, to  be su re , i s  not re fin ed  nor 

su b tle . But seen as  a veh icle  fo r  a u th o r ia l  comment and, p r in c ip a lly , 

in  conjunction  w ith  th e  theme we have been pursu ing , i t  is  h igh ly  

e f fe c t iv e . The follow ing passage gives th e  c lue  to  Himes* in te n t:

Jo e 's  [Mamie's husbandj b ig  jo b , however was th a t  o f co n su ltan t 
on in te r r a c ia l  r e la t io n s  for th e  n a tio n a l committee o f a major p o l i t i c a l  
p a rty , Mamie claimed th is  was th e  only reason  she gave so many p a r t ie s .  
Where could one co n su lt b e t te r  on in te r r a c ia l  r e la t io n s  than a t  in te r ­
r a c ia l  p a r t ie s  where in te r r a c ia l  re la t io n s  became even more re la te d ,
she contended ,14

P a r t ie s ,  th en , where males and females o f both races p a ir  o f f  in  every  

conceivable so r t  of com binations (and th e  g a lle ry  o f c h a rac te rs  th a t  come 

and go boggles th e  mind) f u l f i l l  th a t  d esig n . S a tir iz in g  the  s o c ie ta l  

se t-up  where th e  c u ltu re s  of Prospero and Caliban a re  kept a p a r t ,  

supposedly because th ey  have noth ing  in  common, Himes uses th e  h is to r ic a l  

f a c t ,  stemming from th e  P lan ta tio n  system, of r a c ia l  adm ixture to  d r iv e  

h is  p o in t home. Perhaps in  th e  a n te - and post-bellum  e ra  in te r r a c ia l  

sex was the  so le  p r iv ile g e  o f th e  P lan ta tio n  m aster. Now, w ith  zest
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and detachm ent, Himes shows how n e ith e r  Prospero nor Caliban i s  r ig h t  in  

claim ing e x c lu s iv i ty  or p u r ity . Whites and Blacks in  America have never 

been so to g e th e r (and by extension  th e i r  c u ltu re s )a s  in  bed.

With Ralph E lliso n  and William Melvin K elley th e re  i s  th e  sobering 

and re f in in g  o f s la p s tic k  in to  c u ltiv a te d  iro n y , E l l is o n 's  In v is ib le  Man, 

o f course, i s  a journey toward se lf-aw aren ess , tak in g  th e  nameless 

p ro tag o n is t from the  South to  th e  North, from th e  main c u rre n ts  of the  

American Dream in to  the  fo ld  o f th e  Communist p a rty  of the  T h i r t ie s ,  and 

f in a l ly  in to  a conscious acceptance of i n v i s ib i l i t y ,  (Prospero w i l l  not 

acknowledge C a lib an 's  e x is ten c e . We see a lread y  in  th e  c e n tra l  concept 

o f i n v i s i b i l i t y  contained in  th e  t i t l e  the  presence o f irony i h igh ly  

v is ib le  b lackness th a t  y e t remains unseen, u n d iffe re n tia te d  b lackness 

which s tops Prospero from recognizing  in d iv id u a li ty .)  This journey 

opera tes  on two le v e ls ,  th e  r e a l i s t i c  and th e  s u r r e a l i s t i c ,  a s  i t  

re p re se n ts  a so r t  o f descent in to  h e l l .  The h e ro 's  f a te  i s  meant to  be , 

by a c c re tio n , both a l le g o r ic a l  and sym bolical. A lle g o ric a l, because 

th e  c o lle c tiv e  l o t  o f th e  Black i s  embodied in  the  h e ro . The whole o f 

th e  r a c ia l  nightm are, in  th e  South and in  th e  North, in  the  r u r a l  se t-u p  

and in  th e  ghetto  o f Harlem, in  th e  hope th a t  th e  Communist p a rty  

rep resen ted  fo r a time in  th e  T h i r t ie s ,  and in  th a t  o f  th e  c a p i t a l i s t  

system w ith  p h ila n th ro p is ts  of th e  A b o litio n is t t r a d i t io n ,  w ith in  the  

In d u s tr ia l  system as w ell as o u ts id e  o f i t ,  i s  experienced. In  shorty 

the  a lle g o ry  i s  meant to  be t o t a l ,  so much so th a t  the  h e ro 's  journey in to  

th e  world o f  i n v i s i b i l i t y  p a ra l le l s  very much C h r is t 's  own journey in to  

th e  world o f  man. Both v o lu n ta r ily  l e t  them selves be destro y ed , both 

overcome th e i r  physica l d e s tru c tio n  w ith a s p i r i tu a l  b e l ie f  ( r e lig io u s  

fo r  C h ris t , e x is te n t ia l  m o ra lity  fo r  the  in v is ib le  man), and, f in a l ly ,
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both promise to  be reborn and to  come back in to  th e  world o f th e  l iv in g  

a t  the  opportune moment. The journey, secondly, i s  sym bolical because 

i t  i s  in  fac t C a lib an 's  d e s tin y . The unfold ing  o f  even ts in  th e  s to ry  

i s  alm ost a system atic  re c a p itu la tio n  o f C alib an 's  s t r iv in g  to  pene­

t r a t e  P ro sp e ro 's  c u ltu re , only to  be rebuffed or deceived , in  Shake­

sp e a re 's  p lay . But th e re  i s  more, th e  ending in  th e  conscious acceptance 

o f S e lf  r e i t e r a t e s  Kabnis' quest in  term of human u n iv e r s a l i ty ,  in  a 

humanism which undoubtedly p laces E lliso n  next to  Camus, B ecke tt, S a rtre  

and o th e r g rea t e x is te n t ia l  w r i te r s .

Upon graduation  from high school, E l l i s o n 's  hero and some o f 

h is  c lassm ates a re  subjected  to  a r i t u a l  designed to  i n s t i l l  in  them 

th e  sense of t h e i r  "p lace" in  so c ie ty . The r i t u a l  i s  presided  over by 

th e  tow n 's  businessmen. I t  i s  v a ried . The boys a re  made to  f ig h t  each 

o th e r b lin d fo ld e d , then  a re  thrown co ins on an e le c tr ic a lly -w ire d  carp et 

which, n a tu ra l ly , gives them an e le c t r i c  shock everytim e th ey  reach fo r 

th e  money. Then th e re  i s  the  prime fea tu re  o f  th e  r i t u a l ,  d ea lin g  w ith 

the  sexual code. A w hite naked female i s  made to  dance in  f ro n t o f 

th e  naked boys. I f  they  express e i th e r  signs o f  d e s ire  o r re p u ls io n  

th ey  a re  l ia b le  to  be b ru ta liz e d  (th e re  i s  an obvious a l le g o r ic a l  over- 

tone to  t h i s  scene, i t  reminds^of C h r is t 's  dilemma about th e  c o in ) .

Sex, th e n , i s  used a lso  by E lliso n  fo r s a t i r i c a l  in te n t .  I t  i s  used to  

d e f la te ,  from a very  a u th o r ia l  po in t o f view, P ro sp e ro 's  id o liz a t io n  of 

M iranda's innocence and v i rg in i ty  and to  in d ic a te , in  no u n c e r ta in  

te rm s, th a t  a c h ie f  reason fo r P rospero 's  o s tra c iz a tio n  o f C aliban i s  

th e  i r r a t io n a l  fe a r  th a t  t r a n s la te s  i t s e l f  in  th e  b e l ie f  th a t  Caliban i s  

a b e a s t ly  le ch e r bent on rav ish in g  Miranda. How E lliso n  succeeds i s  in  

th e  use o f c o n tra s t ,  am biguity o f s i tu a t io n , where p re te n se , d e c e i t ,  i s
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e s p e c ia l ly
shown fo r  what i t  i s ,  when i t  i s  th e  r e f le c t io n  o f a dominant

c u l tu ra l  a t t i t u d e .  For in stance  th e re  i s  th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f th e  naked 

female in  th e  dram atic scene e a r ly  in  th e  noveli "The h a ir  was yellow 

l ik e  th a t  o f a c irc u s  kewpie d o l l ,  the  face h eav ily  powdered and rouged, 

a s  though to  form an a b s tr a c t  mask, th e  eyes hollow and smeared a cool 

b lu e , th e  co lo r o f a baboon's b u t,"

In  the  North, th e  hero encounters o ther White women, in  somewhat 

more g en tee l surroundings. The re s u l ta n t  meaning, in  l in e  w ith the  

constan t co n trap u n ta l dynamics of the  novel, i s  th a t  Miranda cannot be 

made to  p lay  th e  ro le  o f  a d is in c a rn a te  symbol fo re v e r. She cannot 

be to ld ,  o r be made to  f e e l ,  th a t  C aliban i s  an inhuman animal th a t  she 

should keep away from w ithout wanting to  find  out th e  t r u th  fo r  h e r s e l f .  

And she does. And she has been doing so fo r  longer a tim e than  one 

might presume, E lliso n  say s , when th e  hero  r e f le c ts  a f t e r  h is  f i r s t  

sexual experience in  New Yorki "And my mind sw irled w ith  fo rg o tten  

s to r ie s  o f  male se rv an ts  summoned to  wash th e  m is t r e s s 's  back; chauf­

feu rs  sharing  th e  m a ste rs ' w ivesj Pullman p o rte rs  In v ited  in to  th e  

drawing rooms of r ic h  wives headed fo r Reno—

A long , p a th e t ic a l ly  funny, scene comes immediately a f t e r  th e  

f in a l  r i o t  th a t  e v en tu a lly  b rin g s  the  hero  to  a conscious a p p ra isa l o f 

h is  i n v i s ib i l i t y .  In  th e  p i t ia b le  c h a rac te r o f S y b il,E lliso n  explodes 

once and fo r  a l l  th e  M iranda-like c u l tu ra l  p re ten se . Sybil h e re in  

craves fo r  her sado-m asochistic p leasu res!

'B ut I  need i t , *  she sa id , uncrossing  her th ig h s  and s i t t i n g  up 
eag e rly . 'You can do i t ,  i t ' l l  be easy  fo r  YOU b e a u t i fu l .  Threaten to  
k i l l  me i f  I  d o n 't  give in . You know, t a lk  rough to  me, b e a u ti fu l .  A 
fr ien d  o f mine said  th e  fe llow  sa id , 'Drop your d ra w e rs .. .  and — . . .  .
A r e a l ly  f i l t h y  m an,' she s a id . Oh, he was a b ru te , huge, w ith  w hite 
te e th ,  what th ey  c a l l  a 'b u c k , ' And he s a id , 'B itc h , drop your d ra w ers ,' 
and then  he d i t  i t .  ^7
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The p a th e t ic ,  and even tra g ic , c h a rac te r o f  Sybil emerges in  th e  am biguity 

th a t  she i s  indeed a v ic tim  o f P ro sp ero 's  ou tlook , or educa tion . How e lse  

ex p la in  h er p resen t in s a n i ty , i f  not through th e  e a r ly  in c u lc a tio n  of 

c e r ta in  sexual traumas? Indeedi " 'W ell, ever since  I  f i r s t  heard about

i t ,  even when I  was a very  l i t t l e  g i r l ,  I 'v e  wanted i t  to  happen to  m e.'
18'You mean what happened to  your f r ie n d ? ' 'Uh Huh."* P ro sp ero 's

v ic tim iz a tio n  o f C aliban , i t  i s  c le a r ,  has boomeranged and d estro y s  th a t

which he so ch erish ed , h is  symbol o f p u r i ty ,  E l l i s o n 's  b e l i e f  th a t

P ro sp ero 's  d e n ia l o f  Caliban r e s u l t s  in  h is  own d e s tru c tio n  as w e ll has

seldom been so w e ll i l lu s t r a t e d  as  in  th e  c h a rac te r  o f Sybil who fin d s

sexual g r a t i f i c a t io n  only by means o f perversion* "'Come on, b e a t me,

daddy -you-you b ig  b lack  b ru is e r .  W hat's tak in g  you so lo n g ? ' she s a id .
19'H urry up, knock me down I D on 't you want me?'"

Thus we have E l l i s o n 's  d ram atiza tio n  o f h y b r id i ty  in  American

c u ltu re . W illiam Melvin K elley does not have E l l i s o n 's  c re a tiv e  range,

nor does he have h is  depth o f v is io n . Nonetheless he succeeds in  the

iro n ic a l  mode o f h is  second, perhaps overly  co n triv ed , novel Dem (1967).

The s to ry  concerns a ju n io r e x e c u tiv e 's  astonishm ent when informed th a t

h is  w ife , due to  a very  ra re  p h y sio lo g ica l oecurttence (sup erfeeu n d a tio n ),

has given b i r th  to  tw in s , one b lack  and one w h ite . I t  i s  explained th a t*

Superfeeundation i s  th e  f e r t i l i z a t i o n  o f those two eggs w ith in  a 
sh o rt period o f tim e by sperm c e l l s  from two sep ara te  in te rc o u rse s . Now 
obviously , i f  you had f e r t i l i z e d  both  eggs, no one would be ab le  to  
d is tin g u ish  i t  from usual two-egg tw inning . But i f  your w ife h a d . . .  
r e la t io n s  w ith  ano ther man, who i s  very  d i f f e r e n t  p h y s ica lly  fPom you, 
and each o f you f e r t i l i z e d  one egg, each o f  you would pass h is  t r a i t s  on 
to  the  p a r t ic u la r  tw in he had f a th e re d ,20

This co n ce it ro o ts  K e lley 's  trea tm en t o f h y b r id i ty . When i t  i s  learned  

th a t  a Black man i s  in  f a c t  th e  fa th e r  o f th e  dark tw in th e  subsequent 

search fo r  Cooley, through th e  back a l le y s  and c e l la r s  o f Harlem,
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re p re se n ts  P ie rc e ’ s exposure to  C a lib an 's  c u ltu re ;  i t  i s  a carry -over of 

the  womb metaphor where, sym bio tiea lly  Caliban and Prospero a re  lin k e d .

In  th e  second h a lf  o f  th i s  f a b u l is t ic  novel P ierce  encounters people such 

as C arly le  who "cojnks" (uncurls  w ith  a h o t comb) h is  h a i r ,  G loria  who 

wears a b r ig h t red w ig, C alvin an E lliso n ia n  R ineheart fig u re  o f  in v is i ­

b i l i t y  whom P ierce f a i l s  to  recognize as  Cooley ( in  th e  end he does, 

when i t  i s  too  l a t e ) .  A ll th e se  c h a rac te rs  a re  grotesque fig u re s  

rep re sen tin g  th e  dark  side o f  P ie rc e 's  consciousness. U nfo rtunate ly  

though, given th e  na tu re  o f fa b u la tio n , K elley  does not come to  a success­

f u l  re so lu tio n  w ith  th e  p lo t .  He has P ierce  la p s in g  fo r  in s tan ce  in to  a 

dream sequence which bears  th e  unm istakable Joycean stamp, i f  not Himes’ 

type o f  humor, as w hite and b lack  males and fem ales cavo rt in  bed.

F in a lly , th e  novel f a l l s  o f f  in to  w it le s s  humor o f  th e  "w hat-people-w ill- 

say" v a r ie ty ,  now th a t  the  doorman o f P ie rc e 's  apartm ent b u ild in g  knows 

about th e  tw ins.

Yet, i f  on ly  because o f one scene th a t  p i t s  P ierce  ag a in s t a huge 

b lack  fig u re  o f  a woman, K e lley 's  work i s  a minor m asterp iece fo r  what 

he a ttem pts and succeeds in  doing. The b lack  woman i s  every th ing  th a t  

i s  a n t i th e t i c a l  to  P ie rc e 's  outlook and l i f e  s ty le .  U nsu rp ris ing ly ,

P ierce can only  s ta re  in  a s tu p efied  s t a t e .  To th e  b lack  woman, P ie rce , 

who i s  being "passed" o ff  a s  a lig h t-sk in n e d  Black from Canada, in c rea ­

s in g ly  comes to  rep re sen t what i s  wrong w ith  educated young Blacks 

( i r o n ic a l ly  rev e rs in g  the  " tra g ic  m ulatto" them e). More than  anything 

e ls e ,  th e  co n n o ta tiv e , the  suggestive aspec t stands o u t. In  t h i s  long 

scene, we get an ex te rn a lized  p ic tu re  o f abso lu te  c o n tra s t in  c o lo r , s ty le ,  

speech, tone and a t t i tu d e ,  in  sho rt th e  C aliban-Prospero i n i t i a l  pola­

r iz a t io n ;  y e t ,  sym bolically , the two extremes complement each o ther
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and are onet

I t  was only a few steps to  th e  k itch en . Ju s t in s id e  the  door, a 
ta b le  blocked th e  way, a m oney-filled saucepan in  the  c e n te r . Behind the  
t a b le ,  th e  k itchen  was a h igh -ce ilinged  room. At one tim e i t  had been 
some b rig h t c o lo r . Now i t  was im possible to  t e l l  what c o lo r ; no one
would have chosen the  gray which covered the  w a lls .

At th e  f a r  end was a sp attered  w hite s to v e , crouching hidden 
behind a Black woman a t  le a s t  as t a l l  and tw ice as  wide as M itchell 
[[PierceJ . She wore a b lack  d ress  decorated w ith  la rg e  yellow sunflow ers, 
one of which s tre tch ed  across her broad back, l ik e  th e  p ic tu re  on a team 
ja c k e t.

" Is  t h i s  where I  pay?"
"No p lace e lse , baby," She turned now, smoke r i s in g  from an iron  

k e t t l e  behind h e r . She was the  woman he had seen s i t t i n g  beside the 
highway.

"Well?" She moved toward the  ta b le .  "Ain’t  you got change?"
She stood behind th e  ta b le ,  la rg e  hands hanging a t  her s id e s . " I t ’ s 
in  th e  pan th e re . Go on, I  t r u s t  you."

"D idn 't I  see you a few hours ago on th e  highway?"
She w rinkled her t in y  nose. "Highway?"
Perhaps he was m istaken. B u t . . .  "You look very  fa m ilia r  to  me."
" I  a i n ' t  never been to  Canada,"
M itchell was confused, decided to  l e t  th e  m atter drop , " Is  t h i s  

where I  pay?"
"T h a t's  what I  sa id . D on't you lig h t-sk in n ed  n iggers never 

l i s t e n  to  anybody bu t w hite fo lks?"
"Why* y e s ."  He took a f iv e -d o l la r  b i l l  from h is  w a lle t ,  "And 

could I  have th re e  d r in k s . Do you have bourbon?"
"Course I  d o ."  She bent in to  a c a b in e t, brought out th e  b o t t le .  

"Three?" She squinted a t  him.
Perhaps th re e  d rin k s  were too  many. "Yes." He wanted them a l l  

h im se lf; th ey  might re la x  him, "One's a doub le ."
She poured the  d r in k s , using  a jig g e r g la ss  w ith a th ic k  bottom. 

"W hat's wrong now?"
"Not a th in g ."
"W hat's wrong w ith you, boy? You a re ta rd ? "  She d id  not w ait 

fo r  h is  answer, bu t re tu rned  to  th e  s to v e , picked up a two-pronged fo rk , 
began to  spear each piece o f chicken, b ring ing  i t  c lo se  to  her face fo r 
in sp ec tio n .

He choked down a la rg e  swallow, " I t ' s  ju s t  th a t  I  th in k  I 'v e  
seen you b e fo re ."

Her back to  hinu " I  probably look l ik e  your mama,"
M itchell sm iled, almost laughed. His m other, dead now e ig h t 

y e a rs , had been sm all and d ry , "No, t h a t 's  not i t , "  He took another 
swallow. The a lcoho l could not p o ssib ly  be in  h is  a r t e r i e s  y e t ,  but
knowing i t  was on i t s  way made him fe e l  b e t te r .  "But-"

" I  get one o f you a t  every p a rty  G loria g iv e s ,"  She spun around.
"You lig h t-sk in n e d , educated boys I Young Black g i r l s  scare  you, so you
come out and ta lk  to  mammy."

M itchell t r i e d  to  laugh. "R eally  t h a t 's  n o t."
"W ell, mammy's a g i r l  too and she a i n ' t  got tim e fo r  seared boys."  

Unless you want to  come on in  the  k itchen  w ith me." She shook her head.
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"No you d o n 't  want th a t .  Go on away from h e re . Mammy a i n ' t  got no time
no more fo r  scared boys. Mammy wants men I"

M itchell fin ish ed  the  double bourbon. "I'm  not a f r a id ."
"Then why you hanging around th e  k itchen?" She advanced on him,

p o in tin g  the  prongs o f h er fo rk  a t  h is  eyes, "Go on now," 21

P ierce  backs away from th e  challen g e , r e s is t in g  th e  obvious a t t r a c t io n

fo r t h i s  haven o f s e c u r ity .

On th i s  note o f c u l tu ra l  d is t in c tiv e n e s s  ends our a n a ly s is  o f

h y b r id i ty  in  th e  Black American novel. Prom a somewhat t r a g ic  s tan ce ,

oddly o f C alibanie in s is te n c e  to  be in teg ra ted  in to  Prospero*s w orld,

we moved to  i t s  su ccessfu l re so lu tio n  in  Toomer's Canej f in a l ly  we

looked a t  c e r ta in  v a r ia tio n s  in  an iro n ic a l  or s a t i r i c a l  mode in  the

modern p erio d .
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4* The Hybrid. <4uebeoer

Abandoned by France and conquered bv pr i t a i n  In 1?60, the French 

Canadians thereupon su ffe r a sc iss io n  w ith in  *he s e l f .  This sc iss io n  

ex p la in s the  tu rn ing  for p ro tec tio n  to  a we ss ia n ic  mystique wherebv 

the  French Canadians roo t them selves in a ru ra l o rder revolv ing  around 

the lan d , the  language, the fam ily and th e  f a i th ,  N otwithstanding the 

fa c t  th a t  the land was t r u ly  not the  g rea t purveyor and maternal 

p ro te c to r i t  was purported to  be , and th a t  the woman could not be made 

in to  a source of endless f e r t i l i t y ,  the  French Canadian, armed with 

s p i r i tu a l  fe rv o r, w ill in g ly  turned h is  back on the  secu lar environment 

and sought, comfort and sublim ation fo r h is  f r u s t r a t io n s ,  anguishes and 

a n x ie t ie s .  Hence the  pa in fu l h y b r id itv : the  tow ering image of a small

se lf-en c lo sed  people confident, in  i t s  m ission of being a d iv in e ly -  

in sp ired  and d iv in e ly -p ro tec ted  people a t  odds a g a in s t a m a jo rity  of 

m a te r ia l is t ic  " fo re ig n e rs” fo r whom i t  w ill  function  as a god-ordained 

exemolum (fo r Quebec was the  Augustinian d iv in e  commonwealth I ) ; w hile in 

f a c t ,  as th e  following novels dem onstrate, the  con tingencies of ex istence  

were becoming more p ressing ,

Maria Chapdelaine (1915), th e  c la s s ic  novel by Louis Hemon 

ce le b ra tin g  the  ru ra l  se t-up  an t i t s  e th o s , co n ta in s , as in  a microcosm, 

a l l  th e  a t t i tu d e s  th a t  we have d iscussed  in  g en era l. This novel about 

a tu rn -o f- th e -c e n tu ry  French-Canadian fam ily  l iv in g  in  the  v i l la g e  o f 

Peribonka, in  the  Lac S ain t-Jean  reg io n , focuses fo r i t s  d ram atiza tion  

of Maria C hapdelaine 's thwarted love fo r Frangois Paradis on th e  funda­

m ental myths elaborated  since the  Conquests f i d e l i t y  to  the  la n d , th e  

fam ily , " la  race',' the  f a i th ,  th a t  a re  held to  be sacred v ir tu e s  th a t  the 

French Canadian must uphold, l e s t  he p e r ish . Nothing has changed and
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nothing must change i f  Quebec is  to  go on e x is t in g .

Let us f i r s t  examine the  a t t i tu d e s  towards th re e  o f these  

fundamental v a lu es : the la n d , the  woman, the  f a i th  before  d iscu ssin g

how th ey  come to  bear on th e  c e n tra l c h a ra c te r , Maria Chapdelaine,

The land i s  e a r ly  introduced as  abundant, f e r t i l e .  The general 

p ic tu re  is  one o f l i g h t ,  o f happ iness, and more im portan tly , of s t a b i l i t y ,  

o f  assu rance , as when M aria 's  mother, Mme Chapdelaine, i s  described 

th in k in g  about i t s

Les ooings sur la s  hanehes, dedaignant de s 'a t t a b l e r  2 son to u r ,  
e l l e  celebra la  beau te  du monde t e l l e  q u 'e l l e  la  comprenaits . . .  la  
beau te  p lacide et, v ra ie  de la  campagne au so l r ic h e ,  de la  campagne p la te  
qui n 'a  oour p itto re sq u e  que l 'o r d r e  des longs s i l lo n s  p a ra llS le s  e t  la  
douceur des eaux cou ran tes , de la  campagme qui s 'o f f r e  nue aux b a ise rs  
du s o le i l  avec un abandon d 'epouse ,^  *

The land is  l a t e r  presented as  p a rt o f an a ll ia n c e  grouping the  fam ily , 

love and s p i r i tu a l i ty .  The s ig n if ic a n c e , o f course , is  th a t  a l l  the  

e a r th ly  a t t r ib u te s  a re  a t  one with d iv in i ty ;  th ey  a re  p a r t and r e f le c t io n  

o f th e  d iv ine o rd e r. One f e e ls  th a t  th e  d e sc r ip tio n  of the  Chapdelaines 

looking  back on th e i r  e a r ly  l i f e  a p p lie s  to  a whole people and a whole 

way o f l i f e :

La vie a v a it  to u jo u rs  e te  unie e t  simple pour eux: le  dur
t r a v a i l  n e ce ssa ire , le  bon accord en tre  epoux, la  soumission aux lo i s  de 
l a  n a tu re  e t de l 'E g l i s e ,  Toutes ces choses s 'e t a i e n t  fondues dans la  
meme tram e, le s  r i t e s  du c u lte  e t  le s  d e ta i l s  de I 'e x is te n c e  jo u r n a l i s e  
t r e s s e s  ensemble, de so rte  q u 'i l s  eussent e te  incapab les de separer 
1 'e x a l ta t io n  re l ig ie u s e  qui l e s  posseda it d 'avec  le u r  ten d resse  inex- 
prim ee . 2

Yet an ominous note i s  likew ise  in tro d u ced : the  land i s  not

as abundant and f e l ic i to u s  a s  Mme Chapdelaine would th in k . M, Chapde­

la in e  i s  ta lk in g  to  h is  h e lp er and both a re  working in  the  f i e ld s .  The 

in d ic a tio n  is  th a t  work on th e  land i s  h ard , not q u ite  as rew arding in  

m a te ria l terms as  th e  s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  these  farm ers have o f i t :  "La

t e r r e  e s t  bonne; mais i l  fa u t se b a t t r e  avec l e  b o is  pour l 'a v o i r ;  e t
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pour v iv re  i l  fau t economiser sur to u t  e t  besogner du matin au s o i r ,  e t 

to u t f a ir e  soi-m§me, parce que le s  a u tre s  maisons sont s i  lo in ."  Hemon 

in troduces a c h a ra c te r , Lorenzo Surprenant, a French Canadian who l e f t  

Peribonka, to  make a l iv in g  in  a New England in d u s tr ia l  town. Coming 

from the ou tside  and no longer a p a r t of the  p rev a len t e th o s , he sees 

c le a r ly  the  kind of l i f e  th a t  the r u r a l  fo lk s  a re  l iv in g .  What he 

r e p l ie s  to  the  o v e ra ll ce leb ra tio n  i s  again  q u ite  ominous. To the  f re e ­

dom, the  abundance, the  f e r t i l i t y ,  and the  implied fe e lin g  o f assu rance , 

he sayss " I I  n 'y  a pas d ’homme au monde qui s o i t  moins l ib r e  qu 'un hab i­

ta n t  . . .  . Vous e te s  le s  serv5.teurs de vos animauxj v o i l i  ce que vous 

e te s ,  Vous le s  soignez, vous le s  n e tto y ez ; vous ramassez le u r  fumier 

comme le s  pauvres ram assent le s  m ie tte s  des r ic h e s ," ^

The a t t i tu d e  towards the  woman is  not one where she i s  seen as 

a m is tre s s , or a symbol o f s e n su a lity . Always in  th ese  r u r a l  novels she 

i s  portrayed a f te r  the  land in  a m aternal p ic tu re , a source o f f e r t i l i t y  

and abundance, a p ro c rea to r. Fransois P a rad is , M aria’s t r a g ic  lo v e r, 

env isions her in  h is  love tra n s p o r ts  not as a p o ssib le  m is tre ss  but in  

the  realm o f m aternal p o s s ib i l i t ie s *  " I I  s e n ta i t  qu’e l le  e t a i t  de ces 

femmes q u i, lo rsq u ’e l le s  se donnent, donnent to u t sans compteri 1 ’amour 

de le u r  corps e t  de le u r  coeur, la  fo rce  de le u rs  b ras dans la  besogne 

de chaque jo u r , la  devotion complete d ’un e s p r i t  dans d e to u rs ,"  ** The 

m aternal image of th e  woman i s  likew ise  re fe rre d  to  when the  v illa g e  

cu ra te  has a ta lk  w ith Maria follow ing her lo v e r 's  t r a g ic  death in  the  

woods. I t  i s  q u ite  s ig n if ic a n t the  cu ra te  ignores the  sensual female 

in  Maria th a t  i s  mourning as he t e l l s  her to  look towards her s t i l l  

u n fu lf i l le d  m aternal ro le  as  a source o f hope, i f  not as a "ra iso n  

d ’l t r e . "  In o ther words, the  cu ra te  means th a t  Maria has no cause fo r
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g r ie f  since she is  not m arried and has yet to  f u l f i l l  her ro le  as mother 

and w ife : "Une f i l l e  comme t o i ,  p la isa n te  & v o ir ,  de bonne sante  e t  avec

5a v a i l la n te  e t  menag&re, c 'e s t  f a i t  pour encourager ses vieux p a ren ts , 

d 'ab o rd , e t  pu is aprSs se m arier e t  fonder une fam ille  c h re tien n e ."  ^ 

R elig io n , as has been sa id , is  the  (rreat s p i r i tu a l  fo rce  th a t  

ga lvan izes th ese  ru ra l  fo lk s  in  th e i r  f ig h t fo r su rv iv a l. Not su rp ri­

s in g ly , the  novel opens w ith the  people o f the  v i l la g e  coming out of mass 

on Sunday mornings "La p o rte  de l 'e g l i s e  de Peribonka s 'o u v r i t  e t  le s
n

hommes commencSrent & s o r t i r , "  The "messianisme" bemoaned by Brunet,

th i s  abnegation towards n e c e s s i t ie s  o f the  m a te ria l o rd e r, th e  negation

of womanhood in  her s e n s u a li ty , the  fundamental sublim ation o f a l l

m atte rs  o f th e  secu lar order in to  sp ir i tu a lis m , i s  b e t te r  understood when

one knows the  fa r-reach in g  ro le  th a t  the  p r ie s t  played in  th e  ru ra l

p a rish e s , fo r as Hemon sayss " . . .  l e  p rS tre  canadien n 'e s t  pas seu le-

ment l e  d ire e te u r  de conscience de ses o u a i l le s ,  mais a u ss i le u r  con-

s e i l l e r  en to u te s  mati&res, l ’a r b i t r e  de le u rs  q u e re lle s , e t  en v e r i te

la  seule personne d if fe re n te  d ’eux-memes 2l la q u e lle  i l s  p u issen t av o ir
8

recou rs  dans le  doute,"-

A ll th ese  a t t i tu d e s ,  the  c e le b ra tio n  and the  m ythicizing  of 

the  la n d , th e  negation o f th e  sensual woman and the  c e le b ra tio n  of her 

m aternal r o le ,  th e  o v e ra ll re lig io u s  o r ie n ta tio n , rev ealing  as  they  a re  

in te rsp e rsed  in  the  course o f the  novel, take a momentous dimension in  

th e  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  o f Maria Chapdelaine and her s to ry ,

Maria i s  a young woman, a d u t i fu l  daugh ter, l iv in g  w ith her 

paren ts  on th e  farm, doing her share of work and destined  to  marry 

Francois P a rad is , a dashing young man in the  t r a d i t io n  of th e  "coureurs 

de b o is ."  As Francois u n fo rtu n a te ly  d ie s ,  w ith him vanish a l l  the
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p o s s ib i l i t i e s  th a t  he symbolized fo r Maria: happiness, s e n su a lity , a

l i f e  d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  led  a t  home. She fin d s  th e re fo re  conso la tion  

in her f a i t h ,  in  what th e  curate  t e l l s  h e r; she i s  w illin '?  to  re s lc n  

h e r s e lf  to  F a te , not u n lik e  the  C o rn e illian  hero ine whose example of 

ahne^ation w*71 be proposed to  venerations o f French Canadian c i r l s .  

However, tem ptation  e n te r s .  She i s  courted by two young men, symbol­

iz ing  two opposite  ways o f l i f e :  th a t  of the c i ty  and a l l  i t s  m a te ria l

advantages, and th a t  o f the  country th a t  she knows, Maria i s  decidedly  

temnted to  embrace th e  kind of l i f e  o ffered  by Lorenzo S urprenant:

" . . .  la  v ie  mao-nifique des crandes c i t e s ,  de la  v ie  p la is a n te , su re ,

e t  des b e l le s  rues d r o i te s ,  inondees de lumi&re le  s o ir ,  p a re i l le s  H
u

des m erveilleux  sp ec tac le s  sans f in ,  c o n tra s t ,  Eutrope Gagnon,

the  lo c a l boy, cauche and tim id as only  a farm boy can b e , promises 

only: "F a ire  le  menace e t  l 'o r d in a i r e ,  t i r e r  le s  vaches, ne ttoyer

l 'e t a b le  quand 1 'homme s e r a i t  ab sen t, t r a v a i l l e r  dans le s  champs peu t- 

e t r e ,  oarce q u 'i l s  ne se ra ie n t que deux e t  q u 'e l l e  e t a i t  fo r te .  Passer 

le s  v e i l le e s  au ro u e t ou & redoubler de vieux vetem ents ,"-10

As Maria i s  courted by th ese  po lar opposites  she confron ts th e  

world of th e  m a te ria l p resen t (and th e  fu tu re ) and th a t  o f th e  p a s t; 

the  s c in t i l l a t in g  world beyond Peribonka she would l ik e  to  enjoy and the  

t r a d i t io n a l  world o f obedience and d u ty , un re lieved  by secu la r p leasu re  

which is  h e r m other's  l o t  and the v i l la g e r s * , Her f i r s t  re a c tio n  c le a r ly  

shows her cho ice : she wants to  renounce her m other's  way o f l i f e ,  in

her i n i t i a l  r e je c t io n  o f Eutrope Gagnon: "Mon, e l l e  ne v o u la it  pas v iv re

comme c e l a , " ^  Her ren u n c ia tio n  stems not only from the  fa c t  th a t  she 

i s  fasc ina ted  w ith L orenzo 's world b u t ,  moreover, because she agrees 

w ith Lorenzo 's denunciation  of the  r u r a l  way o f l i f e .  She too  b e liev es
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th a t  i t s  c e le b ra tio n  i s  a myth-making p ro cess , a sy stem atic , conscious

and unconscious, construction  o f the  mind ca rried  by people who could

not do otherw ise l e s t  they  succumb to  d e sp a ir . L ucid ly , Maria i s  ready

to  renounce her m other's world as she agrees w ith L orenzo 's observations:

"C 'e s t v ra i ce que d i s a i t  1& Lorenzo Surprenant? c 'e t a i t  un pays sans
'12

p i t i e  e t  sans douceur.

Yet, whereas the stage i s  s e t fo r a momentous negation , Mme 

Chapdelaine d ie s ,  Maria has to  reconsider her d e c is io n . Two main 

fa c to rs  w i l l  be brought to  bear on h er consciencFj what her fa th e r  

t e l l s  h e r , th e  n o t-se -su b tle  in fluenc ing  th a t  h is  c e le b ra tio n  of the  

in s p ira t io n a l  q u a l i t ie s  o f h is  w ife re p re se n ts ; and th e  "voices" th a t  

Maria (much as  a la t te r -d a y  Joan o f Arc) h e a rs , the  v o ices o f th e  p a s t , 

those o f the  c o lle c tiv e  unconscious.

At f i r s t ,  M aria 's re a c tio n  to  her f a th e r 's  n a rra tio n  of abnegation , 

endurance, s e lf le s s n e s s , and o ther h ero ic  and sup ra-hero ic  q u a l i t ie s  th a t  

th e  French Canadian ru ra l  mother possesses (the  a sso c ia tio n  through her 

between land and d iv ine  o rder) i s  one o f obediences "Vivre a in s i ,  dans 

ce pays, comme sa m&re a v a it  vecu, e t  pu is mourir e t  l a i s s e r  derri& re 

so i un homme chagrine e t  le  souvenir des v e rtu s  e s s e n t ie l le s  de sa ra c e , 

e l l e  s e n ta i t  q u 'e l le  s e r a i t  capable de c e l a , " ^  Yet she remains d o u b tfu l. 

Then she h ears  the  voices o f th e  c o lle c tiv e  unconscious. In  fa c t  she 

h ears  th ree  v o ices , and the  th ird  i s  the  d ec is iv e  one. Quite s ig n i f i ­

c an tly  th e re  i s  the  a ll ia n c e  in  i t  o f the  la n d , the  m aternal ro le  and 

d iv in e  o rd er: " . . .  l a  voix du pays de Quebec, qui e t a i t  & m oitie  un

chant de femme e t  & m oitie  un sermon de p r e t r e , " ^  The content o f the  

message conveys the  m essianic t r a i t ,  the  g lobal a l l ia n c e  o f man-land-and 

God, bu t more s ig n if ic a n tly  i t  re v e a ls  the  r e p e r to ire  o f myths and
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legends the  t r a d i t io n a l  n a t io n a l is t  school in  French Canada u t i l i z e s  

(even up to  p resen t day) to  galvanize the  energ ies  o f th e  French Canadiansi 

"Car en v e r i te  to u t ce qui f a i t  l'fime de la  province te n a i t  dans c e t te  

vo ix t l a  so len n ite  ch£re du vieux c u lte ,  la  douceur de la  v i e i l l e  langue 

jalousem ent gardee, la  splendour e t  la  force barbare du pays neuf oii
’ 15une ra c in e  ancienne a re tro u v e  son ado lescence."

Maria heeds what th e  vo ices say to  h e r . With th e  r e s u l t  th a t  

d e sp ite  her i n i t i a l  impulse she now embraces what she knows consciously  

to  be an id ea lized  v is io n  o f l i f e ,  and w il l  marry Eutrope, The 

ju s t i f i c a t io n  i s  not only th a t  she has to  ca rry  on her m other’ s r o le ,  b u t ,  

on a deeper le v e l ,  th e re  i s  the  im plica tion  th a t ,  as she f u l ly  assumes 

the  meaning o f h er a c t ,  she accep ts the  M essianic myth fo r what i t  symbol­

izes  : th e  su rv iv a l o f h e r people. This i s  Impressed upon her when the

vo ices t e l l  h e r th a t  th e  French Canadian, in  order to  endure, must 

forsake any ind iv idualism  and uphold ra th e r  th e  common values and b e l ie f s  

legated  by t r a d i t io n ,  in  th e  l i f e  s ty le  of simple fo lk s  such as P eribonka 's  

and, more im portan tly , in  the  symbol o f c o n tin u ity  and f id e l i t y  contained 

in  motherhood! "Rien ne changera, parce que nous sommes un temoignage.

De nous-memes e t  de nos d e s tin e e s , nous n 'avons compris c lairem ent que 

ce d e v o ir - l i i  p e r s i s t e r . . .  nous ma i n t eni r , , ^ And her s to ry  c lo ses  

on th e  apotheosized g lo r i f ic a t io n  o f the  p a s t ,  a s o c ie ty 's  r e s i l ie n c y  to  

change t

C 'e s t pourquoi i l  fau t r e s t e r  dans la  province otl nos p£res 
sont r e s te s ,  e t  v iv re  comme i l s  ont vecu, pour obeir au commandement 
inexprime qui s 'e s t  forme dans le u rs  coeurs, qui a passe dans le s  n o tres  
e t  que nous devrons tran sm ettre  £ no tre  to u r £ de nombreux en fan ts :
Au pays de Quebec r ie n  ne d o it mourir e t  r ie n  ne d o it changer.. , ^ 7

Lionel G roulx 's L'Appel de la  Race (1922) is  s e t in  Ottawa and 

cen te rs  on a m arriage between a French Canadian and an English Canadian
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woman th a t  has re su lte d  in  the  a s s im ila tio n  o f th e i r  o ff -sp r in g s  in to  

Anglo-Saxon c u ltu re . The theme o f a s s im ila tio n  is  extended however to  

include a lso  a la rg e r  h i s to r ic a l  frame which Groulx, as an h is to r ia n ,  

i s  foremost in te re s te d  in  (to  th e  ex ten t o f using a r t  as propanganda): 

the  1920 issu e  of sep a ra te  schools fo r  French Canadians in  O ntario .

As a member of the Canadian House o f Commons, the  p ro ta g o n is t, Ju les  de 

Lantagnac, i s  brought to  confront t h i s  is su e . The th re a t  o f a ss im ila tio n  

i s ,  th e re fo re , both p r iv a te  and p u b lic , fa m il ia l  and h i s to r i c a l ;  so th a t  

i t  comes as no su rp rise  when the  n ove l’ s c lim ac tic  p o in t, de L antagnac 's 

momentous speech in  th e  Commons denouncing th e  E nglish , i s  p a ra lle le d  

by the  d is so lu tio n  of h is  m arriage.

Thus, th i s  f i r s t  novel by one o f French Canada's dominant n a tio n ­

a l i s t  le a d e rs  d eals  w ith the  same theme th a t  Hemon was concerned w ith : 

the  n e c e ss ity  fo r Quebec to  p re sen t a homogeneous fro n t a g a in s t an ou t­

side th re a ten in g  environment. Consequently, th e  a t t i tu d e s  towards 

r e l ig io n ,  lan d , language, are  s im ila r  in  both books; except fo r the  

d iffe ren c e  o f th e i r  be ing  lumped In to  a r a c i a l i s t  frame o f re fe ren ce  

evolved from G roulx 's read ing  o f Gobineau, Le Hon and H arris  a t  h is  

w orst. R elig ion is  introduced in  th e  conventional p a tte rn . In the  

e a r ly  p a r t  o f the  novel, P lre  Fabien im presses upon de Lantagnac, uneasy 

about h is  French h e r i ta g e ,  th a t  th e  Church i s  the  "key" to  th e  under­

standing o f the  Quebecois; th a t  which de Lantagnac must have noticed 

in  h is  re cen t search fo r  ro o ts  in  Quebec:

Et de 1&, M, l e  philosophe, continua p lu s emu le  re l ig ie u x , de 
l i ,  pour chercher la  e le  du myst&re, vos yeux s 'e n  sont a l l e s  d 'eux-m e- 
mes, n 'e s t - c e  pas, vers  l 'e g l i s e  p rochaine, v e rs  son clocher d 'a rg e n t?
. . .  En meme temps q u ' i l  e s t  r e s te  l e  signe lo y a l d 'une l a t i n i t e  au then- 
t iq u e , i l  se dresse comme la  p lu s haute f le u r  d 'une te r r e  o& le  t r a v a i l  
n 'e s t  .jamaJLs t r l s t e ,  embleme d 'une  race  oii 1 'e s p r i t  e s t  to u jo u rs  le  
p lus h a u t . 18
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The land is  s im ila r ly  id e n tif ie d  as d ep o sito ry  of the  a n c e s to rs ' h e r ita g e .

As in  '•"aria Chapdelaine, i t  i s  celeb ra ted  in a mystique from which, i t

i s  a lle g e d , no French Canadian can withhold reco g n itio n . That the land

i s  more a s p ir i tu a l  image t ie d  to  a subconscious archetype ra th e r  than

a concrete  environment can be seen in de Lantagnac's re p ly : " J 'a v a is  l£ ,

devant moi, le  champ de b a t a i l l e  de mes a n c e tre s , le s  vieux d e fr ic h e u rs ,

l e s  vainqueurs des fo re ts  v ie rg e s , Je vovals le  re l jq u a ire  de le u rs

sueurs e t de le u r  dure pe ine , Ce so l, me ra o p e la is - je ,  a e te  conquis,
19pied par p ied , nouce par pouce sur la  fo re t  m ille n a ire ." ' This in d i­

v is ib le  p a rtn e rsh ip  o f man and land is  re s ta te d  a t  the  end of the  novel 

when de Lantagnac maVes h is  speech in the  Commons, Because i t  i s  assumed 

t h i s  p a rtn e rsh ip  r e s ts  on a fundamental d iv in e  p lan , i t  is  f e l t  th a t  a 

d e n ia l of the  French Canadian, an in ju s t ic e  d ire c ted  a t  him, i s  tantamount 

to  being a sac rile g io u s  a c t ,  Groulx seems to  imply as  much in  rh e to ­

r i c a l l y  ask ing : " . . .  e s t - i l  au pouvoir de quelques m il l ie r s  de p e rse-

cu teu rs  d 'e c ra s e r  une race qu i plonge ses rac in es  au plus profond du sol
20

canadien, comme l 'e r a b l e ,  son symbole immortel?" Language, f in a l ly ,  

i s  another in d iv is ib le  elem ent; any th re a t  posed to  i t  i s  as sac rile g io u s  

as  when d ire c ted  ag a in s t some of the  o th er v a lu es . At one po in t th e re  

i s  a re fe ren ce  to  the  kind o f French de Lantagnac's daughters a re  being 

tau g h t a t  school, th e  upshot being i t s  questionab le  value since  i t  i s  

P a ris ia n  and not th e  p a r t ic u la r  Quebec v a r ie ty :

N ellie  e t  V irg in ia  a r t i c u la ie n t ,  o c i e l l  l e  v ra i fran $ a is  d 'e s ­
sence on ta rien n e , le  pur e t  au then tique  P a ris ian  french . Non seulement 
le u r  p&re d e v a it le u r  apprendre une langue nouvelle , ignoree; force lu i  
e t a i t  de n e tto y e r d 'abord le u r  e s p r i t ,  du jargon p re ten tieu x  e t  barbare 
dont un faux enseignement l 'a v a i t  encombre,

Yet i t  seems, in  G rou lx 's  mind, th a t  a l l  th ese  t r a d i t io n a l  values 

need a more dram atic cen te r o f re fe re n ce . Hence " la  ra c e ,"  as  an a l l -
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the  b a t t le s  o f th e  French Canadian to  be fought, a l l  h is  problems to  be

exp lained , indeed a l l  o f l i f e ' s  com plexity summarized. As de Lantagnac

exp lains to  PSre Fabien, who suggested a t r i p  to  the  province o f Quebec

of h is  boyhood, as a means o f renewing w ith h is  h e r i ta g e , " la  race"

f in a l ly  m otivates him to  recap tu re  h is  l o s t  id e n t i ty :  "Sur la  tombe

des Lantagnac je  me su is  aceorde & mes a n c e tre s , I  ma ra c e , Je l ' a i

eproiive, je  l ' a i  touche avec une r e a l i t e  sen s ib le : l e  Lantagnac que
22

j ' e t a i s ,  a l l a i t  devenir une force  anarch ique , perdue." The re ference

here to  th e  world of th e  dead, th e  h e r ita g e  of th e  a n c e s to rs , in d ica tes

Canon G roulx 's n a t io n a l is t  a f f i l i a t i o n s .  L ater on he dem onstrates fu l ly

th a t  h is  no tion  o f " la  race"  stems indeed from a c e r ta in  n ineteen th

cen tury  European school. In  a d iscu ss io n  between de Lantagnac and the

p r ie s t  regard ing  the  e f f e c ts  and consequences o f h is  m arriage, th e  l a t t e r

re v e a ls  th e  reasons fo r h is  d isapproval o f such a l l ia n c e s .  F ir s t  he

denounces th e  m iscegenation th a t  went on between Europeans and Indians

back in  the  pioneer days, and which may account fo r  th e  1760 d e fe a t:

" Q u i.s a lt ,  a v a it  d i t  le  P&re, avec une fran ch ise  p lu to t rude , qui s a l t

s i  no tre  ancienne noblesse canadienne n 'a  pas d-3 sa deeheance au melange
23des sangs q u 'e l l e  a tro p  facilem ent a ccep te , tro p  souvent recherche?"

Next, the  p r ie s t  t r i e s  to  s c i e n t i f i c a l ly  prove h is  understanding of

m iscegenation by quoting LeBon's long since  d isc re d ite d  Lois Psycholo-

triques de l 'E v o lu tio n  des P euples: " 'L es  croisem ents peuvent S tre  un

element de progr&s en tre  des races  su p e rieu res , a ssez  v o is in es  t e l l e s

que l e s  Anglais e t  le s  Allemands d'Amerique. I l s  c o n s ti tu e n t tou jo u rs

un element de degenerescence quand ces ra c e s , meme su p e rieu res , sont
24

tro p  d i f f e r e n te s . '"  However, such statem ents coming from a p r ie s t



66

cannot but dem onstrate the  towering in fluence  the  c le rg y  enjoyed: de

Lantagnac i s ,  o f course, led to  believe th a t  h is  m arriage i s  an a b e rra tio n

th a t  must be destroyed i f  he i s  to  re -e n te r  " la  ra c e ."  For here i s  the

question  b r o u g h t  to  bear on h is  conscience: " . . .  a i - j e  le  d r o i t  de

dem olir mon fo y er, d 'o p e re r la  d ipersion  de mes en fan ts?  J ' i r a i  p lus

lo in :  mon devoir de depute, le  devouement que je  d o is  1 ma race
25

m 'o b lig e n t- i ls  ju s q u 'i  de s i  te r r ib le s  s a c r if ic e s ? "  The answer i s  a 

foregone conclusion.

He Lantagnac's s a c r i f i c i a l  r i t u a l  reminds of M aria 's : the

in d iv id u a l 's  personal claim to  happiness i s  s t i f le d  by the weight o f 

c o lle c t iv e  im positions. What makes i t  p a r t ic u la r ly  appal lin g ,th o u g h , 

i s  the  fa c t  th a t  the  p r ie s t  has caused the  d is so lu t io n  of an in s t i tu t io n  

th a t  the  Church (o f which the  p r ie s t  is  God's serv an t) considers a s  an 

in d isso lu b le  sacrament in  canonical law.

Another novel o f in te r e s t  in  the  "m essianic" period o f French 

Canadian cu ltu re  i s  Mgr Felix-A ntoine S avard 's  Menaud M a?tre-Draveur 

(1917). I t  t e l l s  the  s to ry  o f a woodsman's, Menaud's growing sense of 

d isp o ssess io n  of h is  f o r e s ts ,  h is  fam ily, as i t  culm inates in to  in sa n ity . 

Throughout, enhancing Menaud's tragedy , th e  message th e  " th ird  voice"

communicates to  Maria Chapdelaine i s  repeated  as a le i tm o t i f :  "nothin?

must d ie ,  and nothing must change in  the province of Quebec." Ap-ainst

th e  backdrop of men a t  work in  the woods, t h i s  prose poem c e le b ra te s  the  

myth o f the  lan d , the  b ravery  of the  people, the  courage and heroism of 

the  an ces to rs , the  n e ce ss ity  to  remain f a i th f u l  to  t h e i r  legacy , and 

warns ag a in s t the  presence o f an undefined "enemy." Yet the  r e a l i t y  of 

the  day (which Harvey, fo r in s ta n ce , t r i e s  to  communicate in  Les Deml- 

C iv i l is e s ,  as sh a ll  be seen l a t e r ) ,  in i t s  in c reasin g  u rb an iza tio n ,
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in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n ,  Menaud cannot a ccen t. He immerses h im self consequently 

in to  the  world o f the p a s t ,  and o f Maria Chap^elaine th a t  he does not 

cease to  read and enjoy. He p ro je c ts  over h is  d is in te g ra t in g  environment 

images o f an inner landscape more and more divorced from the  o u te r.

Nowhere in  French Canadian l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  would seem, has the  anguish, 

the  drama, brought about by the passing of th e  t r a d i t io n a l  order and the  

coming o f the new one, th e  c o n f lic t  between the  world o f the  past and 

th a t  of th e  p resen t and th e  fu tu re , been so p a ss io n a te ly  portrayed , 

wenaud and what he symbolizes end in  d e fe a t, an t i t  i s  th e  d e fea t of a 

whole way of l i f e  th a t  ta k es  p lace .

In  Menaud's d e fe a t is  pointed out the  n e ce ss ity  to  embrace the  

secu la r o rd e r, w ith the  requ ired  concrete  s tan ce , to o ls  and courage the  

movement o f r e v o l t ,  s ta r t in g  in  th e  F o r tie s , w il l  a r t i c u la te  from the  

standpoin t of the  c i ty .  Let us analyze the  components of Menaud's 

d e fe a t.

As in the  novels p rev iously  d iscu ssed , lan d , language, fa ith

and fam ily , in d iv id u a lly  or lumped to g e th e r in  the  M essianic m ystique,

are  ce leb ra ted  and clung to  by the  old woodsman, the  more d esp e ra te ly

so as he withdraws in to  a m ythical world, Menaud, h is  son Joson, and

A lex is, a young woodsman, a re  introduced as p a r t o f th e  same mold as

Francois P a rad is , in the  "coureurs de b o is” (scou t) t r a d i t io n :  "Menaud,

Joson, A lex is, eux n 'a v a ie n t po in t bronche, e ta n t d 'une a u tre  ra c e , de

c e lle  que la  te r r e  mesuree, avec ses labours e t  ses moissons, ses rig u eu rs

e t  ses te n d re sse s , n 'a v a ie n t pas encore ap p riv o isee . Pour eux, la  v ie
26

c 'e t a i t  l e  bois oii l 'o n  e s t  chez so i pa rto u t . . .  ."  I f  th e re  seems to  

be an attem pt to  c rea te  an opposition  between the  "coureur de bo is" and 

the  farm er, the  nomad and the  seden tary , i t  i s  b e t te r  to  emphasize and
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ce leb ra te  th e  m ajesty of th e  land the  l ik e s  of venaud and A lexis alm ost 

p h y s ica lly  possess as they  roam through i t s  v astn ess . The symbolic 

s ig n ific an ce  o f a land-based; Chapdelaine is  found to  be magnified in  the 

land-rov in^  Menaud who sees God's ample designs everywhere: "Lui, du

clan des loups de b o is , jamais i l  n 'a v a i t  ta n t  aime la  t e r r e ,  to u te  la  

te r r e  de son nays, mais su rto u t ce t fiore rant? de M ainsal, d e c r ie  par tous 

le*  labrv5~»ijrs -V r l a i s e , , • ce sol. janne ou i l  a v a it p r is  souche, l ib r e  

rarmi tous le s  s o ls ,"  ^

venaud 's v is io n  of the  envi.ronment around him is  the  same used 

bv the  th ird  voice in Maria Chapdela in e ; th e re  seems to  be a symbiosis 

between the  p a st Menaud reads about and the  p resen t he id e a lly  conceives. 

Go th a t  the imaginary and the  a c tu a l ,  dream and r e a l i ty ,  id e a l iz a tio n  

and concreteness a re  a l l  one: "Sn somme, to u t c e la , to u t au to u r, dans

le s  champs e t  sur la  montapne, a s s u ra i t  qu'une race f id e le  en tre  dans 

la  duree de la  te r r e  e lle-m em e,., C 'e ta i t  i J  le  sens des p a ro le s : 'Ces
2 apens sont d 'une  race qui ne s a i t  pas m o u r i r , , . '"  The old man's

s p i r i tu a l  involvement w ith th e  land is  so passionate  th a t  he to o , i t  is

i m p l i e d ,  h ears  a "voice" im pelling  him to  po fu r th e r . The legacy i s  no

longer th a t  Quebec must not change, but th a t  i t  must aggrandize i t s e l f ,

repossess i t s  lo s t  spaces: "Posseder, s 'a g ra n d ir l  V oili le  mot d 'o rd re

venu du sang, l 'a p p e l  monte de la  t e r r e ,  la  te r r e  qui to u te , dans la
29grande n u it de orin tem ps, c lam ait: 'J e  t 'a p p a r t i e n s l '"  *

F aith  i s ,  lik e w ise , the  same deeply-rooted  attachm ent found in

Maria Chapdelaine. In d e e d  i t  is  th a t  p a r t ic u la r  view of f a i th  which

ro o ts  the  M essianic m ission of th e  French s e t t l e r s  in  North America:

"Nous avions apporte  d 'ou tre -m er nos pri& res e t  nos chansons: e l le s
30

sont to u jo u rs  le s  memes," Another p a rt o f th e  sacred h e rita g e  to  be
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upheld i s  language: no tre  langue, nos v e rtu s  e t  jusqu’i  nos f a i -
>31b lesses  deviennent des choses sa c re e s ." ' Y et, beyond sp ec if ic  c e le ­

b ra tio n s , th e re  i s  the  generic  g lobal e thos.

Mgr Savard’ s concept of " la  race"  p a r a l le l s  th e  "vo ice’ s" in  

M aria» i t  i s  the  c o l le c t iv e ,  the  o rgan ic , sense o f th e  French Canadian 

experience in  North America, But h is  concept d i f f e r s  from Groulx’ s ; 

a t  l e a s t  in so fa r  as i t  i s  not o v e rtly  a sso c ia ted  w ith any r a c i a l i s t  

n ineteenth  century  European d o c tr in e . Here i t  means the  f i d e l i t y  o f 

the French Canadian to  h is  o r ig in s , a sense o f personal and c o lle c tiv e  

id e n ti ty  th a t  has a lle g e d ly  insured su rv iv a l, h i s to r ic a l ly .  Not 

s u m ris in g ly , Menaud's r e f le c t io n s  on the  su b jec t stem from the  i n i t i a l  

passage in  Hemon’ s book* "Nous avions apporte  dans nos p o itr in e s  l e  

coeur des hommes de no tre  pays v a i l la n t  e t  v i f ,  a u ss i prompt & la  p i t i e

qu 'au  r i r e ,  l e  coeur le  p lu s  humain de tous l e s  coeurs humainst i l  
32

n 'a  pas change," The u re se n t, th e n , cannot bu t be viewed in  the

perspec tive  o f th e  p a s t , th e  legacy of th e  an ces to rs  Menaud is  wont

to  look fo r in  h is  son, Joson: " ’Une race  qui ne meurt p a s t ’ Menaud la

voyait l£ ,  v iv an te , non dans le s  l i v r e s ,  mais dans sa ch a ir dressee  
33

devant lu i ," "  But th i s  i s  the  ex ten t o f th e  correspondence. Not only 

are  Menaud’ s hopes destroyed when Joson a c c id e n tly  d ie s ,  but,more 

im portan tly , th e  old man does not see the  r e f le c t io n  of the  p ast e i th e r  

in  the a c tu a l world or in  h is  d augh ter’ s , M aria’ s behav io r. Thwarted 

in h is  dreams, the  old man l iv e s  a s ta te  of p a in fu l d e sp e ra tio n . Whether 

i t  concerns h is  fam ily or th e  woods, Menaud's s t r id e n t  consciousness of 

h is  legacy keeps him in  a s ta te  o f r e v o l t ,  th e  more hopeless because 

i t  cannot find  any channel to  e x te r io r iz e  i t s e l f .  For in s tan ce , a s  the 

woods, a re  being sold to  fo reign  in te r e s t s ,  Menaud fin d s  re le a se  only
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in  a dream sequence, whereby the  c o lle c t iv e  unconscious t e l l s  him to  find 

h is  freedom. He i s  to ld  th i s  freedom i s  in  h im se lf; bu t the  woodsman 

cannot apprehend i t ,  he is  a cap tiv e . One may surm ise, a cap tive much 

as  h is  generation  and th e  ones before  which imprisoned them selves in  a 

s p ir i tu a l ly - s u s ta in in g  mystique th a t  n ev erth e le ss  locked them out o f 

th e  m a te ria l w orld ;

—Tu s a is  m aintenant, lu i  d i t  quelqu’un de c e t te  fo u le ; d e liv re  
l a  l ib e r te J

~ 0u e s t - e l l e ?
—Dans ton  sane:,
—Q u 'est-ce  qui la  r e t i e n t  cap tive?
--T oi-m em e.^

Menaud’ s t r a g ic  bout w ith ex is ten ce  i s ,  in  a d d itio n , more fo rce ­

f u l ly  portrayed in  h is  a t t i tu d e  towards h is  daugh ter, w ith whom he i s  as 

overpossessive as  he i s  w ith the  la n d , and w ith th e  same r e s u l t s .  When 

he hears th a t  D elie  (a young man working fo r the  " fo re ig n e rs"  who a re  

now acqu iring  th e  fo re s t)  i s  courting  h is  daughter M aria, he f l i e s  in to  

a rage as b lind  and i r r a t io n a l  as i t  i s  i l l- fo u n d e d , since th e  g i r l  has 

no in te r e s t  in  th e  man. I t  would seem, however, th a t  D elie  serves but 

as  a p re te x t fo r Menaud to  d ischarge  h is  overflow of f r u s tr a t io n  a t  a 

w orld , a p re se n t, a r e a l i t y  com pletely a l ie n  to  h is  v is io n :

Car tu  l e  comprendras un jo u r , tran sm e ttre  son nom, son sang, ce
n 'e s t  pas cela  qu i con ten ts l e  coeur* m ais, dans la  ch a ir  qu i v ie n t de 
s o i ,  s e n t i r  b a t t r e  le s  memes amours e t  b ru le r  le s  memes h a in es , mais 
v o ir  des pas s 'o r ie n te r  pour e tr e  l e  prolongement de ses pas, e t  des 
g este s  s 'e le v e r  pour e t r e  l e  relevem ent de ses g e s te s , v o i l i  le  d i s i r
q u i f a i t  v iv re  quand on regarde ses e n fa n ts , Ne d ’une race  qui b a ta i l l e
i c i  depuis t r o i s  s i& cles, j 'a v a i s  l e  d r o i t  d ’esp e re r que le  pacte f a i t  
avec la  t e r r e  de mes a leux  ne se b r i s e r a i t  pas dans ma maison , , ,  , 
J 'a v a is  l e  d ro i t  de compter 91\& la  f i l l e  & Menaud ne t r a h i r a i t  pas en 
epousant un bfitard de deehu. ^

The term "bfitard" s ig n a ls  th a t  a concern w ith b a s ta rd iz a tio n  as 

sym bolical o f th e  degeneration  of the  p resen t generations (g iving b ir th  

to  a c o n tra s t w ith the g rea tn ess  of th e  a n c e s to rs , the  p a s t)  i s  eq u ally
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dominant in  th i s  novel. I t  i s  as i f  the  l in e  read in  Maria Chapdelaine 

("Rien ne changera parce que nous sommes un tem oignage"), as i t  comes 

to  haunt Menaud, i n s t i l l s  in  him an ir re d u c ib le  sense o f g u i l t .  The 

h e a r t of Menaud’ s a t t i tu d e ,  th e re fo re , l i e s  in  th e  fa c t  th a t  i t  i s  

because the  legacy  o f th e  an cesto rs  has been betrayed through b as ta rd ­

iz a t io n  th a t  he i s  being deprived o f h is  woods by " fo re ig n e rs ,"  I f

the  f i d e l i t y  and s e c u rity  assured in  the  M essianic ethos have fa ile d  th e

descendants i t  i s  not because the  ethos i t s e l f  could not p ro tec t 

in d e f in i te ly  from the ou tside  w orld, but ra th e r  because the  descendants 

were not f a i th f u l .  D e lie , th en , in  Menaud’ s eyes stands as the  l iv in g  

symbol of degeneration ; although he i s  th e  one ch a rac te r in  the  book 

w ill in g  to  l i s t e n  to  the  winds o f change and espouse p rog ress. A ll of 

Menaud’ s f ru s tr a t io n s  find n o n e th e less , m om entarily, an o b jec t fo r  focus; 

D elie  emerges as the necessary  "nemesis" in  Menaud's tragedy : "Non

Menaud n 'a im a it po in t ce g a rs - l^ l  De to u t '•on in s t in c t  d'homme l ib r e  e t

ja loux du so l, I I  e t a i t  pour l u i ,  de ces esc laves dont le s  epaules

ont l e s  ga les du b i t ,  qu i l i v r e n t ,  pour de l 'a r g e n t ,  l a  montagne e t  

le s  chemins I  1 'e t r a n g e r ,"  ^

However, in  sp ite  o f Menaud's ra n tin g s  a g a in s t D e lie , h is  

daugh ter, M aria, the  "fo re ig n e rs"  o f the im placable fa te  th a t  ravished 

h is  son, he never a sc rib es  the  co llapse  o f h is  world to  any s in g le  

v is ib le  cause. B e f it t in g  h is  t r a g ic  s ta tu r e ,  Menaud's "hubris" l i e s  

in  th a t  very  which gives him s p i r i tu a l  sustenance: th e  m ystical

c e le b ra tio n  o f th e  land which he never allow s h is  mind to  r e s t  from, 

much le s s  to  qu estio n . Every event b u ild s  up h is  in cap ac ity  to  cope 

w ith th e  secu la r world and inexorably  weaves h is  l i f e  up to  the  c lim ac tic  

p o in t o f enmeshment in  a t o t a l  schizoid  web. Has c a th a rs is  been reached
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when, in  th e  t e c h n iq u e  o f  a n c ie n t  t r a g e d y ,  th e  re a d e r  i s  i n d i r e c t l y  t o l d

o f  th e  " o f f - s t a g e "  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  th e  c o n f l i c t  t "On e n t e n d a i t  son pere

■37b a t t r e  de s e s  a p p e ls  l e  errand d e s e r t  de l a  f o l i e ?  A p a in f u l  one 

in d e e d ,

But th e  d e f i n i t i v e  "roman du t e r r o i r "  b oth  fo r  t h e  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  

o f  t h e  r u r a l  order and i t s  decadence i s  R in g u e t’ s T ren te  A rpents  (1 9 3 ^ ) ,  

a novel b u i l t  l i k e  a c l a s s i c a l  t r a g e d y  w ith  i t s  c o n s t i t u t i v e  fou r  

d i v i s i o n s ,  i t s  l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  E u c h a r is te  M oisan , i t s  

r i s e - a n d - f a l l  p r o g r e s s io n  an-4, l a s t l y ,  whose c a t h a r t i c  e f f e c t  cannot  

but im press on th e  rea d er  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  r u r a l  ord er  i s  u n d en ia b ly  

-^ead when i t s  sym b olic  in c a r n a t io n  i s  l e f t  a p rey  t o  q u i e t  d e s p e r a t io n ,  

e x i l e - ’ 5n a New England f a c t o r y  town, R in g u e t ,  a g a i n s t  t h e  backdrop  

o f  th r e e  g e n e r a t io n 0 o f  th e  Moi°an t 0!"1" +he s t o r y  o*' th e

p a t r i a r c h ,  E u c h a r i s t e ,  from h i s  e a r l y  manhood in  th e  reprion o f  S a in t -

Jacques l ’ E rm ite ,  in  th e  L a u r e n t ia n s ,  as he i s  about t o  g e t  m a rr ied ,

work h i s  own farm and r a i s e  a fa m i ly ,  t o  h i s  o ld  age as a n ig h t  watchman

in  a f a c t o r y ,  Moisan s u c c e s s f u l l y  manage0 h i s  farm and b e  beprets 

t h i r t e e n  c h i ld r e n  t o  b ea r  w i t n e s s  t o  h i s  p r o s p e r i t y ;  o r ,  m y t h i c a l l y ,  

t o  round-up t h e  covenan t l a n d - f a m i l y - d i v i n i t y  a t  work in  t h e  tra -’ i t i o n a l  

c u l t u r e .  In  t h e  f u l l n e s s  o f  l i f e ,  th u s ,  E u c h a r is t e  i s  s i l h o u e t t e d  

a g a i n s t  th e  f e r t i l i t y  o f  t h e  land t o  which co rresp o n d s  t h e  f e r t i l i t y  o f  

h i s  w i f o ,  God’ s p la n ,  which i s  n ever  doubted s i n c e  i t  r o o t s  th e  v e r y  

n o t io n  o f  l i f e ,  i s  n ex t  c o n sec ra te d  when th e  e l d e s t  o f  th e  c h i ld r e n  

h ea rs  th e  L o rd 's  c a l l  and becomes a p r i e s t .  Having reached  in  t h e  second  

p a rt  o f  th e  b o o k ,  Bummer ( f o r  th e  fou r  p a r t s  correspond t o  t h e  s e a s o n a l  

c y c l e ) ,  th e  h i g h e s t  d eg ree  o f  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  th e  Moisan f a m i l y ,  and 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  E u c h a r i s t e ,  i s  h e n c e fo r th  doomed.
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Ominous signs appear, as i s  wont to  happen in  c la s s ic a l  tragedy , 

as success r a d ia te s ,  A r e la t iv e  who has emigrated to  a New England 

fa c to ry  town, much l ik e  Lorenzo ^urprenant in  Maria Chapdelaine, comes 

fo r a v i s i t  w ith h is  American-born w ife and the t i n s e l  and g l i t t e r  o f 

c i ty  l i f e  rev e rb e ra te  from h is  gold te e th  and loud t a lk ,  when i t  is  not 

the  seeds o f " le s  f le u rs  du mal" th a t  are  planted as h is  w ife seduces 

one o f her awed country  nephews, th e  th ird  o f E u c h a ris te 's  boys, Ephrem 

(and, s ig n if ic a n t ly ,  the  f i r s t  to  leave  th e  farm and embrace c i ty  l i f e }  

the  one in  whose home, in  New England, E uchariste  i s  ex iled  5 and, 

l a s t l y ,  one whose American-born w ife is  a lso  adu lte rous I ) ,  Second 

omen, Oguinase, th e  p r ie s t  in  the  fam ily , i s  of a weak c o n s ti tu tio n  arv’ 

soon d ie s  0f  consumption in  the  Autumn d iv is io n  o f th e  book. T hird , 

Lucinda, one o f th e  g i r l s ,  follow s in  Ephrem1s fo o ts te p s  and leaves fo r 

the  c i ty  where (in  th e  V in ter d iv is io n ) she tu rn s  to  p ro s t i tu t io n .

Fourth , the  post-W orld War I  course o f modern l i f e  e ru p ts  in  th e  v il la g e  

when automobiles appear and in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  s t a r t s  tak ing  p lace . But, 

f i f t h ,  and more im p o rtan tly , the  m other, Alphonsine d ie s  giving b i r th  

to  her th ir te e n th  c h ild . Nowhere is  the  profound t r a g ic  irony of the  

omen more ev ident than  in  th e  p la c id i ty ,  contiguous w ith the  organic 

process o f  l i f e ,  w ith  which th e  m other's death i s  acceptedj

E t, avant q u 'E u ch aris te  a i t  pu pleinem ent se rendre compte de ce 
qui se p a s s a i t ,  i l  se trouva dans l a  grand-chambre, au pied du l i t  o?i 
une forme vague e t  un masque c ireux  e t  exsangue e ta ie n t  to u t ce qui r e s -  
t a i t  de son A lphonsine, Les en fan ts  se ta s s a ie n t  dans l a  p o r te , le s  
afnes san g lo tan t, l e s  p e t i t s  cherchant i. comprendre pourquoi on le s  r e te -  
n a i t  l l ,  tan d is  qu 'un  s o le i l  doux le s  a p p e la it  au dehors, bans un coin 
de la  c u is in e , l 'a f n e e ,  M alvina, b e rg a it  une p e t i te  f i l l e  en qui la  v ie  
de l a  m&re e t a i t  passee pour to u jo u rs .

Pendant t r o i s  jou rs e t  deux n u i ts ,  l a  maison fu t  envahie par la  
p aren te  e t  le  v o is in ag e , Cela,heureusem ent, e t a i t  survenu pendant l a  
periode re la tivem en t in a c tiv e  d 'e n tr e  sem ailles e t  moisson} i l  n 'en  f a l -  
l a i t  pas moins, l e  jpUg* soigner i es b e tes  & I'accoutum ee e t  f a i r e  l 'o r -  
d in a ire  des trav au x ,'
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However impervious to  th e  meaning o f these  omens, and c o n g en ita lly  drawn 

to  espouse l i f e  as a process o f determined d e s tru c tio n  and c re a tio n , the  

Moisan fam ily i s  from then  on led  to  a likew ise  im placably determined 

course , i t  would seemj th a t  o f th e i r  f a l l ,  p r in c ip a lly  in  the  figu re  

of the  p a tr ia rc h .

E u ch a ris te , c ra f ty  and shrewd, keeps tons o f  hay in  s to re  with 

th e  hope o f c a p ita liz in g  on the r i s e  in  p ric e s  consequent to  increased 

War demands. One n ight a f i r e  burns h is  barn com pletely to  th e  ground, 

Euchariste  i s  resp o n sib le  fo r th a t  mishap s in ce , preoccupied by h is  

d iscovery  th a t  a neighbor has outsmarted him in  a land d e a l, he l e f t  a 

lig h te d  pipe in  th e  barn . The f i r s t  signs o f ch a rac te r flaw appear, 

though, in  th e  greediness and excessive p rid e  which exp lain  th e  

un fo rtunate  f i r e .  E uchariste  h e re to fo re  the  r ic h e s t  and shrewdest among 

the  farmers i s  doomed when the  q u a l i t ie s  th a t  insured h is  success tu rn  

in to  the excesses o f  av arice  and p rid e . These c ru c ia l  flaws soon 

accumulate t h e i r  t o l l  when E uchariste next lo se s  two le g a l s u i t s ,  lodged 

ag a in s t the  neighbor who outsmarted him, and, fu r th e r ,lo s e s  a l l  h is  

savings when the  lo c a l  n o ta ry  absconds w ith h is  c l i e n t s '  d e p o s its . At 

th i s  s tag e , the  end of th e  th ird  d iv is io n  (Autumn), the  c lim ac tic  po in t 

has been reached.

Although some tim e elapses between E u c h a ris te 's  bequeathing of 

th e  land to  h is  e ld e s t  su rv iv ing  son, E tienne, and h is  e x ile  in  New 

England, th e se  th re e  main setbacks, each connected to  flaws in  the  

p ro ta g o n is t 's  c h a rac te r , have sealed h is  f a te .  The r e s t  o f th e  novel, 

the  fourth d iv is io n  (W inter), accord ing ly  is  th e  a n tic lim a c tic  im placable 

d is in te g ra t io n  not only o f  Euchariste  bu t o f th e  world he symbolized in  

th e  e a r l ie r  image o f  f e r t i l i t y  and abundance. Successively , the  sons
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and daughter^ o f Saint-Jacques l 'E r m i te 's  farm ers leave  fo r  the  c i t i e s  in  

g re a te r  numbers as th e  land cannot su s ta in  them. The Moisan fam ily 

d is in te g r a te s « another ch ild  d ies  o f  consumption; the  youngest son 

cannot fin-’ work and has to  be supported w ith h is  fam ily by E tienne, the 

b e n e f ic ia ry  o f  E u c h a ris te 's  la n d , who, in  tu rn , beleaguered by h is  own 

mounting problems re s o r ts  to  the  Darwinian p r in c ip le  o f " su rv iv a l o f 

th e  f i t t e s t "  by unem otionally sending h is  fa th e r  fo r  a v i s i t  to  Ephrem 

which is  to  be o f no re tu rn . P ic tu re s  o f degradation  (from the 

p e rspec tive  o f  the  t r a d i t io n a l  c u ltu re , to  be sure) abound in  E u c h a ris te 's  

journey to  and sojourn in  ey ile*  in  M ontreal he ge ts  lo s t  in  the  s t r e e ts  

ad jo in ing  the  t r a in  s ta t io n ,  b u t he finds h is  way back a f te r  rude 

sarcasms from p ro s t i tu te s  among whom, unbeknownst to  him, i s  h is  daughter 

Lucinda; in  White F a l ls ,  he fin d s  h is  daugh ter-in -law  one afternoon  with 

a man in  h is  u n d e rsh ir t and in n o cen tly  b e liev es  her statem ent th a t  the 

man came to  o ffe r  him a job . These scenes, pregnant with b itte rsw e e t 

i f  not b i t t e r  iro n y , serve w e ll a technique th a t  i s  ev id en tly  to  th e  

point* th e  old man's in a b i l i ty  to  grasp  the  tru th  in  th ese  s itu a tio n s  

i s  b u t a dram atic p a r a l le l  fo r  a more fundamental b lindness which ex isted  

a lread y  i n th e  more g lo rio u s  days o f Summer, o f f e r t i l i t y  and abundance, 

as the  e a r l i e r  ignorance o f th e  omens dem onstrates. Such i s  the power 

o f  the  M essianic myth.

We can now tu rn  to  an a n a ly s is  o f th e  m yth 's co n s titu en ts  which 

give to  th i s  novel i t s  p a r t ic u la r  t r a g ic  power* th a t  o f French Canadian 

so c ie ty  a t  a c u ltu ra l  i f  not h i s to r i c a l  c ro ssroads. Or why Trente 

A rpents, as e a r l i e r  s a id , i s  a d e f in i t iv e  work. F i r s t  must be pointed 

out the  re fe ren ces  to  the  la n d , the  m other, the  f a i th  and th e  fam ily 

common to  th e  t r a d i t io n  o f th e  " t e r r o i r . "  The la n d , as in  Maria
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C hapBela ine,  MenauB anB o th er  w orks ,  i s  p ortrayed  in  a m atern al imagery,  

a c e n t r a l  o r g a n ic  u n iv e r s e  aga inst ,  which e v e r y t h in g  i s  measure'*:

La t e r r e ,  im p a s s ib le  e t  e x i g e a n t e ,  s u z e r a in e  im p er ie u se  Bont i l s  
e t a i a n t  l e s  s e r f s ,  payant aux in t e m p e r ie s  l ' a v e n a g e  Bes m o isso n s  g a t e e s ,  
a s s u j e t t i s  aux c o r v e e s  Jr a in a g e  e t  ^e ^ e fr ic h e m e n t ,  soumis t o u t e
l ' a n n e e  lo n g u e  au cens Be l a  su eu r .  I l s  s * e t a i e n t  regrou pes  su r  e t  p r e c'-  
que c o n tr e  l a  -*ure g le b e  Bont on ne t i r e  r i e n  q u i  ne l u i  s o i t  arra ch e  X 
fo r c e  ^e b r a s .  Par ca v o lo n t e  m u e t te ,  i l s  a v a ie n t  r e c o n s t i t u e  l a  t r i n i t e  
humainei homme, femme, e n f a n t ,  p e r e ,  m ere, f i l s ,  ^9

The woman, seen  o n ly  a s  m other, i s  n a t u r a l l y  envisage'*  a s  a paradigm o f  

th e  Ian-*: l i k e  th e  lan'* , th e  woman-as-mothar i s  t o  be f e r t i l e ,  abundant

an* th e  symbol o f  th e  B i b l i c a l  c a l l  t o  work. Here i s  E u c h a r i s t e ’ s n o t io n  

o f  l o v e  as  he co n te m p la te s  marrying A lp h o n s in e ;

C e r t e s ,  i l  a im a it  A lp h o n s in e ,  , , ,  C e r te s ,  i l  ne l a  p a r a i t  p o in t  
d ’ i r r e e l  e t  ne l u i  t i s s a i t  pas une rob e  Be maBone; l ’ i^ e e  qu’ i l  s 'a n  
f a i s a i t  n ' a v a i t  r i e n  Be romaneeque, Au c o n t r a i r e ,  i l  s a v a i t  f o r t  b ie n  
ce q u ' e l l e  n o u r r a i t  l u i  Conner: f o r t e  e t  r S b le e ,  pas re g a r^ a n te  I ’ ou-
v r a g e ,  e l l e  ^ a u r a it  % l a  f o i s  conJu ir e  l a  m aison e t  1 ’ a iB er  a u x  c h a m p s  

5 1 ‘ c-rcquo l a  m o isso n ,  v i" a g e  a v e n a n t ,  b ie n  to u rn ee  Be sa personne  
e l l e  l u i  B o n n er a it  * e '  g a rs  soli"*es a p r e s  Je s  p l a i s i r s  a u x q u e ls  i l  p en sa i  
p a r f o i s  sans h o n te  n i  hSt.e e x a g e r e e ,  C’ e s t  Dourquoi '’ ’un coeur  co n sen ta n t  
i l  s ’ e t a i t  l a i s s e  a l l e r  & l ’ aimer ou p l u s  gustem ent & l a  v o u l o i r  avant  
meme 1 'h a b itu B e  Be l a  v o i r  chaque Bimanche, 40

I f  th e  man i s  r e l u c t a n t  t o  c e l e b r a t e  se x u a l  p a s s io n ,  h a p p in e ss  t o  him i s  

t h a t  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  th e  woman be con secra teB  by a h ig h e r  c a l l i n g  

which i s  th e  B i b l i c a l  e x h o r t a t io n  t o  m u l t i p l y  anB p ropagate  Go^’ s B es ig n :  

th e  more th e  lan'* an-* t h e  woman are  abundant th e  b e t t e r  th e  C h r i s t ia n ,  

R e l i g i o n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  th e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  orBer t h a t  governs e v e r y th in g .

The p r i e s t ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  inasmuch a s  he i s  th e  c e n t e r  o f  pow er, the  

Bominant f i g u r e  whose c o u n s e l  anB gui'*ance are  so u g h t ,  appears a s  th e  

" rea l"  man in  t h e  community. Any a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  fa m i ly  or s o c i e t a l  

s e t - u p  must unBerstanB h i s  v e r y  v i t a l  r o l e  as  a " fa th er"  in  t h e  ru ra l  

environm ent.  That such a r o l e  e n t a i l s  th e  e m a s c u la t io n  o f  th e  l e g i t i m a t e  

fa t h e r  an-* husbanB in  th e  t r a B i t i o n a l  c u l t u r e  c e r t a i n l y  a c c o u n ts  fo r  th e  

c a s t r a t i o n  complex a g a i n s t  which many "sons" in  th e  urban moBern s e t -u p
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r e v o l t ,  as sh a ll  be seen in  a subsequent c h a p t e r . 4^ But here is  the 

m asculine p r in c ip le  long wedded in  Quebec to  th e  feminine p r in c ip le  of 

the la n d , or A lphonsine's r e a l  "husband"!

Paysan i l  e t a i t  c e r te s ,  e t  marque pour to u jo u rs  du signe de la  
te r r e  malpre le s  annees de co lle g e , en d e p it r’es quatre  ans de sem inaire 
e t  des onze ars de p r e t r i s e  pendant le sq u e ls  i l  a v a it  e te  chef de pa- 
r o is s e ,  X la  fo is  p a s te u r , juge e t  c o n se il le r  de to u s , a r b i t r e  de to u te s  
le s  d isp u te s , in te rc e s se u r  aupres du c ie l  qui d ispense le s  p lu ie s  e t 
accorde le s  beaux tem ps, S;ne v e r i ta b le  d,e c e t te  communaute e t r o i te  e t 
herm etique q u 'e s t  l a  p a ro isse  can ad ienne-frangaise . 42

At th e  r i s k  o f being s a c r ile g io u s , cannot the follow ing question  be

asked: I f  the p r ie s t  i s  the r e a l  "husband" and p ro g en ito r, is  i t

su rp ris in g  th a t  th e  Church in  Quebec long proclaimed th e  ex istence  of

the la rg e  fam ily (such as the  Moisans) as one e s s e n t ia l  duty to  be

f u l f i l l e d  (what h i s to r i c a l ly  is  c a lled  "the revenge o f the  c rad le")

l e s t  th e  French Canadian perish?  At any ra te  th e  woman's f e r t i l i t y
43stood as barom eter fo r success in  the  M essianic e thos.

A fter c a re fu l ly  dw elling in  the  re p re se n ta tio n  o f t r a d i t io n ,

Ringuet c l in ic a l l y  (in  r e a l  l i f e  the  au thor was a medical man) p a in ts

i t s  decadence. At th e  end o f th e  book, old E u ch a ris te , aware o f  the

ru in s  o f  h is  fam ily  and o f the  la n d , has to  r e a l iz e :  "La te r r e  f a i l l a i t

aux s ie n s , la  t e r r e  e te rn e lle  e t  m aternelle  ne n o u r r is s a i t  plus ses 
44 /f i l s , "  (True to  ty p e , though, l ik e  Menaud he muses th a t  in d u s tr ia l­

iz a t io n  and fa ile d  descendants a re  to  blame fo r  t h i s , )  R eligion is  not 

the c en te r  of s t a b i l i t y  and s e c u r ity  i t  once was: the  two Moisan

ch ild ren  who have joined re l ig io u s  o rders have both died of consumption, 

God's design has f a i le d ,  moreover, in  th e  d is in te g ra t io n  of the  Moisan 

fam ily . One o f th e  avowed aims o f Messianism, th e  redemption o f "pagan" 

Anglo-Saxon North America Quebec was to  accom plish, i s  po rtrayed , in  

the end, in  i t s  iro n ic  subversion as E u ch a ris te , the f a l le n  symbol,
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r e f le c t s  about what he had been tau g h t now th a t  he i s  in  New Englandi

Les ra re s  f o i s vque, chez l u i ,  E uchariste  Moisan a v a it  evoque le s  
" E ta ts " , i l  a v a it  imag ine des v i l l e s  e t  des campagnes lo in ta in e s ,  mais 
semblables X c e lle s  q u ' i l  c o n n a issa it . Et i l  le s  a v a it  vues lentem ent 
envahies par l e  Quebec. Tant de fam ilie s  de sa connaissance avaien t 
emigre que c e t te  coulee v ivan te  e t  p ro lif iq u e  ne pouvait ne pas avo ir 
prolonge l i - b a s  l a  p a tr ie  lau ren tien n e  e t  forme un nouveau Quebec ame- 
r i c a in .  . . .  Un m illio n  e t  deml de "F ran sa is"  dans l e  seu l Est f’es E ta ts -  
Unls, dans l a  seule  N ouvelle-A ngleterreI

Et v o i l i  que venu au foyer de son f i l s ,  en une v i l l e  o& lu i  
d is a i t -o n ,  pres d 'un  t i e r s  de la  popu la tion  e t a i t  de sang f r a n s a is ,  i l  
ne re tro u v a it  r ie n  qui l u i  f3 t  p rochain , 45

Indeed, i t  i s  such a p a in fu l awareness o f f a i le d ,  misguide'* hopes which 

gave b i r t h ,  no doubt, to  th e  "Beat” sense o f void a r t ic u la te d  in  the  

la t e  F i f t ie s  by a descendant of th e se  French Canadian im m igrants, Jack 

Kerouac (o f which more l a t e r ) .

So, as the  book c lo ses on th e  bleakness o f  e x i le ,  the  darkness 

o f the  soot and grime o f White F a l ls ,  U .S.A ., in  ja r r in g  c o n tra s t w ith 

th e  golden open f ie ld s  and sunny days o f th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f th e  novel, 

and as th ese  two poles coalesce in  E u c h a ris te 's  decrep itude  —

A ta b le ,  au dejeUner du m id i, i l  mangea l e  nez dans son a s s i e t t e ,  
lev an t le s  yeux de temps % au tre  pour v o ir  s i  ses p e t i ts -e n fa n ts  l 'o b -  
se rv a ie n t. Mais i l s  cau sa ien t e n tre  eux e t  en a n g la is ,  apparemment 
in sen s ib le s  & la  presence de ce paysan q u 'i l s  ne eo n n aissa ien t p o in t, 
dont apparemment i l s  ne savaien t r ie n  sinon que c 'e t a i t  un de le u rs  
grands-p&resj non pas c e lu i de Washington S tre e t ,  un bon v i e i l  I r la n -  
da is  aux dents e t  \  lu n e tte s  d 'o r ,  . . . ;  mais b ien  l 'a u t r e  grand-pere , 
s o r t i  du fond du lo in ta in ,  e t  nor^ique Quebec, ^u Quebec ru s t r e  e t  
a r r i e r e ,  . . .  Un grand-pere qui ne s e n ta i t  po in t l a  boutique de b a rb ie r ,  
mais l 'e t a b l e ,  — 46

a powerful i f  sad re s o lu tio n  takes p lace t the  death  o f a fam ily , a way 

o f l i f e ,  a c u ltu re . To be su re , th e  seeds o f d e s tru c tio n  were p resen t 

a l l  along in  the  com position of the  M essianic myth, in  the  very outlook 

so b r i l l i a n t l y  introduced in  the opening pages (when young E uchariste  

is  s i t t in g  on a veranda w ith  h is  u n c le , w hiling  away the  " e te rn a l moment" 

o f a l a t e  sunny sunday afte rn o o n , p re sen tin g  an a r re s t in g  image of
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imperviousness anr1 ob liv iousness to  whatever ex isted  ou tside  th e i r  

immer^iate environm ent). Yet, one cannot he lp  w ishing Fate h a l been 

more le n ie n t .
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Quebec* Not s u r p r i s in g ly ,  on th e  n ig h t  o f  June  24, 1988, i n  the  
p resen o e  o f  Prim e M in is te r  T rudeau, th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a rad e  on the  
p a tro n  s a i n t 's  f e a s t  day was w recked by v io le n t  d e m o n stra tio n s , 
n o t unccnneoted , one may su rm ise , w ith  an a f f i r m a t io n  o f  v i r i l i t y  
den ied  f o r  so lo n g  by the  symbolism o f  the  l i t t l e  a n g e lic  fig u re*  
(The "boy" S a in t-Jo h n  the  B a p t is t  had  a c tu a l ly  been re p la c e d  in  th e  
1968 parade  by a  s ty l iz e d ,  l e s s  o f fe n s iv e  emblem* That resen tm en t 
s t i l l  ra n k le d  a t  th e  v e ry  m ention o f  " la  S a in t- Je a n "  fo ro e d , in  th e  
summer o f  1970, th e  i n d e f in i t e  o a n o e l la t io n  o f  th e  annual parade*)

44fiinguet, p .  287.

4 5 ib id ., p .  251 .

46I b i d . . pp . 249-250.
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5 . The R ev o lted  B lack

The second major theme of th e  Black American novel i s  one th a t  

h i s to r i c a l ly  appears wedded w ith  th e  theme o f h y b r id ity . Germane to  the  

melodrama or th e  tragedy  o f th e  m ulatto  i s  th e  mood ©f d isco n ten t 

a g a in s t an o v e ra ll  c u ltu re  th a t  w i l l  not absorb an independent c la s s  o f 

mixed-blood ( c f .  Johnson) o r ,  as was more o ften  th e  case , w i l l  not 

d i f f e r e n t ia te  between someone th a t  " i s  known to  be a Negro" (to  use 

Himes* p h ra se ), though he does not appear to  b e , and one th a t  i s  

recogn izab ly  Black (c f ,  Chesnutt and Brown).^ Though th i s  d isco n ten t 

i s  one o f the  c h ie f  fe a tu re s  o f a n te -  and post-bellum  Black l i t e r a tu r e  

th e  p ro te s t  th a t  i s  a r t ic u la te d  does not a t t a in  th e  le v e l  o f  r e v o l t .

Nowhere i s  th e re  th e  kind o f sweeping- indictm ent th a t  Richard 

Wright b rin g s  to  the  scene w ith  Native Son. The n o v e lis ts  in  the  Brown 

and Chesnutt t r a d i t io n ,  and even th e  w r i te r s  o f Slave n a r ra tiv e s , work 

r a th e r  in  th e  framework o f C h ris tia n  m o ra lity  when not appealing to  pathos, 

to  inveigh a g a in s t th e  " e v i l"  (a term th a t  re c u rs )  o f s lav e ry  or o f  the  

c a s te  system. In  o ther words, the  e a r ly  w r ite rs  a re  a t  bottom o p tim is ts , 

dyed-in-the-w ool b e lie v e rs ,  a s  i t  w ere, in  th e  American Dream e th o s.

They b e liev e  in  an ev o lu tio n ary  process s tro n g ly  r e l i a n t  on a P u ritan  

sense o f d e s tin y  th a t  i f  consciences a re  appealed to  in  th e  proper way 

then  th e  b a r r ie r s  o f s lav e ry  and c a s te  w i l l  cane down. Underlying the  

t r a g ic  ending o f  Chesnutt*s and Brown’ s novels i s  th e  no tion  th a t  i f  

people r e a l ly  knew what i t  i s  to  be a C lo te l or a Rena Warwick, a s  th e  

read e r g e ts  to  know h e r , then  a c c e p ta n c e  would come, Prospero would 

recognize Caliban*s humanity.

But i t  i s  r e a l ly  w ith  the  Negro Renaissance th a t ,  a s  in  many 

o th e r th in g s , r e v o l t  has i t s  r e a l  ro o ts .  The d iscovery  o f self-conceived
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and a r t ic u la te d  v a lu es , em phatica lly  C alibanic r a th e r  than  Prospero- 

o r ie n te d , which tak es  p lace  in  th e  Jazz age --w ith  Harlem becoming, 

l i t e r a l l y ,  the  c u l tu ra l  c en te r o f  th e  Black world— th e  s tre s s in g  o f 

Caliban*s (a lb e i t  te n ta t iv e )  s e lf - s u f f ic ie n c y , e s ta b lis h e s  th e  groundwork 

upon which W righ t's  thoroughly  d is i l lu s io n e d  gen era tio n  w i l l  vent i t s  

r e v o l t  w ith  fu ry . In  a way, i t  seems odd to  consider a tim e su ited  to  

dancing, s in g in g , hedonism, s e n s u a li ty , and genera l f e s t i v i t y  in  th e  

framework of r e v o l t .  There a re  two reasons which m i l i t a te  fo r  such 

a p e rsp ec tiv e . F i r s t ,  s ta r t in g  w ith  a w r ite r  such a s  Toomer th e re  i s  a 

r a d ic a l  sc is s io n  w ith th e  precedent c u l tu ra l  s tan c e . Continuing w ith  

DuBois, McKay, Hughes, and a number o f  o th e r w r i te r s ,  th e  new a t t i tu d e  

i s  one o f se lf -d isc o v e ry , C aliban ic  search fo r  indigenous ro o ts .  

C o n tra rily  to  th e  previous w r i te r s ' p lea  fo r  accep tan ce  in  th e  " o th e r 's "  

c u l tu re , we have a d ep artu re  from t r a g ic  a l ie n a tio n  to  a re c o n c il ia t io n  

rooted in  self-reco g n ized  and assumed experience. Whether t h i s  reco n c i­

l i a t i o n  i s  ce leb ra ted  in  w ild  rag -tim e  m usic, cake-walk dancing, th e  

v e rb a l w ittic ism  of a Langston Hughes o r th e  e x p lo ra tio n s  o f  a Toomer, a 

c e n tra l  f a c t  emerges« th e re  i s  an undeniable " jo ie  de v iv re ,"  a l y r i c a l  

c e le b ra tio n  o f what i t  means to  be a l iv e  and t r u l y  C aliban . Second,

Black n a tio n a lism , described  sim ply a s  group se lf-c o n sc io u sn ess , tak es  

i t s  ro o ts  in  t h i s  p e rio d . In  th e  accep tan ce  o f A fr ic a n !ty , whether i t  

i s  in  th e  rhythms o f the  new songs and dances, or in  th e  imagery th a t  

b u rs ts  through a book such as  Cane, o r ,  ag a in , th e  l y r i c a l  p rim itiv ism  of 

a McKay —w rite rs  find  th e  breeding ground fo r  th e  rad ica lism  so magni­

f ic e n t ly  embodied in  the  c h a rac te r  o f Ras th e  E xhorter, th e  p ro to ty p ic a l 

Harlemian n a t io n a l i s t .  At any r a t e ,  Harlem,as th e  urban cen te r re p re se n t­

a tiv e  o f th e  new outlook, i s  the  sym bolical nexus o f re fe ren ce  fo r  th e
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understanding o f th e  v io len ce , d e sp a ir , and hope which follow  in  th e  wake 

o f Richard W right’ s B igger.

The Negro Renaissance, th e re fo re , i s  th e  base from whence we s h a ll  

s t a r t  fo r  th e  ex p lo ra tio n  o f our second theme. Next we s h a l l  be considering  

th e  stance o f r e v o l t  in  th e  w r i t e r 's  d e p ic tio n  of th e  B lacks' s o c ia l m ilieu  

(th e  ghetto  and th e  concept of a l ie n a t io n ) ,  and th i r d ly ,  we s h a ll  deal 

w ith  th e  v io lence  in  th e  c h a ra c te rs ' l iv e s  wherein r e s t s  th e  no tion  of 

th e  Black n o v e l i s t 's  r e v o l t .  We w il l  be moving from a s t r i c t l y  C alibanic 

view point to  one where Caliban h u r ls  h is  f u l l  defiance  a t ,  i f  not re je c t io n  

o f , P ro sp ero 's  experience.

In  a speech given a t  Howard U n iv e rs ity  in  1966, Leopold Sddar 

Senghor, th e  p o e t-P res id en t and c h ie f  th e o re t ic ia n  o f Negritude —th a t  

much-discussed and debated l i t e r a r y  and c u l tu ra l  movement— acknowledged 

th a t  th e  w r i te r s  and a r t i s t s  o f th e  Negro Renaissance were th e  f i r s t  and 

t ru e  o r ig in a to rs  o f t h i s  movement!

Without overlooking th e  ro le  played by H a i t i ,  th e  f a c t  remains 
th a t  you were th e  ones, who between th e  years  1920-1925, s ta r te d  th e  
Negro R enaissance, and gave b i r th  to  th e  New Negro, conscious o f h is  
N egritude, determ ined to  l iv e  i t ! to  defend i t  and make i t  famous . . .  ,
For you were not only ta lk in g  about N egritude, you were l iv in g  i t ,  you 
were N egritude,

Omitting Senghor's customary rh e to r ic  one must note th e  s ig n ific a n ce  o f 

t h i s  re c o g n itio n . How could i t  be o therw ise? For th e  imagery, th e  

symbolism, th e  c a l l  fo r  rhythmic v e rse , no tw ithstanding  th e  appeal to  

indigenous c u l tu ra l  r o o ts ,  dear to  Senghor, C e sa ire ,e t a l .  were a l l  

being  expressed in  th e  Harlem o f th e  Tw enties, There, an u n se lf­

conscious n eg ritude  was being created  in  a l i f e  s ty le  s p i r i tu a l ly  abundant 

and f e r t i l e  stemming from a throbbing sense o f  harmony in  th e  red iscovered  

S e lf . A passage from one o f Cane' s  s to r ie s ,  "T h ea te r ,'' expresses t h i s i  

" G ir ls  dance and sin g . Men c lap . The w a lls  sing  and p ress  inw ard. They
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p re ss  th e  men and g i r l s ,  th ey  p ress  John towards a c en te r  of ph y sica l
3

e c s ta sy . Go to  i t  Baby I Fan y o u rse lf , and feed your papal" Here, to  

a g re a t e x te n t , Senghor and C esaire w i l l  find  th e  a e s th e t ic s  o f  N egritude. 

Black stands fo r  beau ty , and fecu n d ity , so does dusk or n ig h t, whereas 

White (P ro sp ero 's  c u l tu r e ) ,  dawn o t  day stands fo r  d e s ic c a tio n , s t e r i l i t y .  

The p rev io u sly  quoted passage in  "Box Seat" conveys t h i s  c o n tra s tin g  

imagery!

Houses a re  shy g i r l s  whose eyes shine r e t i c e n t ly  upon th e  dusk 
body o f th e  s t r e e t .  Upon th e  gleaming lim bs and a sp h a lt to rso  o f a 
dreaming n ig g e r. Shake your curled  wool-blossom s, n ig g e r. Open your 
l iv e r  l i p s  to  th e  le a n , w hite  sp rin g . S t i r  th e  r o o t - l i f e  o f a  w ithered 
people. C all them from th e i r  houses and teach  them to  dream.^

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

novel about an a l l ia n c e  between th e  colored peoples o f  th e  world designed 

to  overthrow “w hite supremacy," although marred by a dubious s to ry  l i n e ,  

nonetheless expresses in  one passage a s im ila r  p lay  o f images*

F i r s t  and above a l l  came th a t  sense o f color* in to  t h i s  world 
of pa le  yellow ish and p ink ish  parchment, th a t  absence o r  negation  of 
c o lo r , came, suddenly, . a glow o f golden brown sk in . I t  was darker than  
su n lig h t and gold* i t  was l ig h te r  and l i v e l i e r  than  brown. I t  was a 
l iv in g ,  glowing crim son, v e iled  beneath brown f le s h .  I t  c a lled  fo r  no 
l ig h t  and su ffered  no shadow" bu t glowed s o f t ly  o f i t s  own in n e r
ra d ia n ce .^

But i t  i s  McKav*s Home to  Harlem (1928) th a t  epitom izes th e  c e le b ra tio n  

of n eg ritu d e . In  a novel th a t  focuses on th e  f e s t iv e  atmosphere of 

Harlem, o b liv io u s  to  p lo t  and c h a ra c te r , th e  message borne in  th e  

successive ta b le a u x -lik e  scenes i s  to  en joy  whatever comes n a tu ra l ly , 

to  lead  an un in h ib ited  kind of l i f e .  I t  i s  McKay's in tim a te  b e l ie f  

th a t  upheld by t h i s  v i t a l i t y  and abundance o f l i f e ,  th e  Black man i s  

in  a f a r  b e t te r  p o s itio n  than th e  White who i s  looking fo r  an i n t e l l e c t ­

u a l meaning to  th e  u n iv e rse . McKay f e e ls  th a t  Blacks KNOW, understand 

l i f e ' s  meaning in tim a te ly , in  th e i r  very  be ing , because th ey  a re  p a r t ,  

and an a c tiv e  one, o f  th e  n a tu ra l p ro cess . (Such b e l i e f ,  o f cou rse ,
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corresponded to  th e  o v e ra ll p r lm i t iv is t  craze o f the  day. The "slumming"

Jay Gatsby crowd c e r ta in ly  agreed w ith McKay's views; ju s t  as S artre  w ill
6

regard ing  Senghor's s im ila r statem ents . )  Jake coming "home," a f te r  

l iv in g  in  Europe, a n t ic ip a te s  on th e  boat the  luxuriance  and rich n ess  th a t  

aw ait him in  Harlem. The p ic tu re  th a t  emerges i s  a ly r i c a l  c e le b ra tio n  

o f th e  g r a t i f i c a t io n  o f th e  senses: sounds, s ig h ts  and fe e lin g s  mingle

and mean Harlem:

Oh, to  be in  Harlem again  a f t e r  two y e a r s  away. The deep-dyed 
c o lo r , the  th ic k n e ss , the  c lo seness o f i t .  The no ises o f Harlem. The 
sugared la u g h te r . The honey -ta lk  on i t s  s t r e e t s .  And a l l  n ig h t long, 
ragtim e and "b lues" p lay ing  somewhere,,, sighing  somewhere, dancing 
somewhere I Oh, th e  contagious fever o f Harlem,?

Another s ig n if ic a n t  fe a tu re  of McKay's novel i s  th e  use of 

c o n tra s tin g  imagery s im ila r  to  Toomer's and DuBois, The m u ltip le  color 

v a r ia tio n s  found among Black people - - in s te a d  o f ro o tin g  melodrama— are  

in d ic a tiv e  o f abundance and r ic h n e ss , and a source fo r  p rid e  of 

o n ese lf (Black i s  b e a u t i fu l? ) .

Ancient b lack  l i f e  rooted  upon i t s  base w ith a l l  i t s  fa sc in a tin g  
new la y e rs  o f brown, low-brown, high-brown, nut-brown, lemon, maroon, 
o l iv e , mauve,gold. Yellow balancing  between b lack  and w h ite . Black 
reaching out beyond yellow . Almost w hite on th e  b rin k  o f a change.
Sucked back down in to  the  c u rren t o f b lack  by th e  t e r r i b l y  sweet rhythm 
of b lack  b lo o d . . ."

Yet i t  i s  in  the  nucleus o f th e  N egro's anim alism , h is  p rim itiv e  v i t a l i t y ,  

th a t  re s id e s  the  h e a r t  o f McKay's a ff irm a tio n  o f Black c u ltu re . In  the  

fo llow ing , long b u t h ig h ly  p e r t in e n t ,  passage one can observe th e  

im p lica tions behind the  use o f co n trap u n ta l symbolism: animalism v,

in te lle c tu a lis m ; se n su a lity  v . co ldness; prim itiv ism  v . g e n t i l i ty .

Again pride  in  s e l f ,  in  o n e 's  b lackness or A frica n ity , i s  ly r i c a l ly  

conveyed:

Haunting rhythm, m ingling o f naive w is tfu ln e ss  and charming 
gayety , now sheering  over in to  r io to u s  jo y , now, l ik e  a Jungle mask, 
s tran g e , u n fa m ilia r , d is tu rb in g , now plunging headlong in to  th e  f a r ,  dim 
depths o f p ro fu n d ity  and r i s in g  out as suddenly w ith  a sim ple, ch ild ish  
g r in . And th e  w hite v i s i to r s  laugh. They see th e  g rin  only . Here are
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none o f th e  w e ll-p a tte rn ed , well-made emotions o f th e  re sp ec tab le  w orld.
A laugh might f in ish  in  a sob, A moan end in  h i l a r i t y .  That g o r i l la  type 
w rigg ling  th e re  w ith h is  hands so s tra n g e ly  hugging h is  m ate, may s tran g le  
her to n ig h t. But he has no thought of t h a t  now. He loves th e  warm 
w riggle  and i s  lo s t  in  i t .  Simple, raw emotions and r e a l .  They may 
fr ig h te n  and re p e l re fin ed  so u ls , because th ey  a re  too  in te n se ly  r e a l ,  
ju s t  as  a simple savage stands dismayed be fo re  n ice  emotions th a t  he 
in s ta n t ly  perceives as f a l s e .9

A fa in t  fa ls e  note can be heard , however, in  these  novels o f the

R enaissance, not loud enough to  ja r  the  f e s t i v i t i e s  bu t s u f f ic ie n t  to

in d ic a te  th a t  th e  seeds o f  the  coming r e v o l t  are  p lan ted  in  th e  very  urban

environment where the  Negro red isco v ers  h im se lf. Harlem may be a place

of "sugared lau g h te r"  and i t s  s t r e e ts  may "h o n ey -ta lk ,"  b u t McKay cannot

h e lp  bu t admit th e re  i s  ano ther r e a l i t y  a f t e r  the  music fades —th a t  o f the

fo u l sm ells o f the  g h e tto , Jake and a fr ie n d  w itn ess  a s t r e e t  f ig h t ,  and

th e  fr ien d  musesi "We’re  a l l  ju s t  lumped to g e th e r w ithout a chanst to

choose and so we n ach e ra lly  h a te  one a n o th e r. I t ' s  nothing to  wonder

th a t  you' buddy Ray done ra n  away from i t .  . . .  W s're too  c lo se  and th ic k
10

in  Harlem, Need some moh fre sh  a i r  between us . . .  ."  DuBois a lso  is

aware o f th ese  r e a l i t i e s  when Perigua, one o f the le a d e rs  o f th e  would-be

re v o lu tio n , a s s e r t s :  "We're tame ta b b ie s { w e 're  fawning dogs* we l ic k

and growl and wag out t a i l s ;  w e 're  so glad to  have a w hite man f l in g

us sw ill th a t  we w riggle on our b e l l ie s  and craw l. We slave  th a t  they
11

may l o l l ;  we hand over our daughters to  be th e i r  p r o s t i tu te s ."

Another im portant c h a ra c te r is t ic  appears w hich, added to  the

preced ing , c o n s ti tu te s  th e  in g red ien ts  fo r  W righ t's  r e v o l t :  the  b lack

man's a lie n a tio n , induced by the  very r e a l i t i e s  th e  ghetto  so w ell 
12

re p re se n ts , Tnfcse r e a l i t i e s  o ften  a re  th e  scourge o f r a c ia l  d isc r im in a tio n .

As H alsey, in  Toomer's Cane, su cc in c tly  p u ts  i t :  "P re jud ice  i s  every-
13

wheres about th i s  country . An a nigger a i n t  much stan d in  anywheres."

DuBois' Matt experiences i t  when h is  a p p lic a tio n  fo r  inteiffehip in  medical
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school I s  turned  dowm 'V e il  --w hat did you expect? Ju n io rs  must have

o b s te t r ic a l  work. Do you th in k  w hite women p a tie n ts  a re  going to  have
li*

a n igger d oc to r d e liv e r in g  th e i r  bab ies?" Ray, a bookish H a itian , 

works on a t r a i n  w ith Jake in  McKay's novel, unable to  continue h is  

education fo r  lack  o f re so u rces . The s ig n ific an ce  o f Ray re s id e s  in  h is  

id e n t i f ic a t io n  by th e  o th er c h a rac te rs  as a doomed man. He i s  destined  

to  a t r a g ic  end because he i s  preoccupied w ith  ideas and not senses.

But, beyond serv ing  as  a f o i l  in  McKay's s t ru c tu ra l  o p p o sition  o f b lack  

and w hite  w orlds, we a re  led  to  b e liev e  th a t  R ay 's tragedy  l i e s  in  th a t  

through consciousness he becomes aware o f th e  d esp a ir of th e  Negro’ s 

co nd ition  and cannot do anything about i t  ( th i s  same a t t i tu d e  i s  expressed 

in  W righ t's  Native Son and E l l is o n 's  In v is ib le  Man. a s  we s h a ll  see l a t e r ) .  

The cook on th e  t r a in  summarizes* "B ette r leav e  th a t  theah nigger 

p ro fesso r alone and come on 'lo n g  to  the  d in in g -ca r w ith  u s . That theah 

n igger i s  dopey from them books o ' h ish . I  done to ld  befoh them books
15

would g i t  him y e t ,"  A lienation  here, th e n ,ta k e s  the  modern form of 

e x is t e n t ia l  m ala ise ; th e  c h a rac te r  s tr iv e s  fo r  an id e n t i ty  th a t  escapes 

him because he i s  ro o t le s s .  E ven tually  Ray su f fe rs  a m ental breakdown.

He y e t in d ic a te s  an awareness o f  h is  fa te  when he adm its to  Jakei

The f a c t  i s ,  Jake , Ray s a id , I  d o n 't  know what I ' l l  do w ith my 
l i t t l e  education . I  wonder sometimes i f  I  could get r id  o f i t  and go 
and lo se  m yself in  some savage c u ltu re  in  th e  Jungles o f  A frica . I  am 
a m is f i t  —as th e  do c to rs  who do le  out newpaper advice to  th e  w e l l - f i t  
might say— a m is f i t  w ith  my l i t t l e  education and constan t dreaming, 
when I  should be g e ttin g  the  nightm are h * b it to  hog in  a whole lo t  of 
dough l ik e  everybody e ls e  in  t h i s  country , 6

The unbearable socio-economic cond itions of th e  ghetto  and the  

eq u a lly  unbearable sense o f m alaise and m eaninglesness in  o n e se lf , 

stemming from r a c ia l  d isc r im in a tio n , a re  the  m otives behind th e  flood 

o f v io le n t r e v o lt  th a t  follow s in  th e  wake of W righ t's  Bigger Thomas.
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S ta r tin g  w ith  Wright th e re  i s  in  the  Negro novel a hard-eyed system atic

a p p ra isa l o f th e  socio-economic p lig h t of th e  urban B lack. Native Son(19tt>)

p re sen ts  an a n a ly t ic a l  p ic tu re  o f the  co n d itio n s  which serve as n a tu ra l

spring-grounds fo r th e  l ik e s  o f B igger. Prom iscuity , shabbiness, economic

and p o l i t i c a l  e x p lo ita tio n  a re  in te r re la te d  fa c e ts  o f g he tto  l i f e ,  once

th e  ro se-co lo red  g la sse s  of th e  Twenties have been tak en  o f f .  Prom iscuity

i s  conveyed in  such a scene as  the  fo llow ing , w itnessed by B igger, h id ing

from th e  p o lic e  and looking a t  what i s  tak ing  p lace  in  an apartm ent o f  a

tenement b u ild in g  fac ing  him: "In  one bed s a t  th re e  naked b lack  ch ild ren

looking  a c ro ss  th e  room to  th e  o ther bed on which la y  a man and a woman,

both  naked and b lack  in  th e  su n lig h t. There were q u ick , je rk y  movements

on th e  bed where th e  man and th e  woman la y ,  and th e  th re e  c h ild re n  were 
17

w atching ," The shabbiness o f  the  dw ellings i s  expressed in  the

d e p ic tio n  o f  dw elle rs  running a f te r  r a t s  or o th e r vermint " ’Bigger,
IB

h e ’ s behind th e  t ru n k 'I  the  g i r l  whimpered." Economic e x p lo ita tio n

i s  in  the  kind of r e n ts  oaid fo r  ra t- in fe s te d  qu arte rs*  "And he had

heard i t  sa id  th a t  b lack  people, even though th ey  could not ge t good jobs,
19

paid tw ice as  much re n t as w hites fo r  the  same kind o f f l a t s . "  I t  i s

a lso  in  th e  p ric e  paid fo r consumer items* "Bread sold here fo r  f iv e

cen ts  a lo a f ,  but ac ro ss  the  ' l i n e '  where w hite fo lk s  l iv e d , i t  sold fo r  
20

fo u r ."  And the  form o f business-ow nership in  the  g h e tto  adds to  th e

o v e ra ll  ex p lo ita tio n *  "Almost a l l  businesses in  th e  Black B elt were owned

by Jews, I t a l i a n s ,  and Greeks. Most Negro b u sinesses were fu n e ra l p a rlo rs?
21

w hite undertakers refused  to  bother w ith  dead b lack  b o d ie s ."  F in a lly , 

th e re  i s  p o l i t i c a l  e x p lo ita tio n , th a t  o f the  Black p o l i t ic ia n s  who have 

learned  th e i r  technique from th e  White bo sses. At th e  end o f Native Son. 

Max, B ig g e r's  law yer, queries  him about h is  " leaders"*  " 'D id n 't  you
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t r u s t  them ?'"  To which Bigger re p lie s*  " ’I  don’t  reckon they  wanted any­

body to  t r u s t  ’em. They wanted to  get e lec ted  to  o f f ic e . They paid you 
22

to  v o t e ' , ’’

S im ila r ly , Ann P e try 's  The S tre e t (19^+6) (116th s t r e e t  in  Harlem) 

con ta in s a r e le n t le s s  p ic tu re  o f g he tto  d ep rav ity . The s to ry  cen te rs  on a 

young Negro woman's e f f o r t s  during  World War I I  to  succeed in  l i f e  when 

she i s  l iv in g  in  Harlem, has a jo b le ss  husband who l a t e r  d e se r ts  the  home, 

and a son who, l e f t  most o f the  tim e by h im se lf, wanders among d e r e l ic t s  

and p r o s t i tu te s  and consequently  g e ts  in to  tro u b le  w ith the  law , Lutie 

s t r iv e s  in  v a rio u s  jobs b u t, l ik e  so many o th er c h a rac te rs  o f th e  Negro 

novel, she i s  defeated  in  th e  long run and so i s  her fam ily . The in d iv i­

d u a l’ s fe e lin g  o f "asphyxiation" (which we s h a ll  see l a t e r )  i s  extended 

to  th e  p h y sica l environment th a t  he in h a b its . This i s  r e a d ily  evidenced 

in  th e  a s s o c ia tio n  th a t  L utie  makes in  connection w ith h er apartment*

"A ll through Harlem th e re  were apartm ents ju s t  l ik e  th i s  one, she though t, 

and th e y 'r e  nothing bu t t r a p s .  D ir ty , d ark , f i l t h y  t r a p s .  U p sta irs , Down­

s t a i r s .  In  my la d y 's  chamber. C lick  goes th e  t r a p  when you pay th e  f i r s t

m onth's r e n t .  Walk r ig h t  in . I t ' s  a f ree  country . Dark l i t t l e  hallw ays,
23

Stinking t o i l e t s , "  The fe e lin g  o f being webbed-in i s  furtherm ore 

experienced in  th e  e x p lo ita tio n  o f consumer goods* " a l l  o f them —th e  

bu tcher shops, th e  notion  s to re s , th e  vegetable stands— a l l  o f them

sold the  le a v in g s , the  sweepings, th e  im possible tinsalab le  m erchandise,
Zh

th e  dregs and d ross th a t  were reserved  e sp e c ia lly  fo r Harlem,"

Jim , th e  husband, has l i t t l e  conviction  a lso  th a t  he can c o n tro l 

h is  d e s tin y . He cannot find  a job to  support h is  fam ily and th e  reason 

fo r  t h i s  i s  in  th e  very process o f  a system th a t  dehumanizes human

beings who a re  born b lack . The m a le 's  lo s s  o f s e lf - re s p e c t  becomes
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e v id e n t« "W aiting, w a itin g , w a itin g  to  be ca lled  up fo r a job . He would 

come home sh ivering  from th e  c o ld , say ing , 'God damn w hite people anyway,

I  d o n 't  want fav o rs . A ll I  want i s  a job . Ju s t a jo b . D on't th ey  know
25

i f  I  knew how I 'd  change th e  co lo r o f my sk in ,"  L u tie  eq u ally  experiences 

constan t a s s a u lts  on her d ig n ity . At one p o in t she works fo r a w hite 

fam ily in  Connecticut and overhears conversa tions th a t  rev ea l to  her the  

w hite p e o p le 's  outlook about th e  Negro, and s p e c if ic a l ly  the  Negro woman.

In t h e i r  eyes she cannot be granted th e  b a s ic  d ig n ity  cognate w ith  fem ini­

nity* "A pparently i t  was an autom atic re a c tio n  o f w hite people - - i f  a

g i r l  was colored and f a i r l y  young, why, i t  stood to  reason she had to  be
26

a p r o s t i tu te ,"

A s ig n if ic a n t a sp ec t o f so c io lo g ica l n a tu re , th a t  of th e  break-up

of th e  Negro fam ily  u n i ^ i s  d e a l t  w ith , and in  L u t ie 's  case i t  i s  t ie d  to

the  socio-economic p a t te rn . R ac ia l p re ju d ice  has a d i r e c t  bearing  on

so c ia l p ro d u c tiv ity  (or th e  la c k  o f i t ) .  In  eroding a man's s e lf - r e s p e c t ,

i t  d isp o ssesses  him o f h is  p o te n tia l  fo r work. Since Jim cannot find a

job , he becomes more and more demoralized and tu rn s  to  id le  p u rs u its ,

such as  ph ilandering  and d rin k in g , to  f i l l  the  tim ei "This s t r e e t  was f u l l

o f broken homes, and she thought th e  men must have been l ik e  Jim --unab le

to  stand the  day a f te r  day o f drab  l iv in g  w ith  nothing to  look forward to

but ju s t  enough to  e a t  and a s h e lte r  overhead. And th e  women working as
27

she had worked and th e  men g e tt in g  fed up and g e ttin g  o ther women."

E lliso n  d e sc rib e s  th e  shabbiness o f the  g h e tto  d w e lle r 's  h a b i ta t ,  

much in  W righ t's  manner, when th e  hero has to  ex term inate some vermins*

"'The f i l t h y ,  s tin k in g  t h in g s ' ,  Mary c r ie d , 'G it th a t  one under the  ta b le t
28

Yon' he goes, d o n 't  l e t  him g i t  awayl The n asty  r a s c a l f "  L iving in  

such co n d itio n s , v ic tim s o f various forms o f economic e x p lo ita tio n , i t  

comes as  no su rp rise  (o r i t  should n o t, a s  E lliso n  fo r one im p lies) when
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th e  in h a b ita n ts  r i o t .  And a s  r i o t s  e ru p t they  a re  accompanied by lo o tin g , 

th e  most f e s t iv e  occasion , i t  would seem, in  th e  l i f e  o f th e  slum-dwellers« 

"A ll the  s t r e e t 's  signs were dead, a l l  th e  day sounds had lo s t  t h e i r  s ta b le

meaning. Somewhere a b u rg la r alarm went o f f ,  a m eaningless blangy sound,
29

followed by th e  jo y fu l shouts o f lo o te r s ."  And as one ch a rac te r puts

i t ,  upon being asked how th e  r i o t  (the  l a s t  one) s ta r te d i  "'Damn who
30

s ta r te d  i t '  Dupre s a id , 'A ll  I  want i s  fo r  i t  to  l a s t  a w h i le ',"

Consequent to  the  d ep ic tio n  o f ghetto  l i f e ,  i t  i s  th e  experience

o f a lie n a tio n  which comes to  dominate and h in g es  the  Black n o v e l is t 's

r e v o l t ,  s ta r t in g  w ith W right, Native Son epitom izes in  every re sp e c t

th e  e x is te n t ia l  p ro te s t  o f th e  Negro (or the  e x is t e n t ia l  f a t e  o f modern
31

man, as European in te l l e c tu a l s ,  namely S a r tre , were quick to  po in t o u t) .

In  th i s  s to ry , th e  p lo t in  i t s  l in e a r  form concerns th e  k i l l in g  o f a w hite

g i r l  in  Chicago by a Negro and the  comeuppance w ith the  fo rces  o f th e  law

th a t  fo llow s. The "d e tec tiv e "  asp ec t o f the  novel i s  only a p re te x t fo r

a h ig h ly  dram atic p o rtra v a l o f th e  N egro's condition  in  America« in

Bigger i s  symbolized th e  hopelessness o f h is  being . The concept o f

a l ie n a tio n  is  in troduced e a r ly  in  th e  book, as B igger, speaking to  h is

buddies, r e f l e c t s i  "Goddamnit, look I We l iv e  here and th e y  l iv e  th e re .

We b lack  and th ey  w h ite . They got th in g s  and we a i n ' t .  They do th in g s

and we c a n 't .  I t ' s  ju s t  l ik e  l iv in g  in  j a i l .  H alf th e  tim e I  fe e l  I'm

l ik e  on th e  ou tside  o f th e  world peeping in  through a knot-hole in  th e  
32

fence . . .  ."  The "d iv id ing  w all"  symbolism, w ith the  accompanying 

sense of "asphyxiation" fo r those (the  Blacks) behind i t ,  i s  introduced 

and w ill  re cu r in  o ther novels o f r e v o l t .  Wright, in  t h i s  seminal work, 

shows th a t  a l ie n a tio n  i s  not ju s t  Bigger*s problem. He c a r r ie s  i t s  

p h ilo so p h ico -so c io lo g iea l ra m ifica tio n s  in to  th e  psychological ones o f
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m ental Imbalance, (An a t t i tu d e  th a t  was foreshadowed, o f  course, In th e

c h a rac te r of Ray in  McKay’ s Home to  Harlem, and which w i l l  be repeated  in

th a t  of th e  Vet in  In v is ib le  Man.)  Here, in  th e  ch a rac te r o f an inmate

th a t  Bigger meets in  j a i l ,  a s  elsew here, th e  ro o t cause o f th i s  extreme

form of a lie n a tio n  i s  the  Negro’ s consciousness o f  h is  p lig h t and h is

in cap ac ity  to  l iv e  w ith  i t}  a s  i s  explained to  Bigger:

He went o f f  h is  nut from studying too  much a t  th e  u n iv e rs ity .
He was w ritin g  a book on how colored people l iv e  and he says somebody 
s to le  a l l  the  f a c ts  h e ’d found. He says h e ’ s got to  the  bottom of why 
colored fo lk s  a re  tre a te d  bad a n ^ h e 's  going to  t e l l  the  P residen t and have 
th in g s  changed, see? He’ s n u ts !

A lienation  more o ften  tak es  th e  form o f a sense o f d isp o ssess io n  in  th e  

"have-not" facing th e  "have," A sense where the  in d iv id u a l fe e ls  drained 

o f a l l  m a te ria l and s p i r i tu a l  re so u rce s . Such i s  th e  case when Bigger 

meets Mary D alton, h is  even tual v ic tim , th e  r ic h ,  blonde and b e a u tifu l  

daughter o f h is  employers. She i s  a Miranda f ig u re  f u l l  o f candid 

sympathy and good-w ill towards th e  Negro whom she sees a s  an o b jec t to  

be p i t ie d  and p a tro n ized . The c o n tra s t i s  too  much fo r B igger: "The

guarded fe e lin g  o f freedom th a t  he had w hile l is te n in g  to  her was tangled

w ith  th e  hard fa c t  th a t  she was w hite and r ic h ,  a p a r t o f  the  world o f
34

people who to ld  him what he could and could not d o ,"  Another in d ic a tio n

o f th e  fe e lin g  o f not belonging to  o n e se lf , o f being  deprived o f an

elem ental sense o f one’ s id e n t i ty ,  i s  conveyed when Bigger rum inates

about th e  "have" (th e  White ) so d if f e r e n t  from him: " , , ,  he f e l t  th a t

th ey  ru led  him, even when th ey  were f a r  away and not th in k in g  o f him,
35

rilled him by cond ition ing  him in  h is  r e la t io n s  to  h is  own people,"

L a s tly , Wright goes on to  a s so c ia te  th e  Negro’ s s ta te  o f segregation  w ith  

one o f dehumanization th a t ,  on a c o lle c tiv e  le v e l ,  tak es  th e  form of 

co lonization}  th e  same, i t  would seem, as th a t  th e  former A frican co lon ies
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experienced . This i s  presented in  the  un fo rtu n a te  rh e to r ic a l  l a s t  p a rt 

th a t  ja r s  th e  s tru c tu re  o f th e  novel. Max, B ig g e r 's  law yer, says to  the 

tr ib u n a l*  "Taken c o l le c t iv e ly ,  th ey  Cthe NegroesJ a re  not simply twelve 

m illio n  people^ in  r e a l i t y  th ey  c o n s ti tu te  a sep ara te  n a tio n , s tu n ted , 

s tr ip p e d , and held cap tiv e  w ith in  th i s  n a tio n , devoid of p o l i t i c a l ,
36

s o c ia l ,  economic, and p ro p erty  r ig h t s ,"

The Negro’ s lo s s  o f id e n t i ty  i s  a major theme o f A ttaw ay's Blood 

on th e  Forge (19^1)» a t a l e  about th re e  b ro th e rs ,  Big Mat, Chinatown and 

Melody, who a re  sharecroppers in  th e  South o f th e  T h i r t ie s ,  u n t i l  Big 

Mat’ s murder of a " rid in g  boss" fo rces  them to  m igrate to  th e  North,

They fin d  work in  th e  Pennsylvania s te e l  m ines, where t h e i r  fellow -w orkers 

are  new ly-arrived European im m igrants, U krainians and I t a l i a n s ,  c o n s ti tu tin g  

w ith th e  Blacks a pool of "cheap la b o r ,"  The N egro's dehumanized s ta te  i s  

again  here  depicted  both in  th e  South and in  th e  N orth, in  th e  mask o f 

happiness he has to  wear in  th e  presence o f whites* "The s tran g er rode

near. Chinatown began to  g r in .  He w asn 't t ic k le d .  He always bent h is
37

back and grinned a l i t t l e  fo r  w hite  fo lk s ."  Or, more im p o rtan tly , as i t  

re p re se n ts  the  necessary  background fo r  th e  understanding  of Big M at's 

s u ic id a l recourse to  v io len ce , to  be seen l a t e r .  Here i s  th e  bottom less 

d esp a ir behind th e  mask a s ,  upon being named a s  "depu ty ,"  Big Mat 

r e f l e c t s  about th e  nothingness th a t  he w i l l  h u r l  in to  violence*

He had been ca lled  "n igger" since childhood, "N igger, n igger 
never d i e , . , "  was th e  chan t. The name th a t  th ey  gave him had become a 
badge s ig n ify in g  poverty  and f i l t h .  He had not been allowed to  walk l ik e  
a man. His food had been l ik e  th e  dog s lo p s , and he had ea ten . In  the  
f ie ld s  he had gone to  the  branch and g o tten  down on h i s  b e l ly .  He had 
drunk h is  w ater l ik e  a dog l e f t  too  long in  th e  h e a t. They had taken  h is  
money and h is  women. They had made him run  fo r  h is  l i f e .  They would have 
run him with dogs through th e  swamps. They would have lynched him .38

The s im ilitu d e  between B ob 's, th e  p ro ta g o n is t, and B ig g e r's



96

co n d itio n s  i s  revealed  in  C hester Himes' I f  He H o lle rs  Let Him Go (19^5)* 

The s to ry  i s  se t in  a West Coast naval yard during  World War I I j  Bob 

Jones f e e ls  crushed by th e  various r a c ia l  experiences th a t  he encounters. 

E ventually  he i s  destroyed by a so c ie ty  o f which he never f e l t  p a r t ,  and, 

more im m ediately, through h is  involvement w ith  a w hite  woman* He i s  

accused by th e  woman's trumped-up charges of sexual a s s a u l t  and sentenced 

to  enrollm ent in to  th e  army to  a somewhat delayed d ea th . The "d iv id ing  

w all"  o f  a lie n a tio n  se rv es , as in  N ative Son, a s  dram atic core fo r  the  

t r a g ic  irony o f th e  end d e fe a tt

Living every  day scared , w alled in ,  locked up . I  d id n 't  f e e l  
l ik e  f ig h tin g  any more* I 'd  take a second thought b efo re  I  h i t  a paddy 
{white} now, I  was t i r e d  o f keeping ready  to  d ie  every  m inute; i t  was 
too much s t r a in .  I  had to  f ig h t  hard enough each day ju s t  to  keep on 
l iv in g .  A ll I  wanted was fo r th e  w hite fo lk s  to  l e t  me a lo n e ; not say 
anything to  me; not even look a t  me. They could tak e  the  goddamned world 
and go to  h e l l  w ith i t . 39

At one p o in t, Bob goes to  a cinema where a film  i s  shown p o rtray ing  

s te reo ty p es  o f  th e  S tepin  F e tc h it v a r ie ty .  I t s  dehumanized import i s  

in te n se ly  f e l t  and re se n te d » " I  was down to  a low e b b ,I  needed some h e lp .

I  had to  know th a t  Negroes w e ren 't th e  low est people on th e  face o f God's 

green e a r th , I  had to  t a lk  i t  over w ith  somebody, had to  b u ild  m yself 

back up. The sons o f b itc h e s  were g rind ing  me to  th e  nub, to  th e  meat- 

le s s  bone." As r a c i a l  d isc rim in a tio n  in c re a s in g ly  d estro y s  Bob, he 

comes to  fe e l  what most c h a rac te rs  experience in  th e  Black novel —the 

fe e lin g  of d isp o ssessio n  th a t  becomes p a r t  o f th e  N egro's so u l. So th a t ,  

as  s h a l l  be seen in  th e  a n a ly s is  o f  v io lence  (and a s  Wright h im self w il l  

say>^ of th e  f i r s t  impulses o f th e  Negro in  wanting to  a s s e r t  h is  

humanity w il l  be th a t  o f  smashing h is  s ta te  o f degradation  and those  he 

fe e ls  resp o n sib le  fo r  i t ;  " I  knew w ith  th e  w hite  fo lk s  s i t t i n g  on my 

b ra in ,  co n tro llin g  my every th o u g h t, a c tio n , and em otion, making l i f e
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one c r i s i s  a f t e r  an o th er, day and n ig h t, a s le e p  and awake, conscious and
41

unconscious, I  couldn’t  make i t . "  Again and a g a in , Bob harps on th i s

no tion  o f "making i t , "  h is  exacerbation  compounded by th e  f a c t  th a t  he

has been conditioned by th e  ethos o f the  o v e ra ll  so c ie ty  which proclaim s

the  rewards and v ir tu e s  o f  honest work and good m o ra lity  in  term s o f

m a te ria l b e n e f i t .  The in c reasin g  consciousness th a t  th e  American Dream

cannot be h is  d r iv e s  him to  d esp a ir and to  a p rophetic  statem ent about

h is  f a t e ,  when he says to  h is  g ir l f r ie n d  (a m ulatto  buoyed up by th e

Dream)* "But p lease  d o n 't  t e l l  me I  can co n tro l my d e s tin y , because I

know I  c a n 't .  In  any in c id en t th a t  might come up a w hite  person can use

h is  co lo r on me and tu rn  i t  in to  a ca tas tro p h e  and I  w on 't have a ray
42

p ro te c tio n , any o u t, nothing I  can do about i t  but d ie ."

A lienation  likew ise  dominates Ann P e try 's  The S tr e e t . The

"d iv id ing  w all"  symbolism i s  again  brought to  bear when a t  one po in t

L utie  r e f le c t s  about the  e v i ls  o f ghetto  l i f e  fo is te d  by r a c ia l  p re ju d ic e .

116th S tre e t i s  a metaphor fo r th e  g h e tto , and Harlem i s  th e  symbol o f  the

N egro 's c o lle c t iv e  s ta te  o f a lie n a tio n :

I t  was any c i ty  where th ey  se t up a l in e  and say b lack  fo lk s  
s tay  on th i s  side  and w hite  fo lk s  on th i s  s id e , so t h a t  th e  b lack  fo lk s  
were crammed on to p  o f each o ther --jammed and packed and forced in to  th e  
sm allest p o ssib le  space u n t i l  th ey  were com pletely c u t o f f  from l ig h t  
and a i r .

Foreshadowing E lliso n , th e  p a r a l le l  fe e lin g  o f n o n -id e n tity  i s  conveyed

in  a scene where a c h a ra c te r , Boots, a llu d e s  to  the  " in v i s ib i l i t y "  o f  h is

being to  th e  w hite  man:

P o rter! P o rter t h i s  and P o rte r t h a t .  Boy. George, Nameless. He 
got a handful o f s i lv e r  a t  th e  end of each ru n , and a mountain o f s i lv e r  
c o u ld n 't  pay a man to  s ta y  nameless l ik e  t h a t .  No name, b lack  my shoes.
No name, hold my co a t. No name, brush me o f f .  No name, take my bags.
No name. No name. ^

The sense o f "asphyxiation" accompanies a ls o  th e  o v e ra ll  p a tte rn  of
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a l ie n a t io n . L u tie  indeed experiences what B igger, Ray, Bob, M att, Big 

Mat, o r  any Negro has experienced: "Prom the  tim e she was born , she had

been hemmed in to  an ever-narrow ing space, u n t i l  now she was very  n ea rly  

w a lled -in  and th e  w all had been b u i l t  up b ric k  by b r ic k  by eager w hite
45

hands,"

W illiam Gardner Smith*s L ast o f th e  Conquerors (1948), an "expa­

t r i a t e "  novel w r it te n  in  Europe when th e  au thor was tw enty (presumably as 

a r e s u l t  o f  h is  experiences w ith  th e  American army in  postwar Germany), 

t e l l s  a t a l e  o f  Negro s o ld ie rs  try in g  to  lead  th e  same l i f e  as  t h e i r  White 

co u n te rp a rts  on th e  co n tin e n t; b u t they  run  in to  th e  same b a r r ie r s  th a t  

th ey  would confron t back home. The "ca s te  system" i s  more than  a geogra­

p h ic a l ly  in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d  im p lan ta tio n , i t  i s  something th a t  th e  in d iv i­

duals  c a r ry  w ith in  them selves. L ife  in  Germany i s  good fo r th e  s o ld ie r s ,  

though, when th ey  do not run  in to  the  p re ju d ices  o f  t h e i r  White co lleag u es, 

as th ey  experience  l iv in g  in  a so c ie ty  devoid , so i t  seems, of th e  r a c ia l  

d ise a se . So much so th a t  when h is  to u r o f  duty  i s  ended, the  p rospect 

o f re tu rn in g  "home" fo r th e  Negro so ld ie r  i s  th e  dread of once more going 

back to  h e l l .  Murdoch, fo r  in s ta n c e , confron ts  th a t  dilemma and in d ic a te s  

h is  fe a r  o f  th e  ambient d isp o ssess io n  th a t  aw aits him: "What th e  h e l l  am

I  gonna do when I  ge t back to  the  S ta tes?  What kinda goddam job you th in k

I  can g e t in  Georgia? D iggin’ d itch es?  I  don*t want to  go back th e re ,
46

I  don*t want to  go anyplace in  th e  S ta te s , Can you understand th a t? "

Another tim e , th e  reminder o f  home b rin g s  back th e  experience o f a l ie n a tio n  

th a t  th e  Negro su ffe rs  a n y w h e r e  in  America, North a s  w e ll as  South:

There a i n ' t  no d iffe re n c e  between th e  South and the  North. Only 
th in g  in  th e  South i s  more honest w ith  i t s  p re ju d ic e . T h a t's  a l l .  In  the  
South th e y  got s igns up th a t  say, 'No colored a llo w e d ', and you ju s t  go 
someplace e l s e .  In  th e  North they  d o n 't  have no s ig n s , bu t you go to  a 
b ig  h o te l  and th e y  say, 'S o rry , th e  p o s itio n  i s  a lre ad y  t a k e n '."47
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Hayes, the  main c h a ra c te r , a tte n d s  an American movie in  th e  lo c a l 

th e a tre  and he w itnesses th e  same p o rtra y a l o f s te reo ty p es  th a t  Himes' 

c h a rac te r does. The same negation  of b a s ic  humanity, th e  same deg radation , 

i s  perceived t "The Negro said  "yassah" very  o ften  and, when m ysterious 

no ises came from u p s ta i r s ,  th e  w hite a c to rs  were very  brave bu t th e  Negro's

eyes opened very  wide l ik e  spo tted  g o lf  b a l l s  and h is  mouth opened wide
48

in to  a b ig  cavern w ith  w hite b o rd e rs ."

William D®mby's so -ca lled  " E x is te n t ia l is t "  novel, B eetlecreek  (1950),

p u rpo rts  to  show through th e  co n trapun ta l p a tte rn  o f  White and Black r a c ia l

p re ju d ices  th a t  th e  b a s ic  problem involved i s  ir r e s p e c tiv e  o f  race* th a t

o f man a t  odds w ith  an incom prehensible un iverse  and w ith a consequent
49

sense o f m eaninglessness. The d ram atiza tio n  tak es  p lace  in  a Southern 

town where th e  b lack s  l iv e  on one side  o f  th e  t r a c k s ,  th e  w hites on the  

o th e r. An old w hite man serves a s  symbol and c h ie f  c h a rac te r  o f th e  ta le*  

he l iv e s  in  th e  m iddle, lean in g  on th e  Negro s id e , and becomes ev en tu a lly  

th e  t r a g ic  v ic tim  o f  man's "d e sp a ir ."
c o n te x t

This in te rp re ta t io n  may be v a l id ,  bu t in  th e  o f our essay

i t  s u f f ic e s  to  observe th a t  th e  au tho r d e a ls  m ostly w ith  l i f e  among the  

tow n 's Negroes and in d ic a te s  a t t i tu d e s  and fe e lin g s  th a t  p a r a l le l  those 

we have been seeing so f a r .  Even th e  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  o f th e  old w hite 

man, B i l l ,  v a lid ly  serves in  the  realm  o f a l ie n a tio n . He id e n t i f ie s  w ith 

th e  Negroes to  such an ex ten t th a t  indeed he BECOMES Negro, only th e  co lor 

of h is  sk in  makes i t  otherw ise (and as he i s  destroyed one may see th e  

d read fu l irony  th a t  i s  c a r r ie d , which c e r ta in ly  adds c r e d ib i l i ty  to  th e  

e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  aura o f th e  n o v e l). This i s  introduced when we a re  to ld i  

"He had understood immediately what th ey  f e l t ,  though i t  su rp rised  him to  

know th a t  even w ith them th e re  could be th e  same childhood te r r o r  he had



100

known, th e  same fe e lin g  o f shame to  be In the w orld, the  same need fo r
50

shadows and dark  p laces to  h id e .”

In  one of the  Negro c h a rac te rs  o f the  book, David —who i s  meant 

to  be th e  outward C ounterpart o f the  dual symbolism borne in  the  fig u re  

o f B il l  (Black Soul, White Skin)— we have a t t i tu d e s  rem in iscen t of 

B igger's ,and  L u t ie 's .  There i s  th e  s im ila r re fe rence  to  th e  "d iv id ing  

w a ll ,"  and th e  sp e c if ic  fe e lin g  o f "asphyx ia tion ."  David experiences 

th a t ,  In te re s t in g ly  enough, w hile he i s  a tten d in g  co llege  in  th e  North 

( th i s  again  r e la te s  to  th e  d e s tru c tio n  syndrome th a t  too much conscious­

ness o f th e  N egro's p lig h t b r in g s , as David never does f in is h  co lleg e);

But when he went to  th a t  Negro c o lleg e , he began to  f e e l  i t ,  and 
along w ith i t ,  the  fe e lin g  o f being suffocated and unable to  move. This 
had nothing to  do w ith h is  not having o p p o rtu n itie s  or " c iv i l  r ig h t s ,"  
but i t  was a strange fe e lin g , very  d i f f i c u l t  fo r  him to  ex p la in  to  him­
s e l f ,  which had to  do w ith fe e lin g  D eath, f e l l in g  frozen , su ffo cated , 
unable to  b rea th e , knowing th e re  was l i t t l e  to  be done about i t , "

Feelings o f asp h y x ia tio n , d isp o ssess io n , a lie n a tio n  a re  lumped 

to g e th e r in  th e  concept o f " in v is ib i l i ty "  c e n tra l to  E l l i s o n 's  novel. 

" I n v is ib i l i ty "  i s  th e  s ta te  in  which th e  Negro i s  kept by th e  "system ." 

In  f a c t ,  in  o rd inary  l i f e  the  Black man i s  dead as a human being ,

E lliso n  says. Only through a conscious understanding of h is  s ta te  i s  

th e  Negro ab le  to  survive and m aintain  a v a lid " ra lso n  d 'e t r e . ” Through 

consciousness he becomes aware o f h is  in v i s ib i l i t y ,  of the  death  th a t  

has been h is  u n t i l  th en . As he becomes aware. the  Negro manages to  be 

re -bo rn  and v is ib le  to  h im se lf. (The s e l f  i s  what i s  im p o rtan t.) But 

he must s t i l l  m aintain a t a c t i c a l  p re tense  of i n v i s ib i l i t y  fo r  o thers 

(here i s  the  meaning of R in eh art, I  b e lie v e , and the  reason fo r the 

N a rra to r 's  fa sc in a tio n  w ith him) u n t i l  the  tim ely  moment when he w ill  

re-appear among the  l iv in g .  This is  the  f in a l  message, u tte re d  only a t
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the  very  end o f th e  novel, alm ost s u r re p t i t io u s ly  but. by i t s  very concise­

ness porten tous of d ire  w arnings, i t  seems, fo r  those s t i l l  bent on

m aintaining and en fo rc ing  th e  N egro's i n v i s ib i l i t y  ("The h ib e rn a tio n  i s
52

over. I  must shake o f f  th e  old sk in  and come up fo r b re a th " ) . This

i s  the  warning th a t  Baldwin much l a t e r  w il l  a r t i c u la te  as The F ire  Next

Time, in  more d i r e c t  and e x p l ic i t  rh e to r ic .

But l e t  us tak e  a c lo se r  look and see th e  variegated  shades thrown

by th i s  concept. E arly  in  the  book, th e re  i s  a scene where the hero

remembers the  dying words o f h is  g rand fa ther, a former s lav e . They a re

words o f "wisdom," th e  wisdom of one who went through the  "system ,"

and i f  he managed to  survive i t s  dehumanizing p re s c r ip tio n s , as th e

grandfa ther says, i t  i s  only because he knew how to  go along with i t ,

u n t i l  he could do something, which never m a te r ia liz e d , and th a t  perhaps

the  grandson might b rin g  abouti "Live w ith your head in  the  l io n 's ,  mouth,

I  want you to  overcome 'em w ith y e s , undermine 'em w ith  g r in s , agree 'em

to  death and d e s tru c tio n , l e t  'em sw oller you t i l l  th ey  vomit or bust 
53

wide open,"

Another h ig h ly  s ig n if ic a n t  scene, both in  i t s  r e a l i s t i c  and 

sym bolistic  im pact, i s  th a t  which occurs when Norton, th e  White T rustee 

o f the  Negro school a ttended by th e  hero^ i s  "ac c id e n ta lly "  brought in to  

con tac t w ith a sharecropping Negro fam ily , where some of th e  ch ild ren  a re  

the  o ff-sp rin g * o f incestuous re la t io n s  between th e  fa th e r  and h is  daugh ter. 

The im plica tion  i s  th a t  t h i s  nad ir s ta te  of inhumanity i s  what th e  system 

has been working to  m ain tain  the  Negro in .  The fa th e r  says to  a much- 

shaken and troubled  Norton (the  g re a t White fa th e r  sym bolical on a 

psychological le v e l o f the  "ego" now confron ting  h is  rep ressed  " id " )  th a t  

he has been, and co n s ta n tly  i s ,  v is i te d  by ra b id ly  in te re s te d  w hite fo lk s »
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"Some o f 'em was b ig  w hite fo lk s , to o , from the  b ig  school way c ross the 

S ta te . Asked me lo t s  'bou t what I  thought 'bou t th in g s , and 'bou t my 

fo lk s and k id s , and wrote i t  a l l  down in  a book. But b e s t o f a l l ,  suh, I
5^

got more work now th a t  I  ever did have b e f o r e . . .  ."

Dr Bledsoe, th e  Negro p r in c ip a l o f the  c o lle g e , confron ts th e  hero 

upon lea rn in g  o f h is  d riv in g  Norton to  see th e  incestuous fa th e r .  Bledsoe 

th e re a f te r  makes sure th a t  " the  boy keeps running" (as he says in  a 

re fe rence  l e t t e r  intended to  secure the  N arrator employment up North 

upon h is  expulsion from schoo l). The au thor shows th a t  t h i s  man, obedient 

and subserv ien t to  th e  White tru s te e s  who finance th e  school, i s  in  fa c t 

p a rtn e r (the  "tw in" o f  the  incestuous fa th e r )  in  a same s ta te  of dehumani­

za tio n . E lliso n  d esc rib es  him as  th e  p ic tu re  o f th e  bourgeois "Uncle Tom"» 

" In f lu e n tia l  w ith  w ealthy men a l l  over th e  country : consulted in  m atters

concerning the  ra c e ; a le ad e r o f h is  people; th e  possessor of not one,

bu t TWO C ad illa c s , a good sa la ry  and a s o f t ,  good-looking and creamy-
55

complexioned w ife ."

An im portant ch a rac te r in  th e  f i r s t  p o rtio n  o f th e  book i s  the  

mental asylum inmate ca lled  "The Vet" whom the  hero  and Norton meet in  a 

long passage o f enormous im pact. He embodies the  ex p ress io n , developed 

before in  some o f th e  preceding novels, o f th e  educated Negro who has 

seen to  c le a r ly  in to  th e  d esp a ir o f th e  Negro's co n d itio n . The Vet i s  a 

h ig h ly  l i t e r a t e  person, and te r r i f y in g ly  "sane" (one sees the  im p lic a tio n ), 

a s  Norton w itn esses . He mentions th a t  he was a medic in  th e  Army during 

the  F ir s t  World War; th e re a f te r  ensues a re p ly , an understatem ent, carry ing  

th e  same meaning as th a t  conveyed by Ray in  Home to  Harlem, B ig g e r 's  fellow  

inmate in  Native Son, or David in  B ee tlec reek i "'Oh yes, and how long were

you in  France?' Mr, Norton asked, 'Long enough', he sa id , 'Long enough
56

to  fo rg e t some fundamentals which I  should never have fo r g o t te n ',"  The
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"Insane" Vet Is  imbued w ith  a power o f lu c id i ty  th a t  one cannot but re la te  

to  the  Shakespearian c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  of th e  Fool, or th e  J e s te r ,  who sees 

through everything w hile everybody e ls e ,  the  so -ca lled  "sane" ones, are  

b lin d . At one p o in t he addresses h im self to  Norton and the  p ro ta g o n is t, 

and he t e l l s  them th e  fa c ts  about th e  a l ie n a tio n  th a t  both a re  v ic tim s 

o fi "Poor stum blers, n e ith e r  o f you can see th e  o th e r . To you he i s  a 

mask on th e  score-card  of your achievem ent, a th in g  and not a manj a c h ild ,

o r even le s s  —a b lack  amorphous th in g . And you, fo r  a l l  your power, are
57

not a man to  him, b u t a God, a fo rce— ."

Living in  th e  N orth, a new z ea lo t o f the  "Brotherhood" (as th e  

Communist Party  is  euph em istica lly  c a l le d ) ,  the  hero confron ts soon enough 

the  same p a tte rn  o f a lie n a tio n  th a t  he thought he had l e f t  in  the  South,

At a p a r ty , in  th e  P arty  th a t  proclaim s i t s  immaculate in te n tio n s  towards 

th e  Black people, he i s  accosted  by a drunken comrade who sees the  Negro 

in  the  same s tereo type  th a t  Mary D alton sees Bigger in  Native Son, and 

here as  elsewhere has the  e f f e c t  o f  jo l t in g  th e  in te r lo c u to r i  "How about

a s p i r i tu a l ,  B rother? Or one o f th ose  r e a l  good o le  Negro work songs?
58

LJk9 t h i s i  Ah' Went To A tlan ta  —Nevah Been th e re  B efor."  A fter o ther

in c id e n ts , such as a lady-com rade's remarkt "But d o n 't  you th in k  he
59

should be a l i t t l e  b la ck e r? " , th e  hero grasps th e  meaning th a t  h is  

being conveys fo r  th e  comrades, which i s  obviously  not the  one th a t  h is  

sense o f id e n ti ty  t e l l s  him. Yet he decides to  go a long , th ink ing  i t  i s

ju s t  a small m a tte r , and i r o n ic a l ly  observes! "And y e t I  am what th ey
60

th in k  I  am,"

The Negro's sense o f  not c o n tro llin g  h is  own d e s tin y , h is  sense 

o f not belonging to  h im se lf, which i s  covert or o v ert in  a l l  of th e  novels 

seen so f a r ,  i s  expressed by the  Vet who upon being asked what the  "they"
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i s  th a t  the  o th e r inmates keep ta lk in g  about, g ives t h i s  d e f in i t io n  o f

d isp o ssessio n ! "The Vet looked annoyed, ’They?' he sa id , ’They? Why,

the  same th ey  we always mean, the  w hite fo lk s , a u th o r i ty , th e  gods, f a t e ,

circum stances - - th e  force th a t  p u lls  your s tr in g  u n t i l  you re fu se  to  be 
61

pu lled  any m o re '."

The s ig n if ic a n c e  o f d isp o ssess io n  i s  c a r r ie d  ,though, ju s t l ik e  

every th ing  e ls e  p ra c t ic a l ly ,  in  the  h e ro 's  personal ex p erien ces, or in  the  

symbols th a t  th e  au thor uses in  r e la t io n  to  him. When he i s  in  the 

h o s p i ta l ,  recovering  from th e  explosion th a t  occurred in  th e  p a in t fa c to ry , 

i t  i s  implied th a t  he is  operated upon (a lobotomy) and fo r a moment lo se s  

a l l  sense o f memory, or o f id e n ti ty !  the  symbolism being th a t  he i s ,  

though unconsciously , grasping the  f i r s t  symptoms o f  h is  anomie, or h is  

i n v i s ib i l i t y .  The l a s t  sentence i s  s ig n if ic a n t  when co n trasted  with 

th e  end of th e  book,when he does achieve f u l l  consciousness o f  h is  s ta t e !

HI  could no.more escape than  I  could th in k  o f my id e n t i ty .  Perhaps, I

though t, th e  two th in g s  a re  Involved w ith  each o th e r . When I  d iscover who
62

I  am, I ' l l  be f r e e ,"

At th e  outcome o f h is  journey, a s  in d ica ted  b e fo re , th e  hero comes 

to  an awareness o f h is  s ta te  and consciously  embraces h is  i n v i s i b i l i t y ,  

h is  death (thus he i s  bo rn ). The R inehart ep isode , i f  anything serves 

as th e  c a ta ly s t  fo r  h is  metamorphosis. As he disem bodies th e  term (Rind 

and h e a r t!  th e  o u ts id e  and th e  in s id e  o f a same th in g ) ,  th e  hero under­

stands th a t  t h i s  Harlem fig u re  fo r  which he came to  be m istaken re p re se n ts  

in  h is  myriad id e n t i t i e s  h is  own myriad experiences, and th ey  a l l  amount 

to  no th ing , to  n o n -id e n tity , n o n -en tity i 'T ie 's  been around a l l  the w h ile , 

b u t I  have been looking in  ano ther d ire c t io n . He was around and o th e rs  

l ik e  him, but I  have looked p ast him , , ,  . What on e a r th  was hiding
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behind th e  face of th in g s?  I f  dark c la s se s  and a w hite h a t could b lo t
63

out my Id e n ti ty  so q u ick ly , who a c tu a lly  was who?" The h e ro ’ s r e f l e c t ­

ions make him aware o f th e  In te r r e la t io n  between h is  experiences and the  

f ig u re  o f R inehart, and th ey  s ig n ify  th e  c o lle c tiv e  experience of the  

Negro: "T began to  accept my past . . .  Images of past h u m ilia tion  . . .

They were mej they  defined  me. . . .  I  now recognized my I n v is ib i l i t y .
6k

So now I ’d accept i t ,  I ’d explore I t ,  r in e  and h e a r t .”

The conclusion Is  then  q u ite  In accord w ith the  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  

p a tte rn  used In  Native Son and B ee tlecreek t the  acceptance o f the 

ab su rd ity  o f man’ s co n d itio n , th e  consciousness o f o n e 's  g u il t le s sn e s s  

w hile one Is  held to  be g u i l ty  (the N egro's c o lo r ) , the  triumph over 

a b su rd ity  ( i n v i s ib i l i ty )  by using the  ru le s  o f an absurd universe  

(th e  R inehart re c o g n itio n ) . Thus d e sp a ir  I s  turned in to  hope, pessimism 

In to  optimism. A ll th e se  p h ilo soph ical stratagem s a re  themes or a t t i tu d e s  

th a t  can be re a d ily  seen In th e  works o f S a r tre , Camus, B eckett, e t  a l .  

Indeed th e  follow ing passage, u tte re d  by the  hero as  he f le e s  the  scene 

o f th e  l a s t  r i o t  In Harlem, could have been said by any of Camus' or 

S a r tr e ’ s h e ro es, not to  mention S a lin g e r 's  Holden C au lfie ld t "And I 

knew th a t  I t  was b e t te r  to  l iv e  out o n e 's  own ab su rd ity  than  to  d ie  fo r
65

th a t  o f o th e rs , whether fo r  R as 's  or J a c k 's ,”

Yet, before  th e  Negro Is  ab le  to  reach E l l i s o n 's  p h ilo soph ical 

detachm ent, h is  sense o f a lie n a tio n  and d isp o ssession  rooted In no 

u n ce rta in  v is ib le  terms (th e  b l ig h t  o f the  ghetto  and r a c ia l  p re ju d ice ) 

tu rn s  In to  d esp a ir  fo r which v io lence Is  the  only o u t le t .  The re v o lt 

conveyed up to  now by th e  w r i te r s ' a n a ly t ic a l  d ep ic tio n  of so c ia l  i l l s  

I s  supplemented (and given I t s  more d is t in c t iv e  Im prin t) by th e  process 

o f  v io lence In th e  c h a ra c te rs ' l iv e s .  The n a tu ra l explosion o f pent-up
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f r u s t r a t io n s  and anger, kept repressed  and b o ilin g  fo r too  long , v iolence 

In these  novels opera tes as a necessary  c a th a rs is .  I t  I s  a lo g ic a l s tep .

Oftentim es in  th e se  novels v io lence i s  a re a c tio n  to  White psycho­

physica l v io lence or I t  re p re se n ts  a re le a se  from th e  rep re ss io n s  imposed 

by t r a d i t io n a l  re lig io u s  a t t i tu d e s .  In  e i th e r  case I t  alm ost achieves 

th e  le v e l o f  r i t u a l j  one th a t  th e  Negro has to  undergo to  d iv e s t h im self, 

I t  seems, o f a l l  th e  burdens he has t r a d i t io n a l ly  had to  c a rry . I f  th e re  

Is  a d i s t in c t  undertone o f d esp a ir to  t h i s  " r i t u a l , "  I t  appears s u f f i ­

c ie n t ly  compensated by th e  strong overtones In d ic a tin g  th a t  a form of 

" re b ir th "  I s  experienced. As th e  Negro re le a se s  h im se lf In  v io len ce , 

o ften  a b lin d  and uncontro lled  klnd,one sen ses  th a t  he Is  k i l l in g  a l l  

th a t  which he fe e ls  has oppressed him, both In  a r e a l i s t i c  and sym bolical 

fash ion . He Is  eq u ally  k i l l in g  h im self fo r th a t  m a tte r , th e  " s e lf "  th a t  

has become a lie n a te d , d isen fran ch ised . The r i t u a l  passes from th i s  

death  In to  th e  r e b ir th  phase, on a l i t e r a l  and /o r sym bolical le v e l ,  

where the Negro fe e ls  he has acquired a new Id e n t i ty ,  a new se lf«  a 

human dimension.

These a t t i tu d e s  a re  dram atized not only when they  occur as  fa c tu a l 

elements In  the  novels, b u t p a r t ic u la r ly  In th e  d e sc r ip tio n s  used to  

b rin g  acro ss  th ese  " f a c ts " « th e i r  b lo o d -c h illin g , t e r r i f y in g ,  la v is h , 

naked and crude p re sen ta tio n  convey the  sense th a t  a fundamental process 

t ie d  to  some prim ordial Impulses I s  undergone. The p recep ts  of " c i v i l i ­

zation" or " a r t"  th a t  would want a c e r ta in  d is c re t io n  a re  e as t away. 

Violence In  I t s  c ru d ity  Is  shown fo r what I t  ls«  a b a sic  animal re le a se  

of aggression . Both Whites and Blacks a re  a lik e  In th a t  re sp e c t. The 

only  ju s t i f i c a t io n ,  as th e  au thors w i l l  imply, I s  th e  p o s itiv e  rewarding 

o u tle t  I t  re p re se n ts  fo r th e  Negro, The only condemnation i s  the
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n eg a tiv e , degrading, r i t u a l  i t  re p re se n ts  fo r  th e  White r a c i s t  who indulges 

in  v io lence  out o f fe a r  w hile fo r the  Negro i t  i s  in  order to  surv ive.

Howe to  Harlem channels p ra c t ic a l ly  a l l  p o te n tia l  v io lence  in to  

dancing , d rin k in g , and the  p u rsu it  o f an un inh ib ited  way of l i f e .  Yet 

even among un in h ib ited  people v io lence tak es  p lace . E a r lie r  we noticed 

one o f th e  c h a ra c te rs ' adm ission th a t  crowded and f i l t h y  q u a rte rs  are 

not ap p ro p ria te  fo r  ly r i c a l  c e le b ra tio n . When two Negro women a re  shown 

"squaring  o f f ,"  McKay does not r e la te  th a t  to  any pen t-up , repressed  kind 

o f anger, since h is  people by nature  do not know o f such th in g s  as 

re p re ss io n s , McKay uses the  in c id en t to  i l l u s t r a t e  ano ther fa c e t  of th e  

p r im it iv is t  philosophy th a t  anim ates h is  book, Somehow he i s  saying 

v io lence  i s  le s s  deadly  and in  accordance w ith the  n a tu ra l pulse when 

kept e x te r io r iz e d i

The g i r l s  rushed to  th e  window and saw the  two black women 
squaring o f f  a t  each o th er down in  th e  back yard . They were both  s ta rk  
naked. A fte r th e  challenge , the  women had decided to  f ig h t w ith  th e i r  
c lo th e s  o f f .  An old custom, perhaps a su rv iv a l o f A frican tr ib a l is m , 
had been imported from some West Indian h i l l s id e  in to  a New York back
yard .

These in c id e n ts  of v io len ce , though p ra c t ic a l ly  innocuous ( f i s t -  

f ig h t s ,  s laps in  the  face , e tc )  in d ic a te  in  ad d itio n  to  a b asic  n a tu ra l 

p rocess o f  e x te r io r iz a t io n , s im ila r  to  dancing or sex , some o th e r causes 

t ie d  to  th e  generic  p a tte rn  we a re  observing. But McKay sh ies away 

from th e se  o th er causes* C erta in ly  th e re  i s  in  McKay's Jake o r Ray a 

p o te n tia l  fo r v io lence  s im ila r to  B igger*s. But, b e f i t t in g  th e  e sc a p is t 

tone th a t  h is  book tak es  a t  tim es , the  fe s tiv e  l i f e  o f  the  Twenties fo r 

th e  moment f u l f i l l s  th e  same ro le  as th a t  h i s to r ic a l ly  borne by the  

Churchi d iv e rtin g  the  N egro 's a t te n tio n  from the  p rec ise  o b je c ts  fo r 

h is  agg ression .

There i s  no escapism fo r W right, however. At th e  core o f  what
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he i s  try in g  to  say i s  th e  fe e lin g  th a t  a so c ie ty  th a t  has deprived an 

ind iv id u a l o f  a l l  claim s to  humanity, reducing him to  a subhuman le v e l ,  

has created  a being who in  wanting to  a s s e r t  h is  humanity can only do 

so through a r i t u a l i s t i c  process o f v io len ce . The normal channels of 

d iv e rs io n , th e  fam ily , th e  Church, th e  community, a decent standard o f 

l iv in g ,  a " ra iso n  d ’e t r e ,"  being a l l  c lo sed , B igger’ s only  possib le  

recourse  i s  the  in s t in c t iv e  re a c tio n s  l e f t  to  an anim al. His f ig h t fo r 

su rv iv a l through aggression  i s  the  p r i s t in e  s tru g g le  fo r  l i f e .  In  a 

world reduced to  the  p r im itiv e  form ulation o f th e  jungle such a s  the  

urban ghetto  o f th e  T h i r t ie s ,  the only code p o ssib le  i s  indeed th a t  of 

the  jungle* k i l l  or be k i l le d .  S ocie ty , law s, m o ra lity , a l l  the  

a t t r ib u te s  o f c iv i l iz a t io n  a re  n o n ex is ten t. This concept i s  su b stan tia ted  

throughout W right’ s novel, and, in  p a r t ic u la r ,  in  th e  unraveling of 

B ig g e r's  f a te .  A fter he has a c c id e n ta lly  k il le d  Mary D alton, th e  r i t u a l ­

i s t i c  process s t a r t s  i t s  course when he decides to  d ispose of th e  corpse*

W istfu lly , he gazed a t  the  edge o f th e  b lade  re s tin g  on the  w hite 
sk im  the  gleaming m etal re f le c te d  th e  trem ulous fu ry  o f the  co a ls .
Yes, he had to .  G ently , he sawed th e  b lade in to  th e  f le sh  and s truck  a 
bone. He g r i t te d  h is  te e th  and cu t h a rd e r. As y e t th e re  was no blood 
anywhere b u t on th e  k n ife . But th e  bone made i t  d i f f i c u l t ,  '

Bigger has to  go on k i l l in g ,  th e n , th e  moment th a t  he f e e ls  h is  

su rv iv a l i s  th rea ten ed . Thus the  subsequent k i l l in g  o f B essie , h is  g i r l ­

f r ie n d , though he ju s t  made love to  h e r , fo r Bessie may be a hazard i f  

she i s  questioned by th e  police*

This was th e  way i t  had to  b e . Then he took  a deep b rea th  and h is  
hand gripped th e  b ric k  and shot upward and paused a second and then 
plunged downward through th e  darkness to  th e  accompaniment o f a deep sho rt 
g runt from h is  chest and landed w ith  a thud . Ye s i There was a d u ll  grasp 
of su rp r is e , then  a moan. Ho, th a t  must not be I He l i f t e d  th e  b ric k  again  
and again , u n t i l  in  f a l l in g  i t  s truck  a sodden mass th a t  gave s o f t ly  but 
s to u tly  to  each landing  blow .6

The c a th a r tic  process i s  furtherm ore ind ica ted  when in  j a i l  Bigger th in k s
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back about the  two murders and measures th e i r  im portance. C learly  th e i r  

depth of meaning fo r  Bigger f in d s  expression  when con trasted  to  h i s  s ta te  

o f d ispossession  noted e a r l i e r .  Somewhat analogous to  the  "g ra tu ito u s  ac t"  

o f E x is ten tia lism  th a t  embodies meaning and s ig n ifican ce  fo r the  ind iv id u a l 

lo s t  in  a m eaningless w orld, th e  k i l l in g s  have given Bigger possession  of 

"something"! " In  a l l  h is  l i f e  th e  two murders were th e  most meaningful 

th in g s  th a t  had ever happened to  him. He was l iv in g ,  t r u ly  and deeply ,
69

no m atter what o th e rs  might th in k , looking a t  him w ith th e i r  b lin d  eyes,"

For a l l  the  a t t i tu d e s  p rev io u sly  noted, r e b i r th ,  p u r if ic a t io n , 

repo ssess io n , t h i s  by no mean im plies a s a t i s f a c t io n  th a t  q u ie ts  down the 

in d iv id u a l who now can p eace fu lly  r e s t .  I t  seems th a t  the  "new" in d iv i­

d u a l, being a c rea tu re  o f v io len ce , a product o f  v io len ce , has to  keep 

on rep ea tin g  s im ila r a c t s ,  fo r  a r i t u a l ,  by d e f in i t io n ,  has to  be repeated . 

In  th e  follow ing passage, the  idea i s  th a t  having no o b jec t ou tside  o f 

h im self upon which to  re le a se  h is  ag g ression , Bigger may very w ell tu rn  

upon h im se lf. There i s  a n i h i l i s t i c ,  m aso ch is tic , s e lf -d e s tro y in g , 

impulse implied} b u t one suspects th a t  th e  deeper im p lica tion  i s  th a t  

WPig h t i s  saying th a t  th e  "system" being not changed as  such, although 

th e  in d iv id u a l Negro may have, a c ts  o f v io len ce , such as  those th a t  

presided a t  h is  b i r t h ,  have to  be m aintained u n t i l  the  "system" i t s e l f  

i s  destroyed . Only th en  may th e re  be repose and the  abandonment o f the  

r i t u a l ,  (This p o s itio n  i s  c e r ta in ly  corroborated  by the  contemporary 

r i o t s  th a t  used to  tak e  place every  summer in  American c i t i e s  a t  a tim e, 

a f t e r  a ll^  when some Negroes were in  a f a r  more advantageous p o s itio n  than 

ever in  t h e i r  h i s to r y . )

Out o f th e  mood o f ren u n c ia tio n  th e re  sprang up in  him again  the 
w i l l  to  k i l l .  But t h i s  time i t  was not d ire c ted  outward toward people, 
b u t inward, upon h im se lf. Why no t k i l l  th a t  wayward yearning w ith  him . : 
th a t  had led  him to  t h i s  end? He had reached out and k il le d  and had not
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solved anything;, so why not reach inward and k i l l  th a t  which had duped 
him?70

A ttaw ay's Big Mat, l ik e  W righ t's  B igger, is  an in te re s t in g  case

fo r th e  study o f the meaning of v io lence fo r th e  Negro. The c o rre la tio n

ers tw h ile  noted between v iolence and re l ig io n  o r o ther channels which

t r a d i t io n a l ly  operated as sublim inal forms of aggression  is  here again

en co u n ter ed . Almost sim ultaneously , as Big Mat den ies  th e  former channels,

he i s  shown to  be prone to  a naked form of v io lence th a t  bew ilders even

himi Sometimes I  th in k  I  goin ' to  go w ild and k i l l  o f f  some people
71

th a t  a i n ' t  done me a harm ,' groaned Big Mat," The occasion th a t  w il l  

p re c ip i ta te  t h i s  new d riv e  in  Big Mat i s  h is  nomination a s  deputy . The 

follow ing d e sc rip tio n  shows the  t i e  l in k in g  h is  new-found fe e lin g  of 

power and h is  experience as a ty p ecas t subhumani

Always w ith in  him was th a t  in s t in c t iv e  knowledge th a t  he was 
being turned to  white m en's u ses . So always w ith  him was a b asic  d i s t r u s t  
o f a w hite . But now he was a boss. He was th e  law. A fte r a l l ,  what 
did r ig h t  or wrong m atte r in  the case? Those t h r i l l i n g  new words were 
too  much to  r e s i s t .  He was a b oss, a boss over w h ite s .

The ominous note soon enough becomes a v i t a l  experience as Pig Mat su b s ti­

tu te s  the  r i t u a l  of v io lence  fo r th e  old one o f d a ily  read ing  th e  B ib le,

The re b ir th  noted in  R ig g e r 's  case a p p lie s  here* Big Mat fin d s  a "new" 

unknown s e l f  in  the p ra c tic e  of v io len ce . A c re a tu re  o f  v io lence he w i l l  

from now on th r iv e  on i t ;  not in  the  sense expected by those who 

nominated him but along th e  p a tte rn  th a t  the  re le a se  o f aggression  in  a 

naked manner s ig n if ie s  fo r  the Black man; "He had begun to  h ea l h is  

ruptured ego w ith a new m edicine. That medicine was a sense of b ru ta l  

p o w e r.... Like the d ep u tie s  and tro o p e rs , he no longer needed reasons
73

fo r aggression . C ruelty  was a th in g  d e s ira b le  in  i t s e l f . "

Like B ig g e r 's , Big M at's v io lence  w il l  not only be o rien ta ted  

toward Whites bu t likew ise  ag a in s t somebody th a t  i s  c lo se  to  him, h is
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m is tre s s . O stensib ly  t h i s  occurs as  Big Wat le a rn s  of h er I n f id e l i t i e s ,

b u t, as one I s  reminded th a t  Big Mat’ s change In behavior towards her

Is  concomitant w ith th e  general change In him, one Is  au thorized  to  see

th e  re le a se  o f v io lence  ag a in s t Anna In th e  p a tte rn  p rev iously  n o ted t

"Red c u r ls  o f skin covered her naked back. Except where her hair; made

a b lack  covering fo r h er face she might have been sprink led  w ith beads 
7^

and rh in e s to n e s ."

At th e  end o f th e  novel, before  Big Mat perishes in  the  same 

process th a t  gave him " b ir th ,"  a s  he s tra n g le s  to  death an old s t r ik e r ,  

Attaway lead s  us to  understand th e  u ltim a te  sense th a t  v io lence has fo r 

t h i s  5outhern Negro, th e  ru r a l  b ro th e r o f Bigger Thomas. In  ad d itio n  

to  the  elem ents o f c a th a r s is ,  p u r if ic a t io n , r i t u a l ,  r e b i r th ,  th e re  Is  

th e  Idea o f "repossession" In the  very  a c t o f v io len ce . I t s  meaning, 

fo r th e  d ispossessed  Negro, is  a new-found v i t a l i t y ,  a l ib e ra t io n  of the  

s e l f ,  th a t  tran scends physica l death  (as In Big Mat’ s case who Is  k ille d  

a s  he Is  savoring h is  moment o f trium ph). There appears then  a new 

d iffe re n c e  In  e te r n i ty  or s a lv a tio n « the  one preached as  being In the  

h e re a f te r  has been re lin q u ish ed  fo r  th a t  which can be achieved here  and 

nows

There was no r id in g  boss over him now. He turned w ild ly  and gazed 
a t  the  m il l .  A g rea t e x h ila ra t io n  alm ost swept him In to  th e  a i r .  The 
towns were down. He was e x a lted . A b i t te r n e s s  toward a l l  th in g s  w hite 
h i t  him l ik e  a hot iro n . Then he knew. There was a r id in g  boss --B ig  
Mat, Big Mat Moss from th e  red h i l l s  was th e  r id in g  b o ss. For th e  f i r s t  
tim e In h is  l i f e  he laughed aloud. Laughing c ra z i ly ,  he held the  man 
by the neck.

The old Slav struggled  feeb ly  in  Big Mat’ s g rea t hands. He 
c ried  out a g a in s t th e  hands o f Big Mat, the  b lack  rid in g  b o s s ,75

Bob, Himes* exacerbated h ero , t r i e s  to  re le a se  h is  traumas in  

v lo len ce j to  l i t t l e  a v a i l .  Being not used a s  an a rch ety p a l symbol, l ik e  

Bigger or Ble Mat, Bob i s  not shown as  I f  h is  d e s tin y  depended on v io lence .
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He i s  too complicated a man, and too  much a t  odds w ith  the meshes o f the

in t r ic a te  p a tte rn  o f the  American Dream, to  be thoroughly  g ra t i f ie d  by

the  recourse to  only one channel. Yet i t  may be suspected th a t  th i s  i s

h is  tragedy* were he as  "sim ple" as  a Bigger or a Big Mat, he probably

would have found l ib e ra t io n  in  v io len ce . In wanting too  much he ends

up w ith noth ing . The c o n tra s t a t  the  end, between th e  l a s t  te n ta t iv e

v io le n t a c t  o f destroy ing  Madge and the  l a s t  a c t  where she d estroys

him, becomes h ig h ly  s ig n if ic a n t .

That Bob i s  a t  h e a r t a Bigger or a Big Mat i s  shown in  the

c a th a r t ic  dimension th a t  v io lence tak es  fo r  him, when he i s  fig h tin g

w ith a fellow  w hite workeri " I  began th in k in g  of how I  ought to  cu t

him. Whether I  ought to  s l ip  up and begin  stabbing him in  th e  back,

try in g  to  get h is  h e a r t j  or wheel him about to  face me and begin s lash in g
76

him across th e  face , c u ttin g  out h is  eyes and s lash in g  up h is  mouth,"

Bob has an argument w ith a young White in te l le c tu a l  a t  one tim e and as

he j u s t i f i e s  th e  use o f v iolence by the  Negro he proclaim s an e th o s,

r i t u a l l y  exp lo ited  f i r s t  by the  Whites and now claimed by th e  Negroes:

" ' I  d o n 't  know about any o ther m ino rity  group problem ,' I  s a id , 'b u t the

only so lu tio n  to  the Negro problem is  a re v o lu tio n . We've got to  make

w hite people re sp ec t us and the  only th in e  w hite people have ever
77

respected  i s  f o r c e ', "

In the  c lim actic  scene a t  th e  end, when Bob i s  incrim inated by 

Madge, a s  th ey  a re  about to  be caught alone in  a room, he becomes enraged 

and wants to  k i l l  h e r , on the  presumption th a t  he has nothing to  lo se  

s ince the  w hite woman’ s c r ie s  w il l  bequeath the  same fa te  to  him. In  

t h i s  " la s t - r e s o r t"  con tex t one may observe the  s im ila r  meaning th a t  

v io lence tak es  fo r B igger, Big Mat, and Bob: symbolic o f p u r if ic a t io n
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and l ib e r a t io n .  Bob's f a i lu re  to  accomplish h is  d esig n , and the  f a i lu re  

o f h is  expected lynching lead  to  th in k  th a t  the  d iffe ren c e  in  epoch (war! 

tim e v . D epression), in  geography (West coast v. Chicago), c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  

(Bob, the  sk il le d  worker; Madge, biased feminine worker v, B igger, dom estic; 

Mary, r ic h  White l i b e r a l  g i r l )  accounts in  some measure fo r th e  f a i lu re  

o f Bob's a c tio n  and Himes' use o f v io lence;

I  gave one g rea t push, threw her o f f  of me and h a l f  way acro ss  
the  room, jumped to  my f e e t ,  grabbed a t  th e  f i r s t  th in g  I  touched, and 
leaped a t  her to  b ea t out her b ra in s . She had landed o f f  balance and 
when I  h i t  a t  h er she ducked, went sprawling on h er back on th e  deck.
I  went on to  swing ag a in , . . .  .

Ann P e try 's  Lutie Johnson su ffe rs  an accum ulation o f se t-b ac k s , 

resentm ents and f r u s t r a t io n s ,  in  her fam ily l i f e ,  in  try in g  to  r a is e  h er 

son in  th e  g h e tto , or in  her a ttem p ts to  earn  a l iv in g .  This accum ulation 

a t t a in s  a p o in t of sa tu ra tio n  when she le a rn s  o f h e r so n 's  a r r e s t .  Trying 

to  r a is e  money to  b a i l  him out she goes to  see a Negro bandleader, Boots 

Smith, who t r i e s  to  take  advantage o f the  s i tu a tio n  to  ob ta in  th e  sexual 

g r a t i f i c a t io n  th a t  he has longed fo r .  He a tta c k s  h e r , a f te r  f i r s t  try in g

to  pander her to  h is  w hite b oss, L u t ie 's  re a c tio n  i s  symptomatic o f th e

p o la r iz a t io n  process noticed  so f a r  where every th ing  th a t  th e  Negro has 

su ffered  i s  contained in  th e  v io lence th a t  now-emerges; "This quick 

su rface  anger helped to  sw ell and became a p a r t o f the deepening stream

of rage th a t  had fed on th e  h a te , the  f r u s t r a t io n ,  the  resentm ent she had
79

toward th e  p a tte rn  her l i f e  had follow ed." Lutie manages to  knock down 

h er a s s a i la n t  and, as  she i s  in  th e  process o f k i l l in g  him w ith  a m etal 

ro d , one observes in  the  b lin d  and to t a l  expression  o f v io lence th e  p a tte rn  

o f c a th a rs is  and p u r if ic a t io n .  The re le a se  o f aggression  th a t  i s  under­

gone i s  meant to  be com plete, both in  the  a c t  i t s e l f  o f  th e  p r in c ip a l and 

th e  a u th o r 's  d e sc r ip tio n . So th a t  the  read er experiences in  read ing  th e
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same fe e lin g  of l ib e r a t io n  th a t  Lutie f e e ls  a f te r  so many t r i a l s i

A life tim e  o f  pent-up  resentm ent went in to  the  blows. Even a f te r  
he la y  m otion less, she kept s tr ik in g  him, not th ink ing  about him, not 
even seeing him, [There ensues a cata logue o f what L u tie  i s  sym bolically  
s t r ik in g  a t / J

F in a lly , and th e  blows were h e a v ie r , f a s t e r ,  now, she was s tr ik in g  
a t  th e  w hite world which th ru s t  b lack  people in to  a w alled enclosure  from 
which th e re  was no e scap e ,”®

Violence fo r  Gardner Sm ith 's e x p a tr ia te s  op era tes  in  a cause and 

e f f e c t  manner. The v io lence  t r a d i t io n a l ly  suffered  by th e  Negroes in  

America begets a v io lence  in  tu rn  d ire c te d  a t  the  W hites. I t  does not 

opera te  in  the  same dynamics a s  in  W right, Attaway, or P e try , fo r  the  

ev iden t reason th a t  th e  environment where th e  Negro s o ld ie rs  l i v e ,  in  

Germany, does not lead  to  th e  accum ulation o f rep re ss io n s  th a t  explode in  

th e  forms seen in  th e  preceding novels. As we have seen so f a r ,  the 

American experience i s  a "remembered" one by the  Negroes in  Germany, I t  

i s  re c a lle d  in  o f t - to ld  s to r ie s  about s o ld ie rs  l ik e  them who a f t e r  overseas 

to u r  o f du ty  re tu rn  back home only to  be welcomed in  a manner th a t  i s  

dreaded by each o f th e se  e x p a tr ia te s ,  who know th ey  w i l l  have to  go back 

some day. The c o n tra s t  i s  always between what th ey  a re  p re se n tly  enjoying 

and what presumably aw aits  them. I t  i s  th a t  between a dream and a n ig h t­

mare, The s to ry  i s  to ld  of Woodard who went back to  h is  n a tiv e  South, 

" fo rg o t"  and went in to  a room marked "White only":

The p o lice  c h ie f  o f th e  town happened to  be in  th e  s ta t io n ,  and 
he saw Woodard go in to  th e  room. He went in to  the  room and got Woodard 
and pu lled  him out onto the  p la tfo rm , Woodard p ro te s te d . The c h ie f  h i t  
Woodard, Then he drew h is  gun and rammed the  b a r re l  in to  Woodard's 
r ig h t  eye, then in to  h is  le f t .® !

The "system" i s  sometimes c a r r ie d  over even in  Germany in  the  

a t t i tu d e s  o f the  White s o ld ie rs .  Hayes' g ir l f r ie n d  i s  taken  in to  custody 

by the  M ,P ,'s , a f t e r  Hayes h im se lf i s  in su lte d  w ith r a c i s t  e p i th e ts  when 

he i s  on a date w ith h e r .  Enraged, Hayes i s  nonetheless h e lp le s s . The
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p o te n tia l  fo r  v io lence i s  th e re ,  y e t i t  i s  not a c tu a lly  re le a se d . I t  

f in d s  sublim inal re le a se  in  a dream th a t  Hayes has th a t  n ig h tj where i t  

may be observed th e  same p a tte rn  o f c a th a rs is  and p u r if ic a t io n  noted so 

f a r «

In  bed th a t  n ig h t I  k i l le d  th e  M .P ,'s  many tim es, I  smeared 
p a in t over t h e i r  faces and pushed my fin g e rs  in to  th e i r  eyes, I  k il le d  
them slow ly, pushing th e i r  eyes out and then  bea tin g  them and pouring 
gaso line  over them and l ig h t in g  th e  gaso line  and then hanging the  charred 
bodies to  t r e e s  as  had been done to  many Negroes in  th e  South,

B e ttle c re e k ' s  Negroes, except fo r  th e  im p lica tion  o f th e i r  p a r t i ­

c ip a tio n  in  old B i l l ’ s k i l l in g  a t  th e  end, do no t indulge in  v iolence 

e i th e r  in  a c tu a l i ty  or in  dream. They a re  sedate fo lk s  s t i l l  adhering to  

th e  t r a d i t io n a l  re le a se  o f r e l ig io n ,  and sublim ation of one kind or 

ano ther. The one c h a rac te r who might have obeyed the  p a tte rn  followed 

by Bigger o f Big Mat, David, re le a s e s  h im se lf by fle e in g  the  town.

There i s  no escape through f le e in g  fo r E lliso n ’ s c h a ra c te rs .

They l iv e  c lo se  to  th e  h e l l  o f th e  "system" which they  cannot escape in

th e  t r a d i t io n a l  form ulae, fo r  th ey  a re  e i th e r  n o n ex is ten t, o r u n av a ilab le ,

o r i r r e le v a n t .  Thus th e  g h e tto  dw ellers  o f th e  North have th e  v io le n t
be

r i t u a l  cf r i o t s .  Sometimes i t  may^the e f fe c t  o f provocation , bu t more 

o ften  than n o t, E lliso n  f e e ls ,  as he p o in ts  out in  the  l a s t  apocalyp tic  

r i o t  (the one th a t  b rin g s  about th e  h e ro 's  conscious opting fo r " in v is i-  

b i l i t y " ) ,  such r i t u a l  needs not any immediate cause (and th i s  i s  one of 

th e  meanings behind D upre 's r e t o r t ,  noted e a r l i e r ,  "A ll I  want i s  fo r  i t  

to  l a s t  a w h ile ,"  upon being asked about the  o rig in s  o f th e  r i o t ) .  The 

very  ex istence  o f th e  ghetto  and a l l  th a t  i t  induces, the  very  experience 

o f racism , a re  generic  b lanket causes. In  th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f th e  h e ro 's  

e a r ly  experience in  th e  South th e re  i s  a scene where th e  inmates o f the  

insane asylum re b e l a g a in s t th e  a u th o r ity  o f t h e i r  male nu rse , Supercargo,
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He i s  beaten  to  d e a th , Sy lvester t e l l s  o f th e  "p u rify in g "  experience th a t  

he i s  undergoing as  he i s  kicking th e  symbol th a t  in  h is  mind re p re se n ts  

the  same oppression in f l ic te d  by th e  White Power s tru c tu re  th a t  drove 

him to  th e  s ta te  he i s  now in i  •••Try i t ,  school-boy, i t  fe e ls  so good.

I t  g ives you r e l i e f ,*  Sy lvester s a id , 'Sometimes I  g e t so a f ra id  o f him

I  f e e l  th a t  h e 's  in s id e  my head. T h ere !' he said  g iv ing  Supercargo
83

another k ic k ."  The f i r s t  r i o t  the  hero  w itnesses in  th e  North d esc rib es

a s im ila r  a t t i tu d e  when the  White m arshals a re  beaten and tram pled to

death by the  populace. The follow ing d e sc rip tio n  of a woman m ethodically

re le a s in g  h e r s e lf  c a r r ie s  the  im p lica tion  th a t  some s o r t  o f p u r if ic a t io n

process i s  undergone! " I  saw a woman s tr ik in g  w ith th e  pointed h ee l o f

her shoe, her face a blank mask w ith hollow b lack  eyes as  she aimed and

s tru c k , aimed and s tru c k , bringing sp u rts  of b lood , running along beside

the  man who was drapped to  h is  fe e t  now as  th ey  punched him gaun tle tw ise  
84

between them,"

But E lliso n ’ s p o rtray a l o f v io le n c e , l ik e  th a t  o f  Black n a tio n ­

a lism , i s  epitomized in  the  fig u re  o f Ras th e  E:xhorter (who now i s  Ras 

the  D estro y er), when he i s  described in  th e  l a s t  r i o t  charging down th e  

s t r e e ts  of Harlem on a h o rse : a Black knight in  sh in ing  armor I Beyond

the  mock-heroic c a r ic a tu re , E lliso n  seems to  convey an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f 

h is  o v e ra ll  theme: v io lence i s  se lf -d e s tro y in g  fo r th e  Blacks a s  w ell

as fo r  the  Whites (though he admits th a t  i t  i s  a necessary  stage th a t  

the  Negro must go th rough). In  the  d e sc rip tio n  o f the  woman noted above, 

and th e  fa te  th a t  b e f a l ls  Ras, who d ie s  a s  he liv e d  and preached, i s  th e  

ominous warning th a t  w hile v io lence i s  o ften tim es a necessary  c a th a rs is  

(nowhere i s  th a t  element b e t te r  rendered than  in  the  p ic tu re  o f  th e  f a t  

woman during th e  l a s t  r i o t ,  jo y fu lly  r id in g  a to p  a m ilk wagon and
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sp lash ing  m ilk in  the  s t r e e t  a s  she drops the b o t t le s  one by one) the 

Negro must beware th a t  in  ex te rio riz in g : h is  demons he does not tu rn  him­

s e l f  in to  a demonic and insane f ig u re . Then the  hoped-for c a th a rs is  

becomes an eng^ilfment in  th e  very fo rces one wishes to  e x p e ll . Thus one 

becomes a p a rtn e r in  e v i l  of the  White r a c i s t ,  a tw in -lik e  f ig u re  in  

" i n v i s i b i l i t y , ” since both  Black and White are  v ic tim s of t h e i r  dark 

unknown forces* Ras and th e  White r a c i s t  businessmen are  tw in s .
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6. The Revolted. Huebeoer

As th e  n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  th e  in d u s t r ia l  age b e a r  h e a v ily  

d u rin g  World TJar IT and ta k e  on im p etu s, in  th e  postw ar p e r io d , in  th e  

dismemberment o f  th e  c o lo n ia l  powers o f  Europe and th e  em ergence o f  

America a s  th e  p r o to t y p ic a l  new in d u s t r ia l  s t a t e }  a s  n e w ly -d e c o lo n iz e d  

und erdeveloped  n a t io n s  group th e m se lv e s  in t o  a Third World ro o ted  in  th e  

c le a v a g e  p o in t  b etw een  th e  eco n o m ica l and i d e o l o g ic a l  d iv i s i o n s  o f  th e  

Vect  and th e  S o c i a l i s t  c o u n tr ie s  — French Canada l ik e w is e  fo l lo w s  in  

th e  p r o c e s s  o f  ch an ge.

W i l l y - n i l l y ,  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  a ttach m en t t o  th e  land  and th e  e th o s  

th a t  co n sec ra te d  i t  a re  t o  be abandoned. As we saw in  T ren te  A rp en ts , 

in  an age o f  m ass-consum ption  and m a ss-p ro d u ctio n  where t e c h n o lo g ic a l  

g ig a n tism  i s  th e  o rd er  o f  th e  d a y , b u c o l ic  c e le b r a t io n  i s  no lo n g e r  

v i a b l e .  The in s a n i t y  o f  Menaud or th e  e x i l e  o f  E u c h a r is te  M oisan con veys  

th e  n e c e s s i t y  fo r  th e  French Canadian t o  e n te r  th e  urban s e c u la r  w o r ld ,  

t o  r e l in q u is h  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  d e fe n ce s ,  Y e t , th e  r u r a l  man, a s  th e  e a r ly  

n o v e ls  o f  th e  F o r t ie s  show, moving to  th e  c i t i e s  i s  i n i t i a l l y  a t  a l o s s ,  

a m i s f i t  in  a w orld  he d oes n o t comprehend s in c e  h e i s  i l l - e q u ip p e d  t o  

d e a l  w ith  i t .  The im m ediate r e s u l t s  a re  th a t  a l i e n a t e d ,  in c a p a c i ta t e d ,  

once more fa c in g  d e f e a t ,  he t r i e s  t o  c l in g  to  some o f  th e  o ld  v a lu e s ,  

or he lo n g s  in  h i s  d e s p a ir  fo r  th e  "old" -*ays when h i s  s e l f - e n c lo s e d  

w orld  was s t a b l e ,  sec u r e  and p r o te c te d . However much he s u s p e c ts  th a t  

th e  t r a d i t io n a l  ord er i s  no lo n g e r  v ia b le  and th a t  he has t o  r e j e c t  i t s  

t e n e t s  i f  he w ants t o  su r v iv e  in  th e  s e c u la r  w orld  — th e  d r iv e  fo r  s u c c e s s  

in  th e  new environm ent i s  not h i s  b ut h i s  so n ’ s .

The predom inant theme o f  th e  urban n o v e l a r t ic u la t e d  b y  th e  new
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c ity -b o rn  g en era tio n , r e v o l t ,  emerges, th e n , as a necessary  a c t io n  to  

coun terac t th e  sense of d e fe a t borne by th e  M essianic e th o s . As the  

French Canadian in c re as in g ly  comes to  g rip s  with th e  m a te ria l o rd e r, 

w ith  varying degrees o f  success or f a i lu r e ,  th e re  appears a novel sense 

o f c o lle c tiv e  id e n t i ty .  The p o s t-F o rtie s  w rite rs  examine the  foundations 

o f the  t r a d i t io n a l  order and find them re s t in g  on a fe a r o f the  ou tside  

world and m otivated by an h i s to r i c a l  trauma th a t was co n stan tly  denied 

re c o g n itio n , Paul Chamberland, w ritin g  in  P a r t i - P r l s , summarizes:

"Notre f u i te  dans l e  passe , dans l a  legende, n 'a  e te  qu'un mecanisme 

d ’au to-defense contre  1 ’envahissement du p resen t anglo-saxon, Incapa- 

b le s  de nous f a i r e  l e  su je t de no tre  propre h i s to i r e ,  nous nous sommes 

l iv r e r  en o b je t de l ’h ls to i r e  des a u tre s ." ^  Where they  purported to  

be c re a tiv e  v i t a l  sources, th e  t r a d i t io n a l  values a re  discovered to  

have been e s s e n t ia l ly  s t a t i c ,  designed to  consecrate  a world of 

i n f l e x ib i l i t y  where the  prim ary motto was th a t  "nothing must change,"

Grasping the  ex ten t o f an a lie n a tio n  th a t was in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d ,
m issionand in v e s tig a tin g  the  M essianic c o lle c tiv e  ssJMS o f  as e sc a p is t

solace fo r traum a, th e  n o v e lis ts  o f the urban se t-u p  take the  h is to ­

r i c a l  burden upon them selves. They analyze the o rig in s  of th e  fab les  

th a t  ev en tu a lly  thwarted and s t i f le d  the l i f e  of the  c o l le c t iv i ty .

They, th e n , a r t ic u la te  a new h is to r ic a l  p e rsp ec tiv e . The traum atism  

h e re to fo re  in a r tic u la te d  is  said to  have stemmed from the  lo s s  of 

so vere ign ty , o f the sense o f possession o f a land th a t  the  French 

Canadian had "d iscovered , explored and c o lo n iz e d ," ' The tu rn in g  to  the  

s p i r i tu a l  i s  understood to  be a sublim inal search fo r  compensation fo r 

a d e fea t in  th e  m a te ria l o rder th a t  could n e ith e r  be consciously  

accepted nor fo rg o tten , since  the M essianic ethos co n stan tly  re c a lle d
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how l i f e  was -’w in ?  the  Anclen Repimp. Consequently, I t  i "  f e l t ,  in the 

B ix tie s , th a t  the  only way out o f th i s  m alaise which equally  a f f e c t . "  the 

vounp urban peneration  (most o ften  ’-'hen the  shadow of th e i r  parent 

•’e fe a t loom*’ larrne in the  p h e tto s , as wp "hall see sh o rtly )  b  to  rev o lt 

apainsf, i t  and to  affirm  the lan d  and the  people,

A!o’-r, one siav a p re e  v i t h  Chamberland’ " g e n e r a t i o n  or  ’-’i t h  Trudeau*", 

which t h a t  i n s t e a d  o f  "eok inp  a ” a y  " ou t"  or  t h e  m a l a i m  by  loo k in p

fo r  a "eapepoat  (bP it, t h e  Canadi an Cn'-fode»»«i+* m ,  t h e  "Anplo-  "a x on s " or  

American im per ia l  i«m) t o  a m o u n t  f o r  p a s t  f a i l u r e s ,  one should s t r i v e  

towards  an i n -d o n t h  u n d e r s t a n d in g  which ,  c o n s e q u e n t ly ,  l e a d "  t o  t h e  r e a l  

t a s k  a t  hand — t h e  r e b u i l d i n g  o f  a promisins '  l u e b e c ,  a f t e r  y e a r s  o f  

Tvu r l e e s i s  and el  e p i c a l  d e v a s t a t i o n ,  1 n o n e t h e l e s s  + he pr0v e rn i n p  f e e l i n ^  

in  t h e  " u n t i e s ,  bo th  i n  a r t  a n i l i n e ,  5.'" t h a t  t h e  t r a p e d i e s  o f  t h e  Moi"ans,  

Yenaud.s and wa r i a  Chapde la ine"  a r e  t o  be u n d e r s t o o d  a"  "temminp -from an 

e x i s t e n t i a l  un roo tm e n t ,  There l i e s  t h e  ro o t - m o t iv a t . i o n  f o r  t h e  

r e c a p t u r i n p  o f  s p a t i a l  d im e n s io n s ,  no t  a s  Menaud expressed ,  in  vapue 

y e a r n i n g s ,  o r  Groulx i n  an a s i n i n e  r a c i a l i s t  -frame, b u t  p r e c i s e l y  named 

in  t h e  movement f o r  " l e  p a y s , "

This movement, in  i t s  most s tr id e n t  form, does not "hy away from 

ly r i c a l ly  c e le b ra tin p  v io len ce ; yet (with the exception of La Chesnaie) 

th is  comes only in  the  l a s t  "tape of r e v o l t ,  fo llo ^ in p  the  i n i t i a l  

re je c tio n  of th e  ru ra l  order (in  the  person of the  " fa th e r s " ) ,  an'* f i l l i n p  

the void c rea ted  when, in  the  face of phetto  co n d itio n s , the  "sons" in  

these  novels look fo r an o r ie n ta tio n  more ra d ic a l than  th e i r  parents*  

s t e r i l e  id e a l iz a tio n  of ru ra l  l i f e .  But before we po on to  analyze these  

components of re v o lt  in  the  French Canadian novel, from the e a r ly  F o rtie s  

to  the  la te  B ix tie s , a d iscu ssio n  of a novel, published w hile the
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M essianic myth was s t i l l  dominant, i s  necessary? fo r i t  in troduce^ in

i t s  conspicuous iconocla^m the  p resen t ch ap te r,

Jean-C harles H arvey's Les D em i-C iv ilises . published in  191% was

-'earner' a "scandal" and earned, f o r  i t s e l f  the  n o to r ie ty  o f a "cause

ce leb re"  follow ing i t s  p u b lic a tio n , inasmuch as i t  was a tta ck in g  the

te n e ts  o f " la  ra c e ,"  the  f a i t h ,  the  a t t i tu d e  towards woman-as-mother
a  f ig u re

and c le r ic a lism . As a r e s u l t ,  Harvey was o s tra c ise d  by no le s s  than
A

the  archbishop o f Quebec, expelled from h is  job as a jo u r n a l i s t ,  banned 

from the  c i ty  of Quebec an-3, some years l a t e r ,  forcer3 to  sign a confession 

rep u d ia tin g  h is  work in  order fo r D uplessis to  give him an obscure p o s itio n  

in  th e  c iv i l  s e rv ic e ,^  Quite a h ie ra rch y  in  p en a lty  fo r  a l i t t l e  novel 

now a e s th e t ic a l ly  d is c re d ite d ,^  and whose sole claim  to  fame i s  r e a l ly  

a somewhat prudish advocation of free  love a t  a time in  Quebec's h is to ry  

when such "sin "  s h o u ld  not have d a r e d  speak i t s  name.

The s to ry , s e t  in  Quebec c i ty ,  revolves around a young i n t e l ­

l e c tu a l ,  Ma  ̂ H ubert, who re b e ls  ag a in s t th e  conventions o f h is  so c ie ty  

as he s e e s  th e  p a ra ly s is  th a t  has kept French Canada s t a t i c  to  have been 

caused by the  Church, d i r e c t ly ,  and in d ir e c t ly ,  through the  " e l i t e "  i t  

educated fo r le a d e rsh ip , Harvey, l ik e  th e  p o s t-F o r tie s  n o v e lis ts ,  sees 

the  traumas of French Canada re s id in g  e s s e n t ia l ly  "w ith in" and not 

"w ithout" Quebec, The opening l in e s  of th e  novel in troduce the  w r i t e r 's  

commitment* The f ir s t-p e r s o n  n a rra tio n  opens w ith the

h e ro 's  d e sc rip tio n  o f h is  o r ig in s , and they  a re  a t  th e  p o la r opposite  

o f G roulx 's mythos o f th e  p u r ity  o f " la  ra c e" i " Je  me nomme Max H ubert,

Mon sang e s t  un melange de normand, de h ig h lan d er, de m a rs e il la is  e t  de 

sauvage. En ce compose hybride se h e u rte n t l e  temperament e x p lo s if  du 

m idi, l a  passion le n te  e t  fo r te  du nord, l a  profonde se n tim e n ta lite  de
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n
1 ’ Ecosse e t  1*In s t in c t  a v en tu rie r du coureur des b o is ,"  L a te r , he ta lk s  

about the  a n c e s to rs , the  French Canadians th a t  were l e f t  to  them selves 

a f t e r  the 1?60 Conquest. Although he r e je c ts  vehemently th e  kind o f ethos 

th ey  subsequently adopter’ , Harvey considers them sym pathetica lly  because 

th ey  had not y e t been regimented by the  p r i e s t s ,  and given the  cond itions 

they  had to  face , a lone, they  endured:

Toute l a  na tion  repose sur ces obscurs qui ont e te  presque le s  
seu ls  & vraiment s o u f f r i r  pour la  sauver, Ce qu’ i l s  ont f a i t ,  eux, i l s  
ne l 'o n t  pas c r ie  sur le s  t o i t s ,  i l s  ne l ’ont pas p u b lie , n i h u rle  dans 
le s  parlem entsi i l s  l ’ont f a i t  par -’ev o ir , sans e sp o ir de recompense 
humaine, Abandonnes & la  conquete, . . .  i l s  ont f a i t  ce qu’ on le u r  
d i s a i t  de f a iro ,  I l s  n 'o n t pas maugree; i l s  ont to u t accep te , le s  yeux 
ferm es, to u t s u b it ,  to u t endure, I l s  sont pourtan t r e s te s  f i e r s ,  
in te l l ig e n t*  . . .  , .  I I  me semble que no tre  paysannerie e s t  la  p lus c iv i -  
l i s e e  qui s o i t  au monde,

Hubert is  even tempted to  ce leb ra te  the  Ian '’ in  the  t r a d i t io n a l  manner, 

but th e  in d ic a tio n  i s  c le a r  th a t  h is  impulse stems from n o s ta lg ia , the  

world of h is  g randfa ther th a t  can no longer be h is t  "L’a i r  des monta- 

gnesl Q u 'il  f a i t  bon de l e  r e s p ir e r l  La v o ic i ,  l a  p e t i te  maison de 

grand-p&rel . . .  E lle  e t a i t  f a i te  pour e tr e  l i ,  c e t te  maison, , , ,  E lle  

n ’avait. r ie n  & cacher, ca r to u t en e l le  e t a i t  pu r."^

That we fe e l  strong  overtones o f th e  u rb a n ite ’ s f a c i le  roman­

t ic iz in g  o f the  country in d ic a te s  c le a r ly , however, th a t  th e  world o f 

the  p resen t i s  not th a t  o f  the  p a s t . The myths and i l lu s io n s ,  

p re sc r ip tio n s  and p ro sc rip tio n s  th a t  were necessary  fo r a tim e, and so 

amply c u lt iv a te d , no longer apply, Harvey’ s viewpoint i s  th a t  th e  world 

has changed, something which the  " tr a d it io n a l  le ad e rs"  (the  p r ie s ts  and

th e i r  e l i t e s )  seem not to  be aware o f , since they  p e r s i s t  in  "back to
e x h o r ta tio n s

the  s o i l"  movements and to  keep a "united fro n t"  a t  a l l  c o s t.

C u ltu ra l de fensiveness has begun to  take i t s  t o l l ,  though. Indigenous 

ta le n ts  are  * t i f l e J , in d iv id u a ls  a re  thwarted in  th e i r  id e a ls , Harvey
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goes on to  imply th a t  fu tu re  genera tions w il l  experience only l iv in g  death 

i f  the  in s is te n c e  on homogeneousness and au th o rita rian ism  is  not se t 

a s id e , For b e t te r  or fo r w orse, l i f e  is  now led  in  the  c i t i e s ;  more 

o ften  than  not in  the  e a r ly  m igration  i t  is  fo r worse. Moving to  the  c i ty ,  

the  H uberts, l ik e  the  Lacasses in  Roy's Boriheur '"O ccasion  or the  

Bouchers in  Lem elin's Au Pier* la  Pente Douce, co n s titu te  th e  new 

urban p r o le ta r ia ts  "Vers le  m ilieu  de mes e tu d es , ma m&re em igrait & 

Quebec, o\i la  pauvrete l a  c o n ^ u isa it , J 'a v a is  ^ ix -se p t ans, Nous 

h ab itio n s  un lo g is  s o rd i’e , ’ans un q u a r tie r  g ro u il la n t ^ 'e n fa n ts  e t  de 

vermine.

B ut, l ik e  o th er "sons" in  the  urban novel, Hubert sees in  the  

experience o f poverty  bu t the  s t r ik in g  symbol o f what th e  M essianic ethos 

has brought upon h is  people. He re b e ls  ag a in s t h is  cond ition  and a tta c k s  

th o se , he f e e ls ,  who a re  resp o n sib le  fo r  th is  s ta te  o f a f f a i r s :  the

c lergy  and the  c le r ic a lly -e d u c a te d  e l i t e  (who c e r ta in ly  acknowledged 

the b ru n t o f the  a tta c k  considering  what b e fe l l  Harvey)s

Me v o ic i parmi le s  descendants de ce peuple que je  trouve t e r r i -  
blement ^om estique, Une fo is  l a  conquete f a i t e  par le s  Anglais e t le s  
sauvages exterm ines par le s  v ices  de 1 'Europe, nos b la n cs , vaincus, 
ignoran ts e t  ru d es , nullem ent p repares au repos e t  %. l a  d is c ip l in e ,  
n 'eu ren t r ie n  I  f a i r e  q u 'J  se grouper en p e t i t s  clans bou rgeo is , canca- 
n ie r s ,  pour o rg an iser la  v ie  commune. On eut d i t  de s fauves domptes, 
parquec en des ja H in s  zoologiques, b ien  loeres, b ien  n o u rr is , pour 
devenir l 'o b j e t  de c u r io s i te  de s a u tre s  nations,-H

This -’o m estic ity  re fe rre d  to  makes fo r an uncomfortable homogeneity o f 

thoughts an"’ a c tio n s , Harvey, of course , has in  mind the  absence of 

in te l le c tu a l  freedom and the  sense o f "imprisonment" th i s  has led  to  in  

Quebec; w itness the  le c tu re  Hubert i s  given upon applying fo r a p o s itio n  

a t  the  u n iv e rs i ty  (L aval): "Je veux b ien  vous appuyer, d i t - i l .  Si

jamais vous en trez  1&, ne soye?; pas tro p  frondeur, pas tro p  independant. 

Tout ce qui peut res.sembler & 1 ' independance do o a ra c te re , £ l'em ancipa-
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t io n  de c e r ta in ^  p r in c ip e s , e s t  banni 4e 1 ’u n iv e rs i te ,  fzardienne de la  

t r a d i t i o n , . ,  e t  4e la  v e rite ." -^ '5 This absence of freedom i s ,  moreover, 

v iv id ly  dram atize'4 in  a dream sequence. In i t ,  L iberty  i s  a l le g o r ic a l ly  

re p re se n te 4 as a woman "ho is  craerpre4 , t i e 4-up and hunc from a p o s t:

Cur une a re te  de ro c , je  v is  un c ib e t auquel p en d ait, a ttach ee  
par le s  pier4s , une femme ^ivinem ent b e l le ,  Ges f o r c e n e s  l u i  c rib la ien t, 
la  p o itr in e  4e coups 4e fo u e t, ta n 4is  que 4es ^amins sor4i ' ,e'= ce 
b a lan ^ a ie n t, comme en 4e^ e s c a rn o le tte s , au bout 4e sa pui s^ante cheve- 
lur® , qui pen4a i t  jusqu’S te r r e  e t  le  lone 4e la q u e lle  co u la ien t f’es 
ru isseaux  4e sane,

Jo reconnus cet.te femme,
C *etait la  l ib e r ty  cu*ou a v a it  pon4u<’ l^°

Lea v ine a<-i4e , however, the denunciation o f the general e thos, 

Harvey a tta ck s  one by one the  "°aered sows" p a rt o f i t °  in f ra s tru c tu re . 

The Church, the  stereo type  o f woman, the  t r a d i t io n a l  ro le  of sPV, the 

h is to r ic a l  in te rp re ta t io n  la  Oroulx" are a l l  lam baste4 . The Church, 

fo r in s ta n ce , i s  here sev ere ly  que^tione4 "hen i t  a l l i e s  i t s e l f  with 

the  a f f lu e n t mi44le  c la s s ,  showing i t s  tim e-honore4 a d a p ta b ili ty  to  

chance 8

Hermann deman4a i t  quel s e r a i t  le  C hris t 4u vinprti&me s j^ c le  
avec 4es temples macnifiquee b S tis  par I ’arprent 4es mmux sous l a  peur 
4e I ’en fe r; avec 4es b iens immenses co tes par la  haute finance e t  ne 
re n 4ant oas t r i b u t  & C esar, l e  Cesar honni, S qui l e  pauvre Jesus 
ren 4a i t  son e f f i c i e  e t  s0n d e n ie r ; avec un monopole sur le s  connaissan- 
ces , le s  eoo les, le s  in s t i tu t io n s ;  avec le  c o n fo rt, le  luxe e t  l ’ opu- 
lence  e d if ie s  avec la  4?me du paysan ou Hu pecheur."^1

The woman, in  one o f the  f i r s t  in s tan ces  in  the  French Canadian novel, 

i s  po rtray e4 as a m is tress  in s te a 4 o f as a w ife or mother, H ubert, 

u n like  Fran£ois Paradis or Fuchariste  Moisan, is  4rawn towards a woman 

on a pure ly  sexual le v e l ("Moi, qui n ’avais jamais vu que des paysannes 

vetues 4e lo u r4es e to f fe s ,  ce sp ec tac le  me f a s c in a i t ,  e t  j*en r e s ta is  

l a  bouche grande o u v e r te " ) .^  Lines such as the following may appear 

em barrassingly na ive , not to  say in o ffen s iv e , but th i s  i s  the  type of
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dialogue th a t  brought upon Harvey th e  f u l l  wrath o f the  archbishop of 

Quebec c i ty :  "Penses-tu  q u ' i l  s o it  n ecessa ire  de nous epouser pour

nous aimer? — Fvidemment non, F in a lly , the  b la n k e t o f h is to ry ,

t r a d i t io n a l ly  used to  cover the  wounds of the  Conquest, i s  cas t away:

Nous en parlons tro p  de no tre  h i s to i r e .  Nous im itons le s  
Hindous q u i, a r r i e r e s ,  crasseux , miteux e t  ig n o ra n ts , s 'e f fo rc e n t  par 
la  le c tu re  de vieux te x te s ,  de se persuader q u 'i l s  v a len t le s  Europeens 
qui le s  dominent e t  le s  b o tte n t au d e r r ie r e ,  Devant le s  Anglais e t  le s  
A m ericains, , , ,  nous a llo n s  nous cacher sous no tre  h i s to i r e  comme de s 
marmots hum ilies sous la  jupe de le u r  m ere.^?

The de ro£at,ory re ference  to  the  Indians i s ,  of course , ty p ic a l o f  the 

kind o f in to le ran ce  Harvey w il l  go on to  c u l t iv a te ,  as a jo u rn a l is t ,  

u n t i l  h is  death  in  1967. At any r a t e ,  i t  is  in te r e s t in g  to  note how 

clo se  h is  pronouncement is  to  the one e a r l i e r  quoted by Chamberland 

(see p , 123)? and, more g en era lly , how eleven years before  Lemelin,

Harvey l e v e l l e d  the  f i r s t  serious a tta c k  in  the  urban novel ag a in s t the  

old  o rd er ,

Roger Lemelin*s Au Pled de l a  Pente Douce (19^x) ,  a novel about 

teen -ag ers  growing up amid the  p ro le ta r ia n  l i f e  o f  th e i r  new ly-trans­

planted ru r a l  fa th e rs  in  Saint-Sauveur, a parish  in  the  poor lower-town 

d i s t r i c t  o f Quebec c i ty ,  r e f le c ts  th e  opposition  between the  g en era tio n s , 

or th e  one between the  old and the new o rd er. These poor urban-dw ellers 

are the  Quebec coun terparts  to  G ab rie lle  Roy's Saint-H enri people. But 

whereas the  Saint-H enri people, l iv in g  in  the same wartime epoch, but 

in  a M ontreal g h e tto , t r a g ic a l ly  endure, Lemelin*s are  p a r t of an 

animated s l ic e  o f l i f e .

In the  b r i s t l in g  l i t t l e  world o f Saint-Sauveur, th e  a t t i tu d e  

towards th e  p ast i s  am bivalent. While th e  p a re n ts , fo r th e  most p a r t ,  

c u lt iv a te  a n o s ta lg ic  fe e lin g  fo r r u r a l  t r a n q u i l l i t y  and s t a b i l i t y  

(in  p roportion  to  the  f ru s tra t io n s  experienced in  the  c i t y ) ,  the
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c h ild ren , by c o n tra s t ,  r e v o lt  ag a in s t i t  anr* embrace the  new orr*er,

^ en is  Boucher, Lem elin 's p ro ta g o n is t, r e f le c ts  th i s  outlook as he walks 

through the  s t r e e ts i

C 'e ta i t  bon r*e r e s p ir e r  en fin  le s  r e le n ts  Hes cu is in es  I 11 
a v a it  un coup r* 'oeil fa m ilie r  pour chaque porche, re c o n n a issa it chaque 
perron . Le Cap, l a  H au te-V ille , comme horizon , car i l  e t a i t  tro p  ^egu 
quan^ i l  y e t a i t  plonge, comme ce s o i r .  3a p a ro is se , i l  l 'e x e c r a i t  
pourtan t ce m atin . I I  y r e n t r a i t  avec a l le g re s s e , s e r r a i t  S t-Joseph, 
to u te  la  p a ro isse  sur l u i ,  comme une houppelan^e p re fe re e . I c i ,  on 
pouvait v iv re  sans farr*, sans c h ic h i, sans p la s tro n ,

In  th a t  passage th e re  i s  an overt double ambivalence: D enis' fea r of

the  H a u te -V ille 's  sophisticate**, a f f lu e n t l i f e ,  which he nonetheless

craves^ an^ h is  contempt fo r the  worl** o f h is  p a r ish , too  conventional

anr* humble, which he nonetheless lo v e s , Denis triumphs over h is  mixer*

fee lin g s  l a t e r  as he leav es  Saint-Sauveur to  conquer th e  a f f lu e n t worlr*

on top  o f th e  "Pente Douce," The im p lica tio n , o f course, is  th a t  in

growing-up he has come to  r e a l iz e  th a t  the  worl** o f the  p a rish  i s  too

se lf-en c lo se '* , too much th e  worlf* o f the  ol**er generation  th a t  c lin g s

to  th i s  m ilieu  in  a manner evoking th e i r  ru ra l  o r ig in s : arounr* the

r*i s t r i c t  th ey  have erecter* s p i r i tu a l  defenses to  p ro te c t them from the

worlr* of the  H au te -V ille :

Denis se re to u rn a  e t  contempla le  q u a r t ie r ,  Les bicoques 
p o in ta ie n t comme r*es pieux ca lc in e s  sur une t e r r e  qu 'on **esesp&re 
**'avance **e la b o u re r. H  se **egageait r*e s h a b ita tio n s  ta sse ee s  une 
o**eur r*e v ie  ten ace , r e t iv e  au p ro g resj e t  to u t c e la , malgre sa hon te , 
r e fu s a i t  avec o b s tin a tio n .to u t changement, parce que to u t changement 
e s t  opere par le s  a u tre s .

D enis ' view o f h is  mother rev ea ls  a lso  Hivi^er* fe e lin g s . In 

the  t r a d i t io n  o f Mme Chapr*elaine, she woul<* want to  m aintain her ru ra l  

ro le :  an "ea rth  mother" encompassing the  l i f e  o f the  fam ily , the  Ian*’

an'* sym bolical o f su rv iv a l. But Denis re b e ls : "Encore? J 'e n  a i  assezl

Je n 'en  veux p lus r*e ta  p ro te c tio n , Occupe-toi *es p e t i t s ,  un peu.
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Quand j 'e t a i s  jeune, tu  n 'a v a is  d»yeux que pour moi, tu  me n o u rr is sa is

de coups de baton , A ujourd'hui pour me b a rre r  l e  chemin, tu  d e la is se s  
?0le s  a u tre s ,  In  ad d itio n  to  bein? conceived as an ob stac le  on

the  h e ro 's  road to  self-know ledge, the  image o f the  mother h as, more­

over, ta rn ish e-3, Mme Boucher's impulses obey the  t r a d i t io n a l  form at, 

but otherw ise her a c tu a l ac tio n s  are  to  the  op p o site . The m ythicized, 

f a i th f u l ,  obedient f ig u re , f u l l  o f m aternal love and care h a s , in  the 

c i ty ,  metamorphosed in to  an u n fa ith fu l w ife . E arly  in  th e  novel, D enis, 

re tu rn in g  home, fin d s  h is  mother in  the  company o f another man:

Sou^ain son r i r e  s 'a r r e t a  n e t: sa mere e t a i t  encore %. ja s e r
avec ce groe gendarme I Immobile, le s  yeux v o ile s ,  le  jeune homme 
hum ectait ses le v re s , I I  se rappela son desespo ir quand on l u i  a v a it 
ap p ris  que ce gardien ,3e rues d e se rte s  a v a it  e te  pendant quatre  ans 
le  p re tendan t de sa mere, 0ft e t a i t  la  b e lle  legende J 'amour e x c lu s if  
q u 'i l  a v a it cru e x is te r  e n tre  ses parentsT ^l

Ambivalence is  lik ew ise  experienced w ith regard to  r e l ig io n .

The cu ra te  o f Saint-Sauveur sees h im self in  the  t r a d i t io n a l  ro le  of 

secu la r an'3 s p i r i tu a l  le a d e r  to  h is  flo ck . He m anipulates power auto­

c r a t ic a l ly ,  th e re fo re , b e lie v in g  in  h is  unquestioned, God-ordained 

le ad e rsh ip  even here in  th e  n o n -s p ir i tu a l  urban r e a l i t y  ( " I I  d i r ig ea i t

^onc son p e t i t  troupeau £ coup de denonciations de lie u x  maudits e t  de
*  ?2moyens de rach a t monnayes,"),' Yet the  cura te  Folb&che is  a remnant of

the  p a s t ,  l ik e  D enis' p a re n ts . The p a s to r of an urban p a r ish , he is

s t i l l  obsessed by the  idea th a t  defenses must be b u i l t  fo r  p ro tec tio n
a tt itu d e

ag a in s t an h o s t i l e ,  ou tside  world. The c u ra te 's  conveys a

ja r r in g  irony  Lemelin does not f a i l  to  emphasize:

C 'e t a i t  son obsession , \  ce bon cure Folbeche. H  e x p lo ita i t  
sa p e t i te  p a ro isse  comme une mine 5. vocations r e l ig ie u s e s ,  I I  a u ra it  
voulu fa ire  de la  soutane, du rab a t e t  la  robe de bure une p a l is -  
sade contre  l e  peche, un rempart sac re , une so rte  de "no man's land" 
au tour de sa p a ro is se , o?l 1 'on  a u ra i t  voulu p o in 3re  tonsures e t  c o iffe s  
comme des c ro ix  dans un c im e tie re . ^
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The young generation  in c re a s in g ly  co nstrues such p re sc r ip tio n s  as

ir r e le v a n t and s e lf -d e fe a tin g . S ecu la rly  minded, th e  young people a re

in d if fe re n t to  such adm onitionsj i f  th ey  s t i l l  go to  mass on Sundays,

i t  i s  more out o f  ro u tin e  than  con v ic tio n  ("Les Braves M ulots, . . .  en

e ta ie n t venus A co n sid ere r l 'e g l i s e  comme un immense tro n c  oft i l  f a l -
24

l a i t  l ie h e r  ses c e n ts " ) .

However, i t  i s  in  th e  a t t i tu d e  towards education  Lemelin most

e f fe c t iv e ly  c o n tra s ts  th e  g en era tio n s , th e  world o f th e  p a s t and th a t

o f th e  p re sen t. The young people lam ent the  le v e l  o f  education  they
them

are  rece iv in g  which does not p repare^ fo r a fu n c tio n a l ro le  in  th e  e i ty j

fo r  education i s  s t i l l  geared to  an e ra  when in te l l e c tu a l  and p ra c t ic a l

values were frowned u p o n , There i s ,  consequently , a deep sense of

f r u s t r a t io n  and resentm ent smoldering ag a in s t a t r a d i t io n a l  outlook

id e n t i f ie d ,  as  Harvey d id  in  th e  T h i r t ie s ,  as  one o f th e  main causes,

i f  not the  main, fo r th e  French C anadian 's backwardness in  a l l  f ie ld s .

The a d u lts  respond by contem ptuously d ism issing  th e  young p eo p le 's

d e s ire  fo r an education  both because, molded by th e i r  r u r a l  o r ig in s ,
becauae

th ey  f a i l  to  see the  value o f in te l l e c tu a l  p u rsu it  and , m ainly, they/K

th e re in  P «roeive  a th r e a t .  For inasmuch as th e  young become aware o f

t h e i r  s ta t e ,  th ey  hold th e  a d u lts  re sp o n sib le  fo r  t h e i r  f a i lu r e s ,

D enis, fo r in s ta n c e , experiences f r u s t r a t io n  when, upon applying

fo r severa l p o s it io n s , he i s  turned down fo r la ck  o f q u a l i f ic a t io n s .

He, th en , in d ic ts  th e  school system and th e  g en era tio n  which long
26maintained i t  to  be "the  b e s t  in  th e  world" «

Sa d e tre s se  degenera en h o n te , Que s a v a i t - i l  de l a  chimie? A 
l 'e c o l e ,  on ne f a i s a i t  q u 'e tu d ie r  l e s  b iog raph ies  des grands hommes, 
e n tre  le s  heures de re c re a tio n , I I  y  a v a it  a u s s i  l e  catechism e, dont 
i l  ne se ra p p e la it  que l e s  deux grandes l ig n e s i  l e  peche m o rte l, le
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peche v e n ia l , . . .  Ah J qu * e lle  e t a i t  p u e r ile , l a  b e l le  sflre te  des m aftres 
qu i av a ien t bloqu^ son horizon  de le u r  id e a l stenographiquel '

The negative  view o f education in s t i l l e d  in  th e  young i s  fu r th e r  i l l u s ­

tra te d  by th e  opposition  between th e  Gonzagues and the  M ulots, two o f 

Saint-Sauveur*s teen -age  groups. The Gonzagues a re  the  "brainy" and 

stud ious ones; b u t ,  since  th ey  a re  sem inarians (s tu d en ts  fo r the  p r i e s t ­

hood), t h e i r  p u rsu its  a re  seen as  b e f i t t in g  emasculated in d iv id u a ls  and 

not th e  ram bunctious and the  rowdy such as Denis* M ulots«

Chez nos am is, l a  d e b ro u llla rd is e  e t a i t  r e in e ,  ta n d is  qu 'on 
s e n ta i t  chez l e s  Gonzagues l e  stigm ate  de l 'e c o l e ,  1*e s p r i t  de soumission 
evase sur le u r s  faces comme un f r u i t  g f te .  . . .  Colin a v a i t  accepte 
1*ignorance, l e s  Langevin e ta b l l  le u r s  l im i te s ,  e t  Boucher re n ie  ce 
q u ' i l  a p p re n a it, I l s  ne v o u la ien t pas e t r e  des Gonzagues, I l s  au- 
r a ie n t  to u te fo is  b ien  aime a v o ir  le u r  b a c c a la u re a t, su r to u t Boucher, 
mais i l s  ne s 'e n  d o u ta ien t p as, e t  le u r s  etudes se poursu iva ien t hors 
des b a l is e s  de l*esc lavage  e t  lo in  des instrum ents de 1*em asculation.

These in h ib it in g  a t t i tu d e s  a re  compounded, and not a l le v ia te d ,  by th e  

parents* r e a c t io n s , Denis* f a th e r ,  T it-B lan c , symbolizes and c ry s ta l­

l i z e s  th e  stance  o f  a whole c u ltu re  as  he th re a te n s  h is  son Jean fo r 

spending too  much time w ith books* " I I  souleva done le  banc de la  

v ic to r ia ,  en s o r t i t  l a  grammaire que Denis l u i  a v a it  p rS tee , I I  

f a l l a i t  cacher to u s  l e s  l i v r e s ,  car T it-B lan c , quand i l  6 t a i t  iv re ,  l e s  

b r t i l a l t ,  en invoquant 1*ignorance des grands-p& res, qui av a ien t to u t 

de mSme vecu ,"^^ Of cou rse , th e  reason  fo r T it-B la n c 's  a t t i tu d e  i s ,  

a s  e a r l i e r  s a id , th e  indictm ent he f e e ls  leveled  a t  him, th e  nagging 

f e a r ,  long rep ressed  in  the  M essianic e th o s , th a t  h is  gen era tio n  and 

th e  previous ones must bear r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  t h e i r  in d if f e r e n c e  tow ard 

m a te ria l n e c e s s i t ie s .  Only th a t  ex p la in s T it-B lanc*s i r r a t i o n a l  rages 

a t  th e  mention o f  "education"* (*T*es encore dans l* in s tru c t io n , 

fa in ean t I Je t* a i  vu avec l a  Levesque, C*est e l l e  qu i t e  rend f i e r ,

T 'a s  honte de nous a u tr e s ,  t* a s  honte des v e r s " ) .
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G ab rle lle  Roy's Bonheur d 'O ccasion (19^5) continues Lemelin*s 

r e a l i s t i c  vein  and, more p a in fu lly , documents th e  f a i lu r e  o f a gene­

r a t io n ,  a c u l tu re ,  through th e  eyes o f urban-born c h ild re n . Set in  

th e  slums o f S a in t-H enri, in  M ontreal, on th e  eve and during  World War 

I I ,  t h i s  novel ch ro n ic les  th e  cycle  o f poverty  in  Azarius and Rose- 

Anna L acasse 's  fam ily w here, a s  a baby i s  born every sp rin g , new 

lodging q u a rte rs  have to  be found w hile th e  head o f the  fam ily  is  

c h ro n ic a lly  out o f work. W itnessing th e i r  p a re n ts ' d e fe a t ,  th e  c i ty -  

born ch ild ren  d e sp e ra te ly  t r y  to  escape a s im ila r  f a te ,  w ith mixed 

success,

A zarius Lacasse i s  o f Samuel C hapdelaine 's and E uchariste  

M oisan's mold b u t ,  l ik e  Menaud, he i s  a m is f i t  in  th e  in d u s t r ia l  world 

o f th e  p re se n t, a non-provider fo r th e  twelve ch ild ren  he s i r e d ,  A 

f a i lu r e ,  he i s  y e t th e  pe ren n ia l o p tim is t (one o f O 'N e il l 's  in d e fa tig a b le  

"pipe dream ers" in  Iceman Cometh; the in tro d u c tio n  here o f a n a tu r a l i s t ic  

note f i t t e d  to  th e  American Dream notion  re c u rre n t in  American l i t e r a t u r e ,  

say , in  th e  Twenties (F itz g e ra ld ) , 'T iir t ie s  (S teinbeck, Dos Bassos) up 

to  th e  e a r ly  F i f t ie s  (M ille r)—i s  not g ra tu ito u s , as s h a ll  be seen l a t e r ) .  

The man who re fu se s  to  consciously  apprehend h is  a c tu a l s i tu a t io n  as he 

n u rtu res  th e  id e a li

Et cependant Azarius n 'a v a i t  po in t encore perdu con fiance . I I  
r e f u s a i t  to u jo u rs  le s  p e t i t s  emplois que des am is, par l 'e n tre m ise  de 
Rose-Anna, cherchaien t A l u i  o b te n ir , d e c la ra n t q u ' i l  n 'e t a i t  po in t ne 
pour des besognes de g a g n e -p e tit . Sa re p u ta tio n  s 'e t a i t  f a i t e  dans l e  
q u a r t ie r i  un sans-coeur qui l a i s s t i - t  sa femme a l l e r  au menage p lu to t 
que d 'a c c e p te r  un honn£te t r a v a i l . ^

D espite h is  tw elve c h ild re n , Azarius i s  a n o n -e n tity  as a f a th e r ,  a weak 

and s t e r i l e  fig u re  in  th e  home who compensates in  long-winded d iscu ss io n s  

w ith neighborhood ne 'er-do-w ell*

I I  e t a i t  a in s i  dans sa fa m ille , sans r e s s o r t  comme en un nid 
d 'e p in e s  oA i l  ne donnait r ie n  de vo u lo ir en a rrach e r une, ta n t  e l l e s
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se m u ltlp l la le n t autour de l u l .  Sa voix meme n 'e t a i t  p lus c e l le  q u ' l l  
employeIt au dehors pour donner son a v is ,  exprimer ses audacleuses e t  
g&iereuses vues, C 'e ta i t  un tim bre c o n c i l ia n t ,  presque humble e t  oil l 'o n  
a u ra i t  pu s a l s l r  p a rfo ls  un accen t de e o n tra ln te ,-^

In th e  face o f th e  f a th e r 's  d e fe a t ,  th e  m other, Rose-Anna, 

v a l ia n tly  t r i e s  to  su s ta in  the  fam ily . She Is  th e  hard-w orking, 

e n e rg e tic , obed ien t, a rchetypa l French Canadian mother who always kept 

her husband 's pace, In  th e  p a s t ,  and who took over h is  ro le  In h is  

absence. S t i l l ,  Mme L aeasse 's  a rch e ty p a l v i r tu e s ,  though a source of 

solace and In s p ira tio n , a re  not enough to  provide m a te ria l n e c e s s it ie s  

fo r  her fam ily ; and th ey  are not enough to  keep her fam ily  to g e th e r In 

th e  womb o f her p ro te c tio n i "C ette  lmpuissanee A r e te n l r  sa fa m ille , 

c e t te  pen ib le  sen sa tion  de v o ir l e s  f rS le s  rem parts de le u r  in tlm ite  

ceder, s 'e c ro u le r ,  e t  de se deco u v rir il l a  d e riv e  parmi l e  f l d t  tu rb u ­

le n t  e t  t r l s t e  d 'e t r e s  p a re i ls  il e u x .. .  mon Dleu, e l l e  ne pouvalt suppor- 

t e r  c e t te  epreuve." Her world c o lla p se s . She fe a rs  fo r  th e  fu tu re  

o f her progeny when she observes th a t  A zarius ' em asculation , a s  husband 

and fa th e r ,  th re a ten s  to  be passed on to  her ch ild ren s  "Et v o id  que

de plus en p lus e l l e  rem arqualt chez ses en fan ts  ce penchant de le u r
3/4.

pfcre i  v lv re  dans l e  vague, en dehors de to u t d e t a i l  p ra tiq u e ."

Rose-Anna fin d s  momentary refuge In th e  remembrance o f th e  

world o f th e  p a s t;  t h a t  o f her childhood spent In  th e  coun try . The 

dichotomy p rev iously  observed In  Menaud Is  again  p resen ted! th e  m isery 

o f  th e  p resen t co n trasted  w ith th e  f e l i c i t y  o f th e  p a s t. Springtim e, 

fo r in s ta n ce , In  the  c i t y  means two th in g s « th e  a d d itio n a l p lig h t 

o f  moving to  q u a rte rs  as  shallow and decomposed as b e fo re , i f  not worse; 

and th e  a r r iv a l  o f ano ther ch ild  to  an a lread y  la rg e  fam ily  th a t  cannot 

be provided fo r i  "Le printem pst Q u 'es t-ce  q u ' l l  a v a it  s lg n if ie  pour
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e lle ?  Dans sa v ie  de m ariage, deux ev&nements s 'a s s o c ia ie n t  au p rin ­

temps t e l l e  e t a i t  en ce in te  e t ,  dans c e t te  co n d itio n , 11 l u i  f  a l i a i t  se

m ettre  sur le  chemin pour tro u v er un lo g is .  Tous l e s  prin tem ps, i l s  
J35dem enageaient, W hereas,springtim e in  the  country meant something e ls e .  

The world of childhood i s  b r ie f ly  re -en te red  when, contem plating a 

v i s i t  to  some country  r e l a t iv e s ,  Mme Lacasse r e l iv e s  th e  spring o f her 

youthi "Et p o u rtan t, e l l e  se voyait d e j i  l i - b a s ,  dans le s  lle u x  de 

son enfanee; e l l e  avan$ait II t r a v e r s  l 'e r a b l i i r e ,  dans l a  neige m olle , 

vers  l a  cabane de sucre e t ,  oh, miraeuleusementi e l l e  avan$ait II lon­

gues fo u le e s , avec sa demarche de jeune f i l l e  s v e lte , a l l a n t ,  cassan t
"lg

des branches au p a s s a g e . , ,” ^  She becomes e c s ta t ic  a s  she approaches 

th e  haven o f her childhoodt "E lle  ne c e s s a i t  de v o ir s u rg ir ,  se recom­

poser, s 'an im er, s 'en ch afn e r l e s  d e lie e s  de son enfance. . . .  C 'e ta i t  

g a i ,  c l a i r ,  joyeux; e t  son coeur b a t t a i t  d 'a i s e ,  . . .  Rose-Anna p e rcev a it 

encore l e  pe tillem en t du grand feu de la  cabane; e l l e  voyait l a  s&ve 

blonde dans le s  b a s s in s , , . , . " 3 7

Y et, t h i s  re tu rn  home tu rn s  out in  r e a l i t y  to  be a jo l t in g  

meeting fo r  Rose-Anna's two w orlds, th e  ru r a l  and th e  urban, th e  past 

and th e  p re se n t, childhood and adulthood, th e  s p i r i tu a l  order and the  

m a te ria l o rd er. I t  occurs not ju s t  in  th e  p a in fu l rem inder o f a 

fa l la c y  nurtured by th e  country  r e la t iv e s  ( " I l -b a s ,  on le s  c ro y a it II 

l ' a i s e " ) ,  bu t in  th e  ev iden t c o n tra s t between her c h ild re n  and th e i r  

co u sin s . As Rose-Anna rushes to  rescue one o f her brood being mis­

handled by a s tu rdy  and w ell-nourished  country  cousin , she i s  forced 

to  admit th e  evidence o f  her fa m ily 's  d e fe a ti  "E lle  f i t  l e  to u r de 

ses e n fa n ts , d 'u n  regard  c r a i n t i f ,  e f fa re ;  e t  e l le  se demands s i  e l l e  

l e s  a v a i t  vralment vus Juaque 11 t e l s  q u 'i l s  < ta is r tt, avec le u r  p e t i t
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39visage e t  le u r s  nembres f l u e t s . "

W itnessing th e  d e fe a t o f  t h e i r  e ld e r s ,  th e  young r e j e c t  th e i r  

world and th e i r  v a lu es . This r e je c t io n  Is  dram atized in  th e  o ld e s t 

Lacasse c h i ld ,  F lo ren tin e  and, more fo rc e fu lly , in  Jean Levesque, th e  

orphaned, am bitious young engineer F lo ren tin e  f a l l s  v a in ly  In  love w ith . 

The e ld e s t  o f  th e  L acasses ' tw elve c h ild re n , F lo ren tine  works as a 

w a itre ss  in  a r e s ta u ra n t .  She observes th e  kind o f l i f e  her mother 

le ad s  a t  hornet l ik e  Maria C hapdelaine, she understands th a t  i t  i s  

expected o f  her to  follow  in  her m other’ s foo tsteps*  But, l ik e  M aria, 

she i s  a lso  tempted by th e  values o f th e  m a te ria l w orld | s im ila r ly , 

she id e n t i f ie s  her m other’ s l o t  as  hopeless and wants no p a r t  o f i t«

"C 'e s t qu’ e l le  ap ercev a it la  v ie  de sa mire comme un long voyage g r i s ,  

te rn e ,  que jam ais, e l l e ,  F lo ren tin e  n 'a c c o m p lira itt  e t  c 'e t a i t  comme

s i ,  a u jo u rd 'h u i, e l l e s  eussent en quelque sonte I  se f a i r s  des ad ieux .
1̂ 0

Leurs ro u te s  p eu t-S tre  i c l  m£me se s e p a ra ie n t- e l le s ,"  She sees in  

Jean Levesque (M aria 's  Lorenzo Surprenant) th e  symbol o f  th e  new way 

o f l i f e  she d e s ire s  to  embrace, to  th e  ex ten t o f s a c r if ic in g  her 

v i r g in i ty .  B ut, whereas Maria had to  renege on her in te n t io n s ,  Floren­

t in e  s te a d fa s t ly  c lin g s  to  h e rs j in  th e  urban environm ent, th e  

voices o f e th e rea ln e ss  cannot be heard over those o f th e  e a s h - r e g is te r» 

"Moi, je  f e r a l  comme je  voudra i. Moi, j 'a u r a i  pas de mis&re comme sa 

m ir e ." ^  Though she i s  ev en tu a lly  re je c te d  by Levesque, F lo ren tin e  does 

not r e s o r t  to  an im possible re tu rn  to  an eq u a lly  im possible e th o s . She 

m arries perhaps a  le s s  dashing and rom antic f ig u re , b u t her m arriage to  

Emmanuel, who g ives h is  name to  th e  ch ild  begotten  from Levesque, i s  

nonetheless one in to  th e  m id d le -c la ss . F lo ren tin e  does escape th e  w orking- 

c la s s  symbol o f  her p a re n ts ' d e fe a t .
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Jean Levesque I s  th e  paramount symbol o f th e  new o rd e r, both fo r 

th e  values he stands fo r  and fo r  h is  o r ig in s . His o r ig in s  a re  not 

a rch e ty p a li he i s  not o f a b ig  fam ily  whose ro o ts  a re  in  th e  r u r a l  

framework; he does not partake o f a p a te rn a l in s p ira t io n  (or la ck  o f) 

th a t  p repares fo r  a destin ed  path in  l i f e .  Indeed, Levesque has no 

fam ily , he i s  a man w ithout ro o ts .  Raised in  an orphanage, he never 

re la te d  to  any t r a d i t io n a l  s e t-u p , much l e s s  to  th e  te n e ts  o f the  

f a i t h ,  A man w ithout p a s t ,  Jean Levesque e x is t s  in  th e  p resen t only; 

f u l ly  aware th a t  only th u s  can th e  promises o f  th e  fu tu re  be f u l f i l l e d .  

His l i f e - s t y l e  i s  based on th a t  prem ise« in  order to  achieve anything 

he has to  be pragm atic, to  a c t  according to  th e  laws o f th e  environment 

he in h a b its . And since  th e  laws of th e  in d u s t r ia l  age a re  co ld , f a c tu a l ,  

em otionless in  th e  p u rsu it o f  e f f ic ie n c y  and m a te ria l success , Jean 

Levesque a c ts  acco rd in g ly . P ro to ty p ify in g  th e  replacem ent o f th e  

M essianic myth by th e  American Dream, and l ik e  many H oratio  Algers and 

Sammy G lieks (by c o n t r a s t ,  A sa riu s ' emblem in  d e fe a t i s  W illy Loman), 

Levesque i s  ru th le s s  and single-m inded in  h is  d e s ire  to  "g e t ahead.* 

Benjamin F ranklin  (the  aphor1 st o f Poor R ichard’ s Almanach) would have 

approved o f  h is  lead in g  th e  Spartan l i f e ,  l iv in g  in  a sm all room, working 

in  a fa c to ry  during  th e  day and going to  n ig h t school i "Car to u t  tendu 

v ers  l e  succ&s, to u t devore d*am bition, une seu le  chose l u i  p a ra is s a l t  

vraim ent impsortantei l*em ploi ju d ic leu x  de son tem ps. Et Ju sq u 'ie i  

i l  l 'a v a i t  consacre sans s a c r if ic e s  p e n ib le s , sans r e g re t  m£me, 2 1 *e tude> 

une £tude o p in i i t r e  e t  acharnee."  The P u ritan  work e th ic  has no doubt 

replaced Messianism when th e  d e sc r ip tio n  co n tinues! "Cet S tre  pragma- 

tiq u e  qu i a im ait l e  t r a v a i l ,  non pas p»ur lui-meme, mais px>ur l*am bition 

q u ' i l  decup le , pour l e s  suce&s q u ' i l  p rep a re , ce jeune homme sans rSve



139

qul s 'e t a i t  donne au t r a v a i l  coirane & une re v a n c h e ." ^

E nters F lo ren tin e  whom Jean in s t in c t iv e ly  recogn ises  as  re p re se n t­

ing th a t  which he i s  working hard to  leave  behindt th e  t r a d i t io n ,  c lo se ­

n ess , warmth and s e c u r ity  o f organic c u ltu re  which has molded F lo ren tine  

through her extended fam ily . Should Levesque r e la te  to  F lo ren tin e , 

deep ly , he knows he has to  espouse th e  values he fe e ls  a re  embodied in  

th e  g i r l  ( i t  m a tte rs  l i t t l e  to  Levesque th a t  she, ,iust l ik e  him, lo a th e s  

th e se  v a lu es . He suspec ts  her h a te  i s  conditioned by th e  f a c t  they  

a re  ta in te d  w ith  her p a re n ts ' poverty} n o t, according to  Levesque, 

because o f t h e i r  fundamental in s ig n ific a n ce  in  th e  in d u s t r ia l  age)} 

and th a t  may thw art h is  am bitions. Thus, a f te r  co o lly  weighing what 

F lo ren tine  has to  o ffe r  him (nothing) and what h is  endeavors w i l l  get 

him (every th ing  "upwardly m ob ile"), Levesque fo rsakes h e r .

L a s tly , one may c o n tra s t th e  g u i l t le s s  a - r e l i g io s i t y  o f Levesque, 

F lo ren tin e  and th e  o ther young people w ith th e  r e l i g io s i t y  o f th e  e ld e r s .

Again, th e  c o n tra s t i s  s ta rk . In th e  urban environm ent, Mme Lacasse 
p re sc rib ed .

has followed th e  ru ra l  p a tte rn !  she has obeyed God's design

by having p len teous ch ild ren ! " J 'a i  f a i t  mon d e v o ir , N otre-S ei-

gneur, j ' a i  eu onze en fan t s ."  Y et, God has not rewarded her t r a v a i l s  

to  a p ro p o rtio n a te  le v e l  o f m a te ria l abundance, as o f y o re . Mme Lacasse 

goes to  Church to  express her disappointm ent and to  s t i l l  pray  fo r  b e t te r  

days} only to  ga ther th e  im pression th a t  th e re  i s  not th e  presumed old 

ra p p o rt, God i s  not l is te n in g !  "Notre Seigneur, eeoutez-moiI"*4’-’ What 

i s  implied in  tha t" im pression" i s  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f th e  o v e ra ll  sc iss io n  

th a t  occurs in  m igrating to  the  c i ty !  though Mme Lacasse*s s p i r i t u a l i t y  

i s  the  same as  in  th e  old o rd er, e x i s t e n t ia l ly ,  in  th e  c i t y ,  pregnant 

w ith m a te ria l co n tin g en cies , God seems to  be dead . At any r a t e ,  he i s  

absent} and, as Rose-Anna cannot concep tualize  him in  her p ray e rs , she
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Is  not fa r  from grasping th e  prim ary consciousness o f e x is te n t ia l  d esp a irs

M ais, Dieu, Dieu lui-m&ne, e l l e  ne se l e  re p re s e n ta i t  p as, e l l e  
ne se l ' e t a i t  pas re p re se n te  depuis des annees 1 cause de l 'e f f o r t  que 
c e la  demand a i t  e t ,  s u r to u t, parce qu 'au  d e l i  de to u s  ses e f f o r t s ,  e l l e  
n 'a p e rc e v a it  r i e n ,  r i e ^ q u e  des nuages b lancs comme des t a s  d 'o u a te  oft 
su rv o la it  une colombe.

The mention o f " e x is te n t ia l  d e sp a ir"  b rin g s  us to  th re e  novels 

o f th e  S ix t ie s  owing, in  varying deg ree , to  such a consciousness! 

B e s s e tte 's  Le L lb ra ire  (1960) j Renaud's Le Casse (1964)j A quln's Pro­

chain  Episode (1965).

Gerard B e s s e tte 's  Le L lb ra ire  i s  a powerful indictm ent o f th e  

old order as  i t  e x is t s  in  modern rura?. Quebec, o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  as  i t  

ex is ted  in  th e  F i f t ie s  under D up lessis . The s to ry  i s  s e t  in  a sm all 

town and focuses on th e  dilemmas b e se ttin g  a f re e  th in k e r whose 

lib e ra lis m  b rin g s  upon him th e  opprobrium o f th e  lo c a l  e stab lish m en t. 

T hem atically , B esse tte  resumes Jean-C harles H arvey 's p ro te s t  ag a in s t 

th e  absence o f in te l l e c tu a l  and moral l i b e r t i e s  in  a province th a t  

s t i f l e s  freedom when i t  s t r iv e s  to  m aintain  an homogeneity o f thought 

and a c tio n s  which, in stead  o f p ro te c tin g  th e  people from a presumed 

ou tside  t h r e a t ,  k i l l s  them from w ith in . To dram atize h is  p o in t,

B esse tte  does not shy away from a l le g o r ic a l ly  re fe r r in g  to  th e  S ocra tic  

paradigm when th e  tow nspeople, led by th e  c u ra te , accuse Jodoin, th e  

bookstore c le rk ,  o f  co rru p tin g  youth (he sold a book on th e  Church's 

Index to  a s tu d en t) a s  th ey  expel him from town.

The novel opens w ith th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f a m ilieu  contaminated 

by what th e  " c o lle c tiv e  sh e ll"  has bred through th e  yearss f e a r ,  sheep­

ish n ess , a sense o f p a ra ly s is ,  th a t  have consecrated m ed iocrity  and 

ignorance. This atmosphere i s  re a d ily  evidenced when M, C hicoine, th e
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bookstore owner, shows Jodoin, a b la se  former schoo lteacher, h is  book­

shelv es , As he rev ea ls  h is  "forbidden" books (those  on the  Church's 

Index), Chicoine d isp la y s  the  susp ic iousness and fe a r  sown by years o f 

l iv in g  in  th e  shadow o f th e  Church« "Ses yeux p e r ja n ts ,  un peu hagards, 

me f ix a ie n t  un in s ta n t pour g l i s s e r  sur l e s  rayons de l iv r e s  e t  rev en ir 

a moi. Je compris soudain q u ' i l  a v a it  p eu r."  ' Other townspeople a re  

lik ew ise  dominated by f e a r i  such as the  c l i e n t s  who want to  buy books 

o ther than  th e  "approved" onest "Je  n 'a i  pas eu de d i f f i c u l ty  A le s  

re c o n n a ltre . U s  s 'approchen t de moi avec des a i r s  de co n sp ira teu rs

e t  me g l is s e n t  I  l ' o r e i l l e  quelque t i t r e  ou nom d 'a u te u rs  du ton  dont
48on demande un condom ou un su p p o sito ire  chez le  pharmacien," Jodein 

q u ick ly  perceives th a t  th e se  In d iv id u a l a t t i tu d e s  a re  b u t th e  r e f le c t io n  

o f  a c o lle c t iv e  con d itio n in g . Chicoine t r i e s  to  exp la in  t h a t ,  though 

freedom of thought may be s t i f le d  in  some ca se s , t h i s  i s  but a negative 

s id e -e f fe c t  o f  an o v e ra ll  p o s itiv e  molding th a t  preserved th e  freedom 

o f th e  people as i t  p ro tected  them. Jodoin does not see the  problem 

th a t  way. H is a t t i tu d e  i s  th a t  t h i s  e thos i s  based on a fundamental 

negation  of in d iv id u a l freedom th a t  h e , a s  an i n t e l l e c tu a l ,  cannot 

accept t

Je l e  ra s su ra i  su r ce p o in t en l u i  f a is a n t  to u te fo is  observer 
que ces deux s o r te s  de l ib e r t e  s 'o p p o sa ien t souventi que, dans b ien  
des o a s , le s  ind iv ldus dont l a  m a jo rity , fa ta lem en t, exprim ait l 'o p in io n  
g en era ls  " o f f ic ie l l e "  4 ta ie n t te llem en t t i r a i l l e s ,  b a l l o t s  par des 
c r a in te s ,  par " c e rta in e s  p ressio n s"  selon son ex p ress io n , que le u r  
pretendue l i b e r ty  c o lle c tiv e  e t a i t  le  r e s u l ta t  de le u rs  se rv itu d es  
in d iv id u e lle s .

That Jo d d in 's  reading  o f  th e  tow n 's no tion  o f conform ity i s  

accu ra te  i s  dem onstrated w ith h is  comeuppance, when he s e l l s  an "indexed" 

book t o  a s tu d en t. The s tu d en t, who i s  a tten d in g  a nearby c o lle g e , i s  

caught reading  th e  book by a p r i e s t .  An In q u is i t io n - l ik e  in v e s tig a tio n



142

Is  launched, during which th e  tow n 's  gossip  m ills  run  r i o t  and p o in t 

in e v ita b ly  to  the  s to re  c le r k .  Amazed th a t  a l i t t l e  book can c re a te  such 

havoc, Jodoin makes a h ig h ly  sym bolical u tte ra n c e , v i r t u a l ly  using th e  

same words a r t ic u la te d  in  th e  accusation  a g a in s t S o cra test "E st-ee  que 

je  v o u la is  passer pour un debaucheur de c o l le g ia n s ? " ^  M a tte r-o f- fa c tly , 

in  th e se  D uplessis days in  a ru r a l  town o f Quebec, Jodoin s u f fe rs ,  

a lb e i t  sym bolically , S o c ra te s ' f a te ;  l ik e  th e  Greek ph ilosopher, he 

ends up the  vic tim  o f the  fo rce s  o f  obscurantism  and s u p e rs ti t io n  

a g a in s t which he t r i e d ,  meagre c le rk  th a t  he was, to  shed some l i g h t t

M. Chicoine me r e l t e r a  son "absolue conflance dans mon av en ir?  
mals c ru t opportun de sou ligner que Saint-Joachim  ne c o n s t i tu a i t  p eu t- 
£ tre  pas l e  champ d 'a c t io n  id e a l pour un homme t e l  que moli e c la i r e ,  
b r i l l a n t ,  d 'une  v a s te  c u ltu re  hum anita ire , champion de l a  l ib e r t e  
in d iv id u e lle , e t c . ,  e t c . 51

Jodoin, l ik e  H arvey 's Hubert (and B e sse tte , In  r e a l  l i f e  a u n iv e rs i ty  

p ro fesso r who fo r th e  p ast tw enty y ears  has tau g h t o u ts id e  o f  Quebec, 

l ik e  Harvey), i s  forced to  leav e  a se lf-en c lo sed  order th a t  i s  not y e t 

ready to  open i t s  doors to  th e  o u ts id e  w orld , A s i tu a t io n  Jodoin was 

c le a r ly  aware o f ftrom th e  s t a r t .  E ith e r In  th e  In q u is it io n  t a c t i c s  o f 

the  p r ie s t  who q u estio n s  him about keeping "forb idden" books In s to ck

("--Vous savez b len  ee que je  veux d i r e ,  voyonsl Des l iv r e s  q u ' i l  ne
52fau t pas m ettre  e n tre  to u te s  le s  m ains"), or when an old townsman 

ominously warns him« "Moue, $a f a i t  so ixante-deux ans que je  promine 

ma c a rca sse . Eh ben , c 'e s t  pas bon pour l a  san te  l c i t t e  de c o n tre r  le s  

cu res . Les f i c e l l e s ,  c 'e s t  eux a u tre s  qui l e s  o n t, vous com prenez..."

He, n o ne theless, l ik e  Max H ubert, f e l t  in te lle c tu a lly -b o u n d  to  r e b e l .

T i-Jean , th e  p ro tag o n is t In  Jacques Renaud's p ro le ta r ia n  n o v e lla , 

Le Casse (1964), I s  compelled to  re b e l  a ls o . But r e f le c t in g  the  

d iffe ren c e  between B e s s e t te 's  g e n e ra tio n 's  (which i s  P ie rre  E l l i o t t
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Trudeau 's and $u>se in te l le c tu a ls  who opposed D uplessls and came
A

to  be ca lled  " a rc h ite c ts "  o f  Quebec's "q u ie t rev o lu tio n "  in  th e  immediate 

post-D up lessis  y ears) and Renaud's understanding of th e  cau se(s) under­

ly in g  Quebec's underdevelopment —th e  one re ly in g  on a l ib e r a l  humanist 

t r a d i t io n  o f freedom o f thought and action} th e  o ther on a ra d ic a l 

'f’h lrd  World a s se r t io n  in  th e  name o f "the wretched o f th e  e a r th " — T i- 

J e a n 's  re v o lt  i s  v is c e ra l ,  crude and fo rce fu l in  i t s  u g lin e s s .

.Jacques Renaud' s world in  Le Casse ( French Canad ian  slang meaning 

" th e  man who i s  broke") i s  th a t  of th e  pavements and slums o f th e  c i ty ,  

M ontreal. I t  i s  rooted in  th e  secu lar new order in  which T i-Jean , l ik e  

o th er "d ec lasses"  owing more to  Azarius Lacasse than  to  Jean Levesque, 

i s  not equipped to  compete. C ontrary to  Lacasse, but l ik e  Denis Bou­

c h e r , T i-Jean  i s  a product o f  the  c i t y .  He su ffe rs  from a legacy  of 

d is q u a l i f ic a t io n .  Devoid o f th e  am bitions o f Levesque, b u t, l ik e  him, 

a ro o tle s s  man, unattached to  any fam ily , T i-Jean  does not know whom to  

blame, or what to  hold resp o n sib le  fo r h is  l o t .  Unemployed, he goes 

on l iv in g  from one expediency to  th e  next in  th e  slums o f th e  East End 

o f  M ontreal, unable to  see any fu tu re  to  speak o f and g e ttin g  in crea­

s in g ly  enmeshed in  h is  f r u s t r a t io n s .  Embodied in  t h i s  "d ec la sse ,"  the  
a l t e r  ego

of Pitou and Alphonse in  Bonheur d 'O ccasion (who a t  le a s t

could name th e  war as resp o n sib le  fo r th e i r  s i tu a t io n ,  as we s h a ll  see 
thor8l a t e r ) ,  i s  a vehement re v o lt  ag a in s t a l l  th a t  th e  old order stood fo r ,

/
The f i r s t  value thoroughly  dism issed i s  th a t  o f  th e  "fam ily ."  

Whereas sex was t r a d i t io n a l ly  kept w ith in  th e  framework of rep ro d u c tio n , 

emblematic o f God's d esig n , here th e  in s t in c t iv e  im perative o f  the  

f le sh  i s ,  in  i t s  most b ru ta l  form, a ffirm ed . The passage d esc rib in g  

th e  meeting o f T i-Jean  and fhilomfcne, h is  m is tre s s , may be c i te d t



144

Ca d a te  du temps de le u r  premi&re ren co n tre . I I  a v a it  p r ls  sa 
p e t i te  main dans sa g rosse  p a t te .  Tu v lens avec moe Mem&ne? On va 
s 'e n  passer une? hum? V lens, v ie n s - t ’enl T l-Jean  a v a lt  ln s l s t e .
Fhllomine a v a lt  su lv l, Quand y v eu t, T l-Jean  y a pas moven de l ' f a l r e  
demordre, C’t e  n u l t - l i ,  T i-Jean  e t a l t  venu t r o l s  fo ls .7 ^

The second value negated I s  r e l ig io n .  To say so Is  r e a l ly  to  under­

s ta te  th e  c ase . For th e  world o f T l-Jean , oozing w ith  fe t id n e s s , has 

escaped d iv in e  benevolence; I t  e i th e r  has no p lace fo r  God, or God 

has no use fo r  I t .  I f  God i s  mentioned a t  one p o in t, as  T l-Jean  remembers 

h is  youth, I t  Is  b e t te r  to  spew blasphemy on hlmi " J 'a i  d i t  k Jesus- 

C h ris t d ’manger d ’la  marde longue de meme p is  j ' a l  commence & m’c ro sse r 

en pensant i  Marie Madeleine . " ^

I f  something Is  ja r r in g  In th e  grammar, notw ithstanding th e  

d ic t io n ,  o f th e  above q u o ta tio n , I t  I s  because th e  French language, 

conceived as one of th e  e s s e n tia l  values p ro tec tin g  th e  Id e n ti ty  o f th e  

Qu4becois, I s  used In t h i s  novella  as  a means o f p ro te s t  by negating I t .  

Many of the  m ld -S lx tles  n o v e lis ts  and poets ( s p e c if ic a l ly  th e  P a r t i  P r ls  

group) b e liev e  th a t  "good" French does not r e f l e c t  th e  r e a l  cond ition  

o f th e  people of Quebec who, In th e i r  d a l ly  a c t i v i t i e s ,  speak a ra th e r  

frac tu red  French ca lled  " jo u a l, They agree w ith  Gerald Godin on

"speaking horse" when he sayst "Le bon f r a n ja is  c ’e s t  l ’aven lr

souhaite  du Quebec, mals l e  joua l c 'e s t  son p re sen t. J 'aim e mleux,
57pour mol, qu 'on  so lt f l e r  d ’une e rre u r  qu’hum llle d ’une v e r i t e ."  To 

th ese  w r i te r s ,  th en , th e  use o f " jo u a l"  I s  b e st fo r th e  d e p ic tio n  of 

contemporary Quebec r e a l i t y  which th ey  want to  denounce forem ost« hence 

abomination In  syntax, d ic t io n ,  t a s t e ,  nay, form. Is  p e rfe c t fo r  the  

r e f le c t io n  o f a r e a l i t y  th e se  w r ite rs  see as abominable. To quote Godin 

ag a in , such I s  " la  v e r i ta b le  s i tu a t io n  co lo n ia le  des q u e b e c o ls ." ^

Le Casse. from beginning to  end, alms a t  f u l f i l l i n g  t h i s  new
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" a e s th e t ic s ."  Any passage can be taken  a t  random to  i l l u s t r a t e .  T i- 

Jean , fo r in s ta n c e , i s  ta lk in g  about th e  government a t  one po in t and 

says i

Ch' peux pas croufere qui sont a sse s  caves pour pas savouer que 
l 'q u a t r e  p ia sse s  m 'as l 'g a r d e r  pour moe. Ou ben done y s 'e n  s a c r e n t . . .  
Pour moe c 'e s t  5a . 59 (T ran sla tio n ! I  c a n 't  b e liev e  th e y 'r e  th a t  dumb 
th a t  they  d o n 't  know th a t  I  am going to  keep th e  four bucks fo r my­
s e l f .  Or e lse  th ey  d o n 't  g ive a dam n... I  th in k  t h a t 's  itT )

L a te r , a f te r  having a f ig h t  w ith  Philom&ne, he saysi

Je l ' a i  p itc h e s  d e h o r s . . .  l a  chiennei J 'v o u d ra is  q u 'a  soye 
pus r 'g a r d a b le . . .  Que pas personne m ette la  p a tte  d e s s u s . . .  Exeepte 
mo4 . . .  MoeI Rian qu'mo4l c r is s e l

^ T ran sla tio n ! I  threw h er o u t . , , t h e  b itc h  I I 'd  want her to  
be a pain to  look a t . . .  So no one would la y  hands on h e r . . .  Except 
m e ... Me! Only me! ChristJJ.

As th e  modern n o v e lis ts  o f  re v o lt  negate th e i r  t r a d i t io n a l  

c u ltu re , a s  th ey  r e je c t  th e  very core o f what once was French Canada, 

th e re  i s  o ften tim es a concom itant "wish to  escap e ."  We see th e  p ro ta ­

g o n is ts  in  a number o f  novels to  be obsessed w ith  th a t  w isht t h i s  i s  

th e  case fo r  Denis Boucher, Jean Levesque, F lo ren tin e , A quin's nameless 

hero (the  same i s  t ru e  fo r Maria Chapdelaine, Ephrem Moisan, and even 

one su sp ec ts , Menaud's d au g h ter, Maria —th e  f i r s t  s igns o f d i s s a t i s ­

fa c tio n  w ith  th e  old e th o s ) . T i-Jean , "down and out" as  he i s ,  i s ,  

moreover, conditioned by th a t  wish a ls o . For, t ie d  to  th e  harsh 

r e a l i t i e s  o f g h e t to - l i f e ,  t h i s  "wish" becomes most exacerbated as  i t s  

fu lf i l lm e n t cannot be env isioned . The slum -dw ellers in  Bonheur d*Occa­

sion  and Au Pied de l a  Pente Douce, ju s t  as  T i-Jean , see th a t  "escape" 

from th e  po in t o f  view o f socio-econom icsj and F lo re n tin e 's  f in a l  e n try  

in to  th e  m id d le -c lass  ty p i f ie s  th e i r  a s p ir a t io n s . But "escape" o ften  

means a s p i r i tu a l  longing fo r an " a i l l e u r s ,"  anything r e a l ly ,  away from 

Quebeot b u t, ambiguously, something which co n ta in s Quebec also* T i-Jean , 

much as  Aquin, in d ic a te s  t h i s  by re fe r r in g  to  a voyage o f d iscovery  o f
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" le  pays"i " •••»  l a  p a rtan ce , l e  goflt p a rfo ls  obsedanb de to u t  c r is s e r

$a l i  p is  d 'p a r t l r .  D is p a ra ltre . Le pont Jacq u es-C a rtie r. La campagne.
, 61Quebec, Les f i l l e s ,  Et p lus lo in  encore, p lus lo in ,  ju sq u 'a  P erce ,"  

This need fo r  "escape" i s  undeniably t i e d ,  one su sp ec ts , to  th e  pervasive 

consciousness o f e x ile  e a r l i e r  d iscu ssed . Which b rin g s  us to  Hubert 

Aquin.

Escape (not escapism ) i s  not only indulged but apotheosized in  

a constan t s ta t e  o f p u rsu it in  Hubert A quin's Prochaln Episode (1965)* 

a bew itching m ixture o f fa c t  and f i c t io n ,  th a t  t e l l s  th e  t a l e  o f a 

French Canadian rev o lu tio n a ry  carry ing  from B ag o tv ille , Quebec, to  

Berne, Sw itzerland , th e  flame o f a coming re v o lu tio n  in  Quebec, Pursued 

by "enemies" from w ithout (the  co rpo ra te  E stablishm ent, represen ted  by 

H, de Heutz) a s  w e ll as from w ith in  (the  unconscious o f re s ig n a tio n  and 

d e fe a tism ), th e  nameless re v o lu tio n a ry  t r i e s  to  elude and d e fe a t them.

The e ra d ic a tio n  o f  an h i s to r ic a l  s ta te  o f  d e fe a t in  Quebec i s  envisioned 

through a novel consciousness o f p ast traumas which a re  to  be overcome 

m ainly in  a red isco v ery  and c e le b ra tio n  o f th e  la n d , and th e  woman 

whose possession  by th e  rev o lu tio n a ry  s ig n a ls  th e  possession  o f a new 

Quebec.

Prochaln Episode p re sen ts  a r a d ic a l  so lu tio n ! Ju st as  th e  hero 

who comes to  g r ip s  w ith th e  opposing fo rces  o f h is  b a t t l in g  s e l f ,  Quebec 

must undergo a l ik e  co n fro n ta tio n , th e  outcome o f which i s  to  b ring  

about a new aw areness, a re c o n c il ia t io n  o f d iv is io n s  p resen t since  1760. 

Aquin*s novel i s  th e re fo re  a quest fo r  l ib e ra t io n !  both personal and 

c o l le c t iv e j  th e  two being in d iv is ib le  on th e  psychological a s  w ell 

a s  p o l i t i c a l  le v e l s .

The t r a d i t io n a l  value o f th e  p re se rv a tio n  o f th e  fam ily  i s ,  of 

co u rse , negated . The "mother" i s  nowhere to  be seen , b u t th e  n a r r a to r 's
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m is tre s s , K, i s  celeb ra ted  throughout. C uriously , th e  t r a d i t io n a l  

a l l ia n c e  o f the  land and o f woman (e f  Marla Chapdelalne. Trente A rgents) 

i s  here  m ain tained , a lb e i t  fo r  a com pletely d i f f e r e n t  purpose. While 

in  th e  ru r a l  t r a d i t io n  i t  was sym bolical o f  d iv in e  purpose, a l l ie d  to  

d iv in e  p re s c r ip tio n , in  Prochain Episode K 's a l l ia n c e  w ith  Quebec 

c o n s t i tu te s  th e  l y r i c a l  flame o f th e  coming re v o lu tio n . Hence, th e  

n a r r a to r 's  u ltim a te  d e fe a t i s  explained by th e  b eg u ilin g  d isco v ery , 

when in  th e  p u rsu it o f h is  nem esis, H, de H euts, th a t  K i s  a lso  th e  

l a t t e r ' s  companion. The p a in fu l irony  of th e  end d e fe a t i s  b e s t 

explained when th e  n a r r a to r 's  love fo r K (dim inutive fo r th e  old 

ap p e lla tio n  "Rebec"?) has been measured. E arly  in  th e  long flashback  

th a t  c o n s t i tu te s  th e  core o f the  novel, th e  n a r ra to r ,  from h is  p riso n  

c e l l ,  w rite s  (obviously  s t i l l  b e liev in g  in  K 's s in c e r i ty ,  when in  fa c t  

i t  i s  her b e tra y a l th a t  has brought him th e re ) i  "Je t ' e c r i s  in fin im ent 

e t  j 'in v e n te  sans cesse  le  can tique que j ' a i  lu  dans t e s  yeuxj par mes 

m ots, .je pose mes lftv res sur l a  c h a ir  b rd la n te  de mon pays," He 

e lab o ra te s  on th e  land symbolism when he l a t e r  reminds her o f th e  n igh t 

o f th e  24th of June (S t-John th e  B ap tis t Day, named a f t e r  th e  patron  

s a in t  o f th e  French Canadians), where as  th e  two were making love th e  

spark o f re v o lu tio n  was ig n ite d i

J 'a i  beau t r a c e r  sur ce pap ier l e  f i l  enehevStre de ma lig n e  de 
v ie ,  ce la  ne me redonne pas l e  l i t  encombre de eoussins co lo res oft nous 
nous sommes aimes un c e r ta in  24 ju in , ta n d is  que, quelque p a rt sous no tre  
tum ulte , to u t  un peuple reu n i sem blait fS te r  la  descen te  i r r e s i s t i b l e  
du sang dans nos v e in es . . . .  Quelle v io le n te  e t  douce prem onition de la  
re v o lu tio n  n a tio n a le  s 'o p e ra i t  sur c e t te  e t r o i te  couehe reeouverte  de 
e o u le u rs ,e t  de nos deux corps nus, flam bants, u n is  dans le u r  demence 
rythm4e, ^

S lig h tly  paraphrasing B audelaire in  th e  f in a l  two verbs (" t 'a im e r  e t  

m ourir,"  c f ,  " L 'In v ita tio n  au Voyage"), th e  n a rra to r  accen tu ates  th e
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symbolic sameness o f th e  land and o f woman when he lam ents h is  sep ara tio n  

from them« "Oik e s t - i l  l e  pays qu i t e  ressem ble, mon pays n a ta l  e t  s e c re t ,  

e e lu i  oik je  veux t 'a im e r  e t  m o u r i r ." ^  Again and again  th e  n a rra to r  

ambiguously re a s s e r ts  h is  attachm ent ("Laissez-m oi me coueher encore une 

fo is  sur le  so l chaud du pays mon amour e t  dans l e  l i t  vu lnerab le  qui
65

nous a t te n d " ) ,  although th e  fa c t  o f h is  w ritin g  from j a i l  —because 

he i s  put th e re  by K— should preclude t h i s .  But th i s  am biguity i s  

perhaps b e s t ex p la in ed , as we s h a l l  see n ex t, on th e  a e s th e tic  le v e l)  

wherein seems to  be th e  only exp lana tion  fo r t h i s  revolutionary-cum -spy 

f ic t io n  narra ted  by an inmate o f th e  p sy c h ia tr ic  wing o f a fe d e ra l j a i l  

in  M ontreal!

Although, upon f i r s t  im pression , Prochaln Episode seems to  be 

a very  pass io n a te  c a l l  fo r v io le n t re v o lu tio n , i t  r e a l ly  i s  an a e s th e tic  

statem ent on th e  need fo r s e l f - l ib e r a t io n .  A dm ittedly, we have, as 

e a r l i e r  mentioned, throughout th e  novel a d u a l p rogressive  quest fo r 

l ib e r a t io n 1 th e  n a rra to r  v is -A -v is  h is  s e l f ,  and th e  c o lle c tiv e  s e l f  

v is -A -v is  i t s  in te rn a l  and e x te rn a l menaces. We have d e a l t  up to  now, 

through th e  K symbolism, m ainly w ith  th e  l a t t e r  q u est) bu t th e  former 

i s  th e  more profound one. The opening l in e s  in d ic a te  t h i s  journey 

in to  th e  s e l f ,  a s  th e  n a rra to r  sayst "Cuba coule en flammes au m ilieu  

du Lac Leman pendant que je  descends au fond des choses, Encaisse dans 

mes p r a s e s ,  je  g l i s s e ,  fantSme, dans l e s  eaux nevrosees du fleuve e t  

je  decouvre dans ma d e r iv e , l e  dessous des su rfaces  e t  1 *image re n -  

versee des A lp e s ." ^  Indeed th e  r e -c re a t io n  o f th e  n a r r a to r 's  revo lu ­

tio n a ry  commitment (th e  long flashback  which i s  th e  "p lo t"  o f th e  novel) 

serves as  th e rap y  fo r th e  n a r r a to r 's  p resen t i l ln e s s ,  as  he in d ic a te s  

th a t  h is  schizophrenia i s  a lso  h is  p e o p le 's . R epeatedly, th e  n a rra to r
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reminds us to  In te rp re t  h is  personal h is to ry  w ith  th a t  of h is  people.

But then  th e  au th o r, Aquin, in te rvenes and says th a t  th e  s to ry  to ld  by 

th e  n a rra to r  i s  in d is so c ia b le  from what happened to  him (Aquin is  

a rre s te d  in  th e  summer o f 1964 fo r subversive a c t i v i t i e s ,  pu t under 

m ental observation ; and, ju s t  as th e  n a r ra to r , he w rite s  a book,

Prochaln Episode, during h is  im prisonm ent)^*

Je su is  ce l iv r e  d 'h eu re  en heure au jo u r le  jo u r; e t  pas p lus 
que je  ne me su ic id e , je  n 'a i  tendance 1 y renoneer. Ce l i v r e  d e f a i t  
me ressem ble . Cet amas de f e u i l le s  e s t  un p ro d u it de l 'h i s t o i r e ,  frag ­
ment inacheve de ce que je  su is  moi-meme e t  temoignage impur, par con­
sequent, de l a  rev o lu tio n  chancelante que je  continue d 'ex p rim er, I  
ma fason , par mon d e l i r e  in s t i tu t io n n e l .  Ce l i v r e  e s t  c u r s i f  e t  in e e r -  
t a i n  comme je  l e  s u is ;  e t  sa s ig n if ic a t io n  v e r i ta b le  ne peut $ tre  
d is so c ie e  de l a  d a te  de sa com position, n i des ev&nements q u i se sont 
d£ rou les dans un lap s  de temps donne e n tre  mon pays n a ta l e t  mon e x i l ,  
errtre un 26 j u t l l e t  e t  un 24 ju in . °

C onsidering, th e re fo re , t h i s  book as th e  product o f a r e a l  

imprisonment, a s  th e  th e rap y  Aquin needed to  keep h is  sa n ity  (he said
69so in  so many words in  a volume of e ssa y s , Point de F u lte ) .  we may 

understand t h i s  nove l-w ith in -a-n o v e l, complicated and in fu r ia t in g  a s  i t  

i s ,  to  be p rim arily  an a e s th e tic  metaphor fo r  one man's s e l f - l ib e r a t io n .  

Hence th e  spy s to ry  w ith  H. de Heutz and asso rted  c h a ra c te rs , the  

m ystify ing  use o f id e n t i t i e s ,  a re  found to  be su rro g a te s . And i f  th e  

process i t s e l f  o f c re a tio n  i s  A quin's la s t in g  s ta tem en t, we can under­

stand th e  value placed on th e  means used , language. In  s tr ik in g  

c o n tra s t to  Le Casse' s ,  th e  language here i s  h ig h ly  p o lish ed , in  th e  

f in e s t  French l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t io n .  Language i s  d e l ib e ra te ly  not conceived 

as  th e  s o r t  th a t  i s  o rd in a r i ly  spoken, or th a t  which would r e l a t e  to  any 

e x is t e n t ia l  co n tex t; r a th e r ,  in  i t s  h ig h ly  p o e tic a l a r t i c u la t io n ,  i t  

cannot bu t be co rre la ted  w ith  the  a e s th e tic  d e sig n . C reative language 

fo r th e  imprisoned n a rra to r  i s  one o f th e  e s s e n t ia l  means to  p reserve 

h is  freedom. Language, in  f a c t ,  i s  l ib e r a t io n .  I t  i s  as i f  th e  more
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polished and p o e tic  (and in te rp re ta t iv e  o f the  n a r r a to r ’ s in tim ate  

fe e l in g s ) ,  th e  c lo se r  th e  n a rra to r  i s  to  freedom.

We have come a long way from th e  f i r s t  t r i a l s  and d e fe a ts  in  

th e  urban environment o f th e  F o r tie s , But, in  o rder to  understand 

c o r re c t ly  the  composite o f " r e v o l t ,"  we cannot consider only th e  

decadence o f th e  M essianic mythi we must consider next th e  a c tu a l 

con d itio n s  experienced in  c i ty  l i f e  which more th an  anything e ls e  

brought about i t s  dem ise, th e  sord idness th a t  b reeds v io len ce .

As e a r l i e r  s a id , th e  world of th e  fa th e rs  i s  a  r e f le c t io n  o f 

th e  s p i r i tu a l  and v i t a l  inadequacy they  confront as th ey  m igrate from 

th e  country  to  th e  c i ty .  Whether i t  i s  Saint-Sauveur, S a in t-H enri, 

or M ontreal's  East End, th e  g h e tto  i s  a physica l environment i l l u s t r a ­

t iv e  o f  t h i s  inadequacy. The g h e tto  i s  envisaged by th e  c ity -b o rn  

ch ild ren  as a world th a t  reeks o f  conservatism  and d e fe a t .  F earfu l 

th a t  th ey  may g e t caught up and follow  th e  p a tte rn  traced  by th e i r  

e ld e rs  w h ile , in  opposite  fa sh io n , th ey  a re  a t tra c te d  and stim ulated 

by the  general o v e ra ll  secu la r environment they  want to  dominate - - th e  

new generation  re b e ls  ag a in s t th e  g h e tto .

Denis Boucher, fo r in s ta n c e , though he g a ily  moves about the  

s t r e e ts  o f Saint-Sauveur, in  Lem elin 's novel, a s  an acknowledged "gang 

le a d e r ,"  nonetheless considers t h i s  environment a s  h u m ilia tin g . The 

more so when he dreams about h is  fu tu re  as a su ccessfu l man, and, 

p a r t ic u la r ly ,  when during  th e  summer season to u r i s t s  come to  ogle and 

a re  pursued by ch ild ren  begging fo r  money. Denis a n g r ily  b e ra te s  th e  

t o u r i s t s ,  but h i s  anger i s  r e a l ly  d ire c ted  a g a in s t an environment 

th a t  b reeds such h u m ilia tio n s!

On ne vous le s  a jamais demandes, vos c e n ts . F i le s ,  puan tsi
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I I  s a i s i t  une p ie r re  e t  l a  lan$a sur l e  tramway. Les mamans, dans le s  
p o r te s , le  h u ire n t .  Les S trangers  v ien d ra ien t p lus j e te r  des cen ts .
E lie s  f a is a ie n t  apprendre aux p e t I t s ,  en meme temps que* "Je  vous alme 
mon Je su s ,” "Give me fiv e  c e n ts , p le a s e .”^

As Denis becomes in c re a s in g ly  c r i t i c a l  o f i t ,  he id e n t i f ie s  th i s  world

as a consequence o f h is  e ld e r s ' d e fe a t;  th a t  o f th ose  who never dreamt
71of try in g  to  move up to  th e  upper p a r t o f town Denis vows to  dominate.

He understands, th e n , th a t  i f  he does not leave  th e  g he tto  h is  am bitions

w i l l  be s t i f l e d «

Boucher se d e b a t t a i t  en vain con tre  ce "quelque chose” qui l e  
denon$ait au n ean t, d 'e n  h a u t. Le passe se pressa  devant ses yeux, 
s i g n i f i c a t i f . La p a ro isse  l e  t r a h i s s a i t  d 'u n e  fa jo n  a u tre  q u 'i l  n 'a v a i t  
c ru , . . .  Boucher e t a i t  l a  v ic tim e de l a  somnolence malheureuse d 'une  
c la sse  de gens pour qu i 1 'ed u ca tio n  e s t  un s o u l ie r ,  ou un c h a p e a u .^

An "educated man" (? ) compared to  the  r e s t  o f th e  people in  th e  d i s t r i c t ,

Denis grows in  th e  awareness th a t  he i s  too  ta le n te d  and am bitious to

l i m i t  h is  horizons to  Sain t-Sauveur. He w i l l  be tru e  to  th e  vow he

made to  h is  g ir l f r ie n d  e a r ly  in  th e  novel* "E lle  e t  l u i  fu ir a ie n t  ce

sa le  faubourg, s 'e le v e r a ie n t  ju s q u 'i  des nues superbes o?i i l  ne s e r a i t

p lus qu estio n  de s ' e le v e r . Though he su ffe rs  various setbacks, y e t ,

w ith fo r t i tu d e  and perseverance , i f  not stim ulated by th e  dreaded

prospect o f having to  s e t t l e  fo r  h is  e ld e r s ' d e fe a t ,  Denis a t  the end

of th e  book has published h is  f i r s t  novel. He i s  s ta r t in g  to  make money

and to  be known in  th e  H au te-V ille j and since h is  s to ry  i s  in  fa c t

Roger L em elin 's who, a f t e r  being fo r over a decade Quebec's b est known

T.V, s e r i a l s '  w r i te r ,  became th e  prosperous businessman he i s  new — i t s

su ccessfu l ending could not be more in  th e  H oratio  A lgerian g ra in .

This i s  not r e a l ly  so fo r  th e  Lacasses in  Bonheur d 'O ccasion .

Rose-Anna i s  walking th e  s t r e e t s ,  in  h er y e a rly  search fo r a f l a t ;  the

author provides then  a powerful p ic tu re  th a t  speaks fo r i t s e l f *
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Une nuee d 'e n fa n ts  d e p en a ille s  jo u a ien t sur l e s  t r o t t o i r s  au 
m ilieu  de paquets de d e b r is .  Des femmes m aigres e t  t r i s t e s  a p p a ra is sa ie n t 
sur l e s  s e u ils  m alodorants, etonnees de ce s o le i l  qu i f a i s a i t  des c a rre s  
de lumiAre devant ehaque tonneau de d ech e ts . . . .  P artou t des voix a ig re s ,  
des p leu rs  d 'e n f a n ts ,  des o r is  qui j a i l l i s s a i e n t ,  douloureux, des pro- 
fondeurs de quelque maison, p o rte s  e t  v p le ts  d e la b re s , r a b a ttu s , m orte, 
muree sous l a  lumiAre comme une tombe.”

The l a s t  image i s  not g ra tu ito u s*  th e  g he tto  indeed i s  a grave in  which 

th e  e ld e rs  r o t  and th e  c h ild re n  a re  in  th e  process o f dying . Although 

th e re  seems to  be l i f e ,  in  th e  r e s ta u r a n ts ,  in  th e  s t r e e t s ,  judging 

from th e  ra n tin g s  going on (a t  which Azarius e x c e ls ) ,  th e  im pression 

remains th a t  t h i s  i s  the  v is c e ra l  world o f th e  dead c e re b ra lly  in v e s t­

igated  by th e  poetess Anne Hebert in  "Le Tombeau des R o is ,” a world o f 

mute suppressed v i t a l i t y .  The conversa tions in d ic a te  th is*

B arquienst r e p r i t  l'homme A t l t e  chafou ine, c 'e s t  l a  soupe 
pour le s  v i e i l l a r d s ,  la  Saint-Vineent-<Je-Eaul e t  p is  le  chomagej un 
t i e r s  de l a  population  sur le  secours d i r e c t  e t  des pauvres d ia b le s  qu i 
t r a v a i l l e n t  dans l e s  ru es  A t r e iz e  cennes de l 'h e u r e  pendant q u a tre ,
cinq jo u rs  au printem ps. La v 'lA , l a  dem ocratic

Azarius L acasse 's  in cap ac ity  symbolizes th is*

Le ch au ffeu r, comme sa f i l l e ,  se s e n ta i t  peu f a i t  pour sa beso- 
gne e t  mal aju s te  A l a  v ie  quo tid ienne . Tant q u ' i l  jo n g la it  avec l e s  
m ots, se r e te n a i t  A de grandes causes q u ' i l  e s tim a it nob les, to u t 
a l l a i t  b ie n , mais dAs q u ' i l  s 'a g i s s a i t  de rap rend re  co n tac t avec la  
r ^ a l i t e  de tous le s  jo u rs , i l  p e rd a it  p ied ,

F lo ren tine  looks a t  th e  d in e rs  in  her re s ta u ra n t and knows* "A lnsi,

jam ais e l l e  n 'a v a i t  remarque comme au jo u rd 'h u i l a  d o len te  re s ig n a tio n  

e c r i te  sur l e s  v isages des pauvres a t ta b le s .  Jamais d 'a i l l e u r s  e l l e  

ne s 'e t a i t  s e n tie  s i  prAs d 'eu x  e t  s i  haineuse de c e t te  ressem blance! 

Jamais to u te s  ces o d o u r s . . .”*^ Jean Levesque i s  s im ila r ly  conscious 

when in  F lo re n tin e 's  home he re f le c ts *

I I  s a v a it m aintenant que l a  maison de F lo ren tin e  l u i  ra p p e la i t  
ce q u ' i l  a v a it  par-dessus to u t  red o u te j l 'o d e u r  de l a  p auvre te , e e t te  
odeur im placable des vStements pauvres, c e t te  pauvrete  qu 'on  recorm al- 
t r a i t  l e s  yeux c lo s , I I  comprenait que F lo ren tin e  elle-meme p e r s o n if ia i t
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ce genre de v ie  m iserable con tre  la q u e lle  to u t son e tr e  se soulevalt.7®

In re b e ll in g  a g a in s t the  g h e tto , Levesque has to  fo rsake  Floren­

tine^ consequently , since  her Image would always remind him of th a t

which he wants to  leave  behind In h is  d riv e  fo r  success. Like D9n is  

Boucher, h is  energ ies a re  harnessed fo r th e  conquest o f th e  "upper p a rt"  

of town (here Westmount, a posh t r a d i t io n a l ly  Anglo-Saxon r e s id e n t ia l  

a rea  In  th e  w estern  end o f M ontreal)j h is  am bitions a re  galvanised by 

contem plating Westmount from S a ln t-H enrl, In  th e  lower p a r t o f towni 

" I c i  l e  luxe e t  l a  pauvrete se reg arden t ln lassab lem en t, depu ls q u ' i l  

y a Westmount, depuls q u 'en  b a s , & ses p ied s , 11 y a S ain t-H enri. . . .

I I  e t a I t  & la  fo ls  halneux e t  p u issan t devant c e t t e  montagne qu i le  

d o m in a l t ," ^

F lo ren tin e  lik ew ise  f ix e s  her eyes on a world d i f f e r e n t  from her 

fam ily  o r ig in s i  one o f a ff lu e n c e , d e te rm in a tio n , which she id e n t i f ie s  

w ith  Jean Levesque, and f in a l ly  gains access to  w ith  her m arriage to  

Etamanueli "A tra v e rs  c e t  inconnu {Jean Levesqug) que le s  lumifcres l u i  

p a ra is s a ie n t b r i l l a n t e s ,  l a  foule  g a le , e t  l e  printem ps meme, p lus tr%s 

lo in ,  I  la  v e i l l e  de f a l r e  re v e rd ir  l e s  pauvres a rb re s  de S aln t-H enrl,"®0 

Yet not a l l  th e  ch ild ren  succeed In  t h e i r  r e v o l t .  The t r i o  o f Alphonse, 

P itou  and B oisvert i s  not aware o f th e  stamina and ru th le s sn e ss  required  

to  make a decent l iv in g .  In  c o n tra s t to  Jean Levesque, iM^OTal¥yn/K

expect to  o b ta in  from so c ie ty  the  p o s itio n s  and rewards Su a ra n t* ^  

th e i r  education and, more im p o rtan tly , th e  advertisem ents and th e  

la v is h ly  decorated s to re  windcws th ey  see around them. When they  

d iscover th e  t r u th  —th a t  a mass s o c ie ty 's  promises a re  out o f p roportion  

w ith  I t s  a c tu a l rewards* th a t  i t s  "rewards" a re  never given but
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ru th le s s ly  competed fo r by "ach ievers" in  th e  mold of Levesque-- they  

a re  b i t t e r l y  d isap p o in ted . They become th e i r  f a th e r s ' a l t e r  egoj 

numbed v ic tim s of a r e a l i t y  whose laws th ey  have not understood *

Q u 'est-ce  q u 'a  nous a donne i  nous a u tre s ,  la  socie te?  R ien. 
P is , s i  t ' e s  pas encore co n ten t, regarde P ito u . Quel Ige  q u 'i l  a 
Pitou? D ix-hu it a n s . . .  eh I ben, i l  a pas encore f a i t  une journee d 'o u -  
vrage paye dans sa v ie .  Et v 'l a  b e to t cinq ans q u ' i l  e s t  s o r t i  de 
l 'e e o le  I  coups de pied dans la  bonne p lace , e t  p is  q u 'y  cherche. 
C 'e s t-y  pas de la  ju s t i c e ,  5a? . . .  Et v ’l i  n o t ' P itou qu i fume comme 
un homme, mfiehe comme un homme, crache comme un homme, mais y a pas 
gagne une tannan te  de cenne to u te  sa sapree v ie ,  Trouves-tu 5a beau, 
to i?  Moi, je  trouve 5a l a i t e ,  ben la ite .® *

The prospect i s  grim . The P itous and Ti-Phonses seem condemned to  

l iv e  in  a world of verbose d iscon ten tm en t, hopeless id e a l iz a tio n , 

w ish fu l th in k in g . The post-D epression con tex t (whose economic p lig h t 

i s  l i f t e d  by th e  advent o f World War I I ;  a fa c t  whose b i t t e r  irony  Mme 

Roy d e f t ly  uses in  th e  conclusion of her novel) i s  e s s e n t ia l ,  o f 

cou rse , fo r th e  in te rp re ta t io n  o f th e se  young men's d e fe a t .  But, 

ju s t  as they  remind o f e a r l i e r  f ig u re s  o f d e fe a t ,  th ey  seem to  be 

fo rerunners o f  th e  m alcontents o f th e  S ix tie s  who, fa r  from humbly 

re so r tin g  to  a s p i r i t  o f re s ig n a tio n , rage ag a in s t th e i r  underpriv ileged  

co n d itio n .

Let us take Le C asse's  Ti-.Tean, fo r example. P en n iless , unem­

ployed, uneducated, T i-Jean  l iv e s  under th e  constan t th r e a t  of hunger 

and t h i r s t .  Dispossessed of m oral, in te l le c tu a l  and m a te ria l v a lu es , 

T i-Jean , in  h is  d e sp a ir , i s  d riv en  to  re v o lt  in  th e  most v io le n t manner. 

For T i-Jean , w ith no fam ily and ro o ts ,  the  g he tto  i s  not th e  world o f 

th e  fa th e rs . He cannot blame h is  co nd ition  on them, or use them as 

m otivation fo r escape, in  th e  manner o f Boucher, Levesque and Floren­

t i n e .  His r e v o l t ,  hence, i s  d ire c ted  a t  everything and a t  nothing in  

i t s  n ih ilism . His d e sp a ir  i s  so all-encom passing th a t  he would l ik e  to
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re b e l (and does in  fa c t)  ag a in s t th e  world as  i t  appears to  him from 

h is  d ila p id a te d  q u a r te rs ,  in  th e  personage o f h is  m is tre s s , in  th a t  of 

Bouboule, and in  th e  image o f h im self he would l ik e  to  d e s tro y .

The g h e tto , as in  Bonheur d 'O ccasion , i s  presented in  photo­

graphic fash ion t the  p ic tu re  o f a t o t a l l y  dism al way o f l i f e .  T i-  

Jea n 's  room seems to  b e , th en , the  microcosm of M o n trea l's  East End»

Aucun d rap  sur l e  l i t .  Aucune eouverture non p lu s . La l i t e r i e  
n 'e s t  pas fo u rn ie , Le m atelas tache  de grandes flaq u es  brunes e t  jau - 
n fitres . Des tro u s  de c ig a r e t te s  dans c e t te  chaise  b le u -d e te in t .  Une 
coquere lle  s o r t  de l 'u n  des tro u s  comme une grosse b e b ite  d 'u n  t ro u  de 
b a l le  dans l e  v en tre  lu is a n t  d 'u n  ch ien  a b a ttu , Lourde e t  saoule 
co q u ere lle .

But th e  d e f in i t iv e  jo l t in g  symbol o f th e  ghe tto  i s  introduced in  th e

image o f Bouboule, the  dope pusher o f  the  d i s t r i c t  whose e h a ra e te r i-
one

z a tio n  as e v i l  in carn a te  reminds^of th e  Mestizo in  Graham G reene's

The Power and th e  G loryi

Bouboule r i t ,  r f i le , se lAche le s  b ab ines, c a le  son quatrlAme 
ftie i s  d rink ing  beecJ. Quand i l  r i t ,  on a p e r jo i t  ses deux in c is iv e s  
& la  mfichoire su p erieu re , p e t i t e s ,  f r a g i le s ,  e o lle e s  l 'u n e  co n tre  1 'au ­
t r e ,  i s o le e s ,  to u te s  l e s  a u tre s  d en ts  de l a  mfichoire superieure  manquent. 
Ca lu l  f a i t  une bouche de la p in . Ses cheveux sont n o irs  s a le s ,  g ris fi-  
t r e s ,  des p o lls  f o l l e t s  au m enton,_sur le s  joues, une t e t e  I  mourir 
b ie n to t ,  une face & fe s se r  d 'd a n s . ^

The words "une tf i te  A mourir b ie n to t"  a re  ominous. In  Bouboule T i-

Jean sees th e  image of degradation  he would l ik e , b u t i s  u n ab le ,to
wrt&k

escape j th e re fo re  he t r i e s  to  revenge on so c ie ty  by destro y in g  

th e  dope pusher, th e  arch  symbol o f i t s  ro tte n n e ss . Everything T i-  

Jean has been re b e llin g  ag a in s t in  vain  (hunger, unemployment) i s  

p ro jec ted  onto Bouboule.

I t  i s  in te re s t in g  to  observe th e  p a tte rn  lead in g  to  and going 

beyond the  need fo r an o b jec t to  d e s tro y , PhilomAne (T i-Je a n 's  m is tre s s )  

a t  f i r s t  appears to  be an obvious t a r g e t ,  bu t she i s  spared and allowed



156

to  l iv e  estranged from T i-Jean . Next, a s  T l-Jean ’ s resentm ents grow 

upon h is  d iscovery  th a t  Fhllomine Is  having a le sb ian  a f f a i r  w ith a 

"bourgeolse" from Outremont (the  French Canadian co u n terp art to  West­

mount), he tu rn s  h is  p o te n tia l  fo r v io lence onto h im se lf« "11 a frappe

1 coups de pleds dans l a  porti& re du fT lg ld a lre . Une bo sse , Puis & 

coups de polngs, Ses jo in tu re s  sorrt tum efiees, Son poignet d r o i t  l u l

f a i t  mal. I I  se j e t t e  l a  rage au coeur sur l e  l i t ,  I I  se t i r e  l e s
Hkcheveux a p le ln es  m ains." F in a lly , T i-Jean  fin d s  th e  r ig h t  channel 

fo r h is  a ll-d e s tro y in g  rag e i e n te rs  Bouboule. He decides to  k i l l  him 

o s ten s ib ly  because Bouboule a lso  Is  having an a f f a i r  w ith  Fhllom&ne, 

b u t ,  more Im portan tly , In  order to  find re le a s e  from d e s p a ir ,  In a manner 

not a lto g e th e r  d i f f e r e n t  from Bigger Thomas' In  Native Son. The clim ac­

t i c  raw v io len ce , enhanced by th e  c l in ic a l  d e sc r ip tio n  o f th e  k i l l in g ,  

a t ta in s  an almost ep ic  p ro p o rtio n . I t  se rv es , i t  would seem, as a kind 

of r i t u a l  through which T l-Jean  Is  to  achieve p u r if ic a t io n  o f a sort® 5t

Bouboule e s t  etendu sur l e  dos. I I  g e ln t ,  I I  commence I  
c h la le r  un peu p lus f o r t  que to u t I  l 'h e u r e ,  Les deux In c is iv e s i  T l- 
Jean l u l  bouche l a  gueule d 'u n  coup de ta lo n .  Les deux l iv r e s  ont 
fendu. Ca saigne, Bouboule salgne tro p  f o r t .  T l-Jean s 'a g e n o u ille  
sur ses £paules, 11 l u l  p lan te  l a  t lg e  du to u rn ev ls  dans l e  p a la is ,  
EnvoueyeI Dans l a  gorge v ia  l a  bouche g lu an te , T i-Jean  jo u l t  & lm prl- 
mer au to u rn ev ls  un mouvement saccade de v a -e t-v ie n t. Le sang g ic le  
par le  ne*. Un coq sa igne . °

Soon enough, th e  re v o lu tio n  ca lled  f o r ,  In Prochaln Episode,

Is  Id e n tif ie d  as th e  recourse  to  v io len ce . While In  Le Casse i t  

opera tes as  one man's o u tle t  fo r  f r u s t r a t io n ,  here v io lence  i s  c e le ­

brated  as  th e  necessary  c a th a rs is  fo r a c o lle c tiv e  and in d iv id u a l 

s ta te  o f d isc o n te n t. We a re  presented w ith  a ly r i c a l  view o f v io lence

whereby th e  n a rra to r  su cc in c tly  s t a t e s t "Tuer co n fire  un s ty le  i
871 'e x is te n c e ,"  V iolent rev o lu tio n  Is  seen as  a c re a tiv e  a c t  fo r th e
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people and fo r  the  w r i te r ,  since an h i s to r ic a l  gap between th e  6l i t e  and 

the  masses i s  then b rid g ed . The w r i te r ,  p a r t ic u la r ly ,  fin d s  th u s  an 

o u tle t  from th e  gnawing sense o f " e x ile " !  "Notre h is to i r e  s ' inaugurera

dans l e  sang d 'u n e  re v o lu tio n  qui me b r ls e  e t  que j ' a i  mal serv ie»  ce
88j o u r - l i ,  veines o u v ertes , nous fe rons nos debuts dans le  monde." But

i t  i s  th i s  c a l l  fo r v io len ce , which in  i t s  s tr id en cy  a sso c ia te s  i t s e l f

w ith a process o f p u r if ic a t io n  th a t  r e ta in s  our a t te n t io n .  Aquin would

have us b e lie v e  t h a t ,  in  i t s  a b so lu te , v io lence i s  a philosophy, an

a e s th e tic  program, a love p ro je c t ,  as he say s«

Le temps sera  venu de tu e r  e t  c e lu i ,  d e la i  p lus imperleux 
encore, d 'o rg a n ise r  l a  d e s tru c tio n  selon le s  d o c tr in e s  an tiq u es  de la  
d lsco rde  e t  l e s  canons de l a  g u e r i l la  sans noml Apr3s deux s l i d e s  
d 'a g o n ie , nous ferons e c la te r  l a  v io lence d e re g lee , s e r ie  in in te rrom - 
pue d 'a t t e n t a t s  e t  d 'ondes de choc, no ire  e p e lla tio n  d 'u n  p ro je t  
d W r  t o t a l .  ’

One can argue th a t  such words should not be taken  l i t e r a l l y i  th a t  they  

are  modulated by a tim e honored rh e to r ic a l  t r a d i t io n ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  in

the  French language. Yet f iv e  y ears  afterIhS ir p u b lica tio n  th e  Quebec
90M inister o f Labor was murdered.

The c e le b ra tio n  o f v io len ce , as  the  expression  o f a c o lle c tiv e  

wish fo r p o l i t i c a l  independence, i s  apotheosized ( in  however q u a lif ie d  

an a e s th e tic  frame, a s  e a r l i e r  seen) in  Prochaln Episode! r e v o lt  

th e re in  a t t a in s  i t s  most extreme form in  the  French Canadian novel.

T his, however, does not imply th a t  (would be) re v o lu tio n a ry  commitment 

i s  a phenomenon c h ie f ly  o f  th e  S ix t ie s  in  Quebec, That th e re  always 

were underly ing sentim ents and a t t i tu d e s  claim ing sovereign ty  as a 

so lu tio n  to  th e  french Canadian h i s to r ic a l  sense o f  d e fe a t can be seen, 

though, in  a range o f  e a r l i e r  works, from the  n ineteen th  cen tu ry  h is to ­

r i c a l  novels which re -a rran g e  th e  war o f Conquest to  s u i t  n a t io n a l is t  

sentim ents to  those o f  th e  M essianic mold. G rou lx 's  L*Appel de l a  Race.
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fo r in s ta n ce , in  p o rtray in g  th e  t r i a l s  th e  French Canadians have to  undergo 

in  O ntario , and th e  im p o ss ib ility  o f a mixed m arriage, c e r ta in ly  leads 

to  such a conclusion , Savard' s Menaud ominously a sc r ib e s  Menaud's tragedy  

to  th e  in c reasin g  d isp o ssess io n  o f h is  woods by fo re ig n  en trep ren eu rsh ip . 

His h a te  fo r  h is  d a u g h te r 's  s u i to r ,  D e lie j h is  severe reprim anding of 

h is  dau g h ter, M ariat h is  even tual in sa n ity  a re  ind ica ted  to  stem from 

the  c lash  between h is  t r a d i t io n a l  h e r ita g e  and th e  th r e a t  o f th e  ou tside  

w orld . His resentm ents grow to  th e  ex ten t o f contem plating v io lence to  

seek re d re ss  from r e a l  or imagined wrongs. L ighting a camp f i r e  a t  one 

po in t in  th e  book, Menaud sees in  th e  flames an omen o f de liv e ran ce  

through th e  r i t u a l  o f f i r e i

Cela  se f e r a i t  un jo u r , p a r to u tl On v e r r a i t  ce signe s 'a llu m er 
sur to u te s  l e s  b u tte s  de 1 ' immense pays I Ce drapeau viva rit e t  c l a i r  
j a i l l i r a i t  du so l pour l e  ra llie m e n t de l a  race  I I I  s e r a i t  le  s ig n a l 
de l a  d e liv ra n ce j le  peuple b r i s e r a i t  l e s  l ie n s  dont l a  tra h is o n , la  
v e u le r ie  l 'a v a ie n t  charge.

And th e  novel ends w ith  th e  th re a ten in g  note sounded by th e  v i l l a g e r s ' 

ch o ru s-lik e  commentary in  th e  face o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  f in a l  insan ity*  

"C 'e s t pas une f o l ie  comme une a u tre i  Ca me d i t ,  A moi, que c 'e s t  un 

a v e r t issem ent

But th e  u ltim a te  pre-1960 c a l l  fo r  independence i s  contained 

in  an unabashedly f a s c is t  novel published in  19^2, Rex Desmarchais'

La Chesnaie. I t  i s  th e  s to ry  of th e  c re a tio n  o f a re v o lu tio n a ry  

movement in  Quebec whose le a d e r , Hugues Larocque, i s  g rand iloquen tly  

presented a s  th e  would-be " d ic ta to r"  o f a firee and autonomous Quebec.

The o rgan iza tion  i s  located  in  th e  suburbs o f Montreal and vows to  

resume the  aims o f th e  1837 re b e l l io n . However, th e  movement d i s ­

in te g ra te s  through in te rn ec in e  q u a rre ls  before  achieving  i t s  g o a l.

A look a t  th e  re v o lu tio n a r ie s ' program re v e a ls  some d is tu rb in g
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s im i la r i t i e s .  As in  Prochaln Episode, th e  road towards sovereign ty  l i e s

through v io le n t revo lu tion*  "On se b a t t r a i t  de nouveau i c i ,  1837

n 'e t a i t  qu 'un  prologue. Tout e t a i t  suspendut r ie n  n 'e t a i t  f i n i .  L 'a f -

franchissem ent de la  nation  eanad ienne-fransa ise  e t  la  confirm ation  de
93son independence parach& veraient l e  s a c r i f ic e  des p a tr io te s  de 1837."  

R evolution i s  said to  be necessary  fo r c a th a r s is ,  much as  in  A quin's 

novel, fo r th e  people a re  in  a s ta te  of apathy and d e fe a t which can only 

be shaken through violence* "Le plus a f f re u x , p o u rsu iv it Larocque, 

c 'e s t  1 'avachissem ent in en arrab le  des descendants des v ic tim es de 1837. 

U s  ont perdu l a  memoire de ees heures tra g iq u e s . U s  ne savent p lu s , 

au jo u rd 'h u i q u i a v a it  ra iso n  des bourreaux ou des v ic t im e s ." ^  F in a lly , 

re v o lu tio n  i s  to  l ib e r a te  th e  w r ite r  from h is  s i tu a t io n  o f e x i le .  

In te re s t in g ly ,  Hugues Larocque i s  a f ru s tra te d  w r ite r  whose la ck  o f 

c r e a t iv i ty ,  he t e l l s  u s , i s  to  be blamed on th e  presumed absence o f
95p o l i t i c a l  freedom in  Quebec. Conversely, th u s , a flree Quebec w i l l  

l ib e r a te  th e  a r t i s t ' s  Muse*

Mais sa persuasion ra iso n n ee , c 'e s t  que le  Canadien Francais 
ne produira des chefs d 'o euv re  que le  jou r oft i l  sera  l e  f i l s  d 'u n e  
nation  l ib r e  e t  f iA re , r ic h e  e t  assu res sur l e  so l de l a  p a t r ie .  I I  
n 'y  a qu 'une t lc h e  u rg e n te *. a ffra n c h ir  la  n a tio n , e t a b l i r ,  confirm er 
sa fo rce  e t  sa p ro s p e r ite .^6

But th e re  i s  an added ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  independence, th e  

dominant one in  fa c t  in  Desmarchais' book. W riting a t  a tim e when 

to ta l i ta r ia n is m  was on th e  r i s e ,  Desmarchais does not shy from symbol- 

i* ing  th e  q u est fo r p o l i t i c a l  power in  th e  "superman" fig u re  o f  a 

d ic ta to r  whom he sees as th e  id e a l ru le r  o f a free  Quebec* "Le Chef, 

capab le , l o r s q u 'i l  l e  f a l l a i t  de to u te s  le s  s u b t i l i t e s  de la  d ip lo m atic , 

m archaIt d r o i t  vers  son b u t. I I  t r a f n a i t  la  n a tion  A sa s u i te .  La 

nation* ce m iserable  troupeau  de mous, de f a ib le s ,  d 'i n d & is ,  de
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97l f c h e s , . . .  ."  For t h i s  Idea l "C h e f  Desmarchais sees a model in  th e  

l a t e  Portuguese d ic t a to r ,  Salazar ("A q u a ran te , I  quaran te-c inq  an s , je

le  v o is  comme le  Salazar des Canadians F ran$ais. I I  o rganise l a  n a tio n ,
98

i l  re s ta u re  son caractfcre catho lique  e t  f ra n c a is " )1

The lunacy o f Desmarchais i s  q u ite  e v id en t. The f a s c i s t  and 

a n tis e m itic  re fe ren ces  th a t  p o llu te  t h i s  "novel" a re  th e  r e f le c t io n s ,

probably, o f an e ra  in  Quebec's h is to ry  when such a t t i tu d e s  p revailed
99and were condoned by th e  c le rg y . What i s  l e s s  e v id en t, and appears 

now in  re tro s p e c t o f  p a r t ic u la r  importance fo r  Quebec's c u l tu ra l  

ev o lu tio n , i s  th a t  d ic ta to r s h ip ,  the  "Chef" syndrome came about fo r 

good two years  a f t e r  th e  p u b lica tio n  o f t h i s  novel w ithout th e  need fo r 

rev o lu tio n  and th e  resum ption o f the  1837 re b e l l io n i  Maurice LeNoblet 

D uplessis Saw to  th a t  from  1 9 ^  to  1959
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7* R e lig io n  and th e  B lack

As e a r ly  as Brown’ s C lo te l i s  Introduced an a t t i tu d e  which has to

do w ith r e l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  and r i t u a l s .  Since the  A b o litio n is t movement

steeps i t s e l f  in  C h ris tian  e th ic s  to  inveigh ag a in s t the  inhumanity o f
a t t i t u d e

s lav e ry , Brown h ig h lig h ts  t h i s  to  re in fo rce  th e  pathos o f  the

m ixed-blood• s pred icaments t

This was a Southern au c tio n , a t  which the  bones, m uscles, sinews, 
b lood, and nerves o f a young lad y  of s ix teen  were sold fo r  f iv e  hundred 
d o lla rs?  her moral ch a rac te r fo r  two hundred; her improved i n t e l l e c t  
fo r one hundred; her C h r is t ia n ity  fo r th re e  hundred; and her c h a s t i ty  
and v ir tu e  fo r four hundred d o lla rs  more. And t h i s ,  to o , in  a c i ty  
thronged w ith churches, whose t a l l  sp ire s  look l ik e  so many s ig n a ls  
po in tin g  to  heaven, and whose m in is te rs  preach th a t  s lav e ry  i s  a God- 
ordained in s titu tio n !^ -

To b u t t r e s s  h is  d id a c tic  aim, Brown r e le n t le s s ly  a tta c k s  th e  w hite

p reachers who have d is to r te d  the  B ible and th e i r  o f f ic e s  to  sanc tion  the

in s t i tu t io n  o f s lav e ry . The follow ing scene ty p i f ie s  th e  smugness and

condescension th a t  the  P la n ta tio n  w r ite rs  w i l l  use a s  a credo in  th e i r

defense o f th e  "southern  way of l i f e " t

L a s tly , you should serve your m asters f a i th f u l ly ,  because of th e i r  
goodness to  you. See to  what tro u b le  th ey  have been on your accoun t.
Your fa th e rs  were poor ignoran t and barbarous c re a tu re s  in  A frica , and 
the  w hites f i t t e d  out sh ips a t  g rea t tro u b le  and expense and brought you 
from th a t  benighted land to  C h ris tian  America, where you can s i t  under 
your own vine and f ig  t r e e  and no one m olest or make you a f r a id .  Oh, my 
dear b lack  b ro th e rs  and s i s t e r s ,  you a re  indeed a fo r tu n a te  and a b lessed  
people.

G enerally , though, moral ind igna tion  in  the  p o s t-A b o litio n is t Black novel

i s  d ire c ted  ag a in s t Black m in is te rs  who w itt in g ly  or u n w ittin g ly  seem to  
fo o ts te p s

follow  in  the  o f th e i r  w hite co u n te rp a rts . Prom Jean Toomer to

Ralph E lliso n  the  indictm ent seems th a t  in  keeping the  eyes, hopes and 

m ise ries  o f th e i r  flocks turned toward heaven, th e i r  a lie n a tio n  and d ispos­

sessio n , however sublimated th u s , have nonetheless been l e f t  unattended
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in  th e  m a te ria l o rd e r. Yet, th e  very term s o f the  indictm ent r e f le c t  a 

deep am bivalence. The stance which kept the  Negroes impervious to  th e i r  

so c ia l m alaise served a lso  as  a p rim ordial mode of su rv iv a l.

One cannot fo rg e t th a t  C aliban, more than being a foul-mouthed 

r e b e l ,  i s  a ls o ,  and p r in c ip a lly , a dreamer who hears voices unheard by 

Prospero. I f  on th e  one hand he re v e a ls  th e  ex ten t of h is  q u a rre l with 

Prospero now c a rrie d  over in  the  l a t t e r ' s  power o f condition ing  h is  

s p i r i tu a l  b e lie fs ?  on the  o ther hand the  "vo ices” th a t  a re  h is  own 

m anifest them selves. But l e t  us f i r s t  analyze th e  r e l ig io u s  extension 

o f C alib an 's  q u a rre l w ith Prospero? th e  consciousness by Black authors 

o f a system atic  debasement c a rried  both in  th e  secu la r and the  re lig io u s  

f i e ld s .  The consequent a t t i tu d e  i s  su cc in c tly  expressed by James Baldwin 

in  The F ire  Next Timet

I t  i s  not too  much to  say th a t  whoever wishes to  become a t ru ly  
moral human being (and l e t  us not ask whether or not th i s  i s  possib le?
I  th in k  we must b e liev e  th a t  i t  i s  p o ssib le ) must f i r s t  divorce h im self 
from a l l  the  p ro h ib it io n s , crimes and h y p o cris ies  o f the  C h ris tian  
church. ^

Cane' s  "Kabnis" in troduces in  fa c t  the  fa c to rs  th a t  culm inate in  

B aldw in's r e je c t io n .  A fte r hearing  o f a lynching which Blacks h e lp ­

l e s s ly  w itnessed , a c h a rac te r  expresses one o f  th ese  seminal fa c to rs t  

the  em asculation re l ig io n  has conditioned the  Negro to  remain in to i  "C an 't 

something be done? But o f course n o t. This p reacher-ridden  ra c e . Pray 

and shout. T hey 're in  the  p re a ch e r 's  hands* T h a t 's  what i t  i s .  And the  

p re a c h e r 's  hands a re  in  th e  w hite man's p o ck ets ,"  But th e  indictm ent o f 

C h r is tia n ity  i s  m ainly conveyed through Toomer's c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  of H a lsey 's  

b lin d  g rand fa ther who re s id e s  in  a "h o le ,"  sym bolical of h e l l ,  th a t  Kabnis 

descends in to  to  confron t h is  demons. The co n fro n ta tio n  i s  c a th a r t ic  both 

fo r the  mixed-blood, who reg a in s  h is  id e n t i ty ,  and Father John (the
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g ran d fa th e r) , who I s ,  th en , ab le to  name th e  "horro r" he has seen. The

two a re  shown to  have been tw in -lik e  f ig u re s  in  th e i r  d e lu sio n s . Father

John 's  C h ris tian  b e l ie f s  and Kabnis' neuroses, derived from th e  so c ia l

impact o f  h is  h y b r id i ty , a re  elem ents o f th e  same problem, Kabnis'

v io le n t abuse o f the  g randfa ther leaves th e  im pression th a t  th e  t r a d i t io n a l

re l ig io n  steeped in  th e  Negro's soul i s  coupled w ith some d a rk f unknown,

fo rces th a t  may very w ell d estro y  th e  Negro who embraces i t  a s  innocen tly

and as a rd e n tly  as th e  g randfa ther d id :

Slave boy whom some C h ris tian  m is tre ss  taugh t to  read the  B ib le . 
Black man who saw Jesus in  the  r ic e  f i e ld s ,  and began preaching to  h is  
people. Moses —and C h ris t— words used fo r songs* Dead b lin d  fa th e r  
of a muted fo lk  who f e e l  th e i r  way upward to  a l i f e  th a t  crushes or 
absorbs them ,5

Kabnis* g ra tu ito u s  abuses a re  explained s h o r tly  by the  fa c t  th a t  he senses 

in  th e  old man's dark fo rces  a correspondence w ith  h is  own, th a t  he has 

y e t to  confron t consc iously , Lewis understands K abnis' predicament and

sayst "The old man a s  symbol, f le s h ,  and s p i r i t  o f th e  p a s t ,  what do you
6

th in k  he would say i f  he could see you? You look a t  him, K abnis," As 

Kabnis i s  in  the  process o f re le a s in g  h is  demons through v erba l a s s a u lt  

the  old man remains a f ix e d , r ig id ,  d e a th - lik e  f ig u re . Suddenly he s t a r t s  

breaking h is  long-held  s ilen ce  (th e  old man has not spoken in  y e a rs ) , and 

he i s  brought to  express something in  th e  same dram atic symbols th a t  

Conrad uses in  regard to  Kurtz in  H eart o f Darkness —the  de jec ted

European's assessm ent o f h is  journey in  th e  darkness o f  h is  S e lf as "the
7

h o r r o r . . . H e r e  th e  "horror"  i s  th e  traum atic  d is illu s io n m en t th a t  

deprived Father John of s ig h t and speech, when he re a liz e d  th e  d e s tru c tiv e  

process he was engaged in  as a preacher fo r an in s t i tu t io n  th a t  condoned 

the  oppression o f h is  people: "Th s in  whats f i x e d , . , . . .  upon th  white

fo lk s  — . . .  — g t e l l i n  Jesus — l i e s .  0 th  s in  th  w hite fo lk s  'm itted
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8
when they  made th  Bible l i e . "  S p lu tte r in g  ra th e r  than  speaking, almost 

Incoherent r a th e r  than a r t i c u la te ,  Father John n o netheless, in  f in a l ly  

suggesting th a t  he has grasped the  meaning o f h is  f a te ,  stands in  roomer’ s 

design as  symbolical o f the Negro's s p i r i tu a l  d e s tru c tio n . The "sin "  of 

th e  w hite fo lk s  was Father Joh n 's  too  s in ce , through h is  c a l l in g ,  he 

p a r tic ip a te d  in  a process o f m isleading th e  flo c k s , Kabnis likew ise  

recognizes h is  s in , th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f h is  sou l, through the  secu lar c a ll in g  

o f "passing" in  the  North, As Father John exorc izes h im se lf, Kabnis too 

is  lib e ra ted }  Father John, in  f a c t ,  may have been a symbol a l l  alongs 

Kabnis' rep ressed  and denied dark s e l f .

Nowhere does McKay d e a l e x p l ic i t ly  w ith C h r is tia n ity . This i s  n o t 

su rp ris in g  since  he i s  concerned to  ce le b ra te  th e  exact opposites of 

what i t  stands fo r .  N evertheless one cannot f a i l  to  see the r e je c t io n  

th a t  is  implied in  the  d ep ic tio n  o f th e  N egro's prim itiv ism  or A frican- 

ness. Ju s t l ik e  o ther (presumed) w hite products o f c i v i l i z a t i o n , - i n t e l l e e t -  

ualism , a b s tra c t io n s j-C h r is t ia n i ty  stands a lie n  to  th e  Black experience. 

(That t h i s  po in t of view is  h i s to r ic a l ly  and c u l tu r a l ly  f a l s e ,  we sh a ll 

see l a t e r . )

By c o n tra s t ,  in  Native Son. C h r is t ia n ity  i s  re fe rre d  to ,  in  no 

u n certa in  term s, as one of th e  main causes of th e  N egro's d ispossessed  

s ta te}  i t  i s  resp o n sib le  fo r  the  ex is ten ce  of such as  Bigger to  a g rea t 

e x te n t, says W right. As Bigger i s  in  j a i l ,  r e f le c t in g  about h is  l i f e ,  

re s ig n a tio n  and defeatism  a re  assoc ia ted  w ith th e  m aternal symbolism of 

h is  mother and th e  Church. And both a re  assessed as negative f a c to r s ,fo r  

th ey  belong to  th e  world of th e  Southern p a s t ,  th a t  which accep ted , w ithout 

c o n te s tin g , th e  Black man's "assigned" ro le  in  th e  order of th in g s . Since 

Bigger i s  p re c ise ly  fa ted  to  question  t h i s  t r a d i t io n ,  in  the  most d ire c t
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manner, i t  comes as no su rp rise  th a t  h is  m other’ s world is  judged to  be

ir re le v a n t  in  h is  urban secu la r experience!

Would i t  not have been b e t te r  fo r him had he liv ed  in  th a t  world 
the  music sane1: of? I t  would have been easy to  have liv ed  in  i t ,  fo r  i t  
was h is  m o ther's  w orld, humble, c o n t r i te ,  b e lie v in g . I t  had a c e n te r , a 
co re , an a x is ,  a h e a rt which he needed bu t could never have u n less  he la id  
h is  head upon a p illow  o f hum ility  and gave up h is  hope o f l iv in g  in  the  
w orld. And he would never do t h a t , 9

The a sso c ia tio n  o f the  Negro’ s C h r is t ia n i ty  w ith th e  w hite power s t ru c tu re ,  

the  consequent b e tra y a l by Black re lig io u s  le ad e rs  (o r th e  p o te n tia l  danger 

of such an occurrence due to  the Black p re a ch e r 's  very  am biva len t ro le ,

as Gunnar Myrdal noted in  h is  c la s s ic  study o f the  w hite -b lack  conundrum,
10

An American Dilemma) ,  i s  ca rried  in  the scenes near the  end of th e  novel,

as a preacher t r i e s  to  t a lk  to  B iggert

Bigger stared  unb link ing ly  a t  the  w hite w all befo re  him as the  
p re a c h e r 's  words re g is te re d  themselves in  h is  consciousness. He knew 
w ithout l i s te n in g  what th ey  meant; i t  was th e  old voice o f h is  mother 
t e l l i n g  o f su ffe r in g , o f hope, of love beyond th i s  w orld. And he loathed  
i t  because i t  made him fe e l  as condemned and g u i l ty  a s  the  voice o f  those 
who hated him.

L a te r , th e  preacher t r i e s  to  in tervene between Bigger and Jan , h is  communist

f r ie n d . The c o n tra s t th a t  emerges between th e  worlds rep resen ted  by the

Reverend and th e  rev o lu tio n a ry  i s  extended to  the  le v e l  o f c a r ic a tu re .

That which comes about in  th e  very language used by th e  p reach er, pregnant

with time-honored subm issivenessi

"Ah d o n 't  wanna break  in  'n  meddle where Ah a in ' got no b isn e s s , 
suh," the  preacher said in  a tone th a t  was m i l i t a n t ,  but d e fe rr in g , "But 
th e re  a in ' no usa draggin* no communism in  t h i s  th in g , M istah, Ah respecks 
yo ' f e e l in 's  pow erfully , suhj but whut yu h 's  a s t i n '  ju s ' s t i r s  up mo' h a te ,  
Whut t h i s  po ' boy needs i s  u n d e rs ta n d in g . ,r ^

In the  face of such em asculation, Bigger again  r e s o r ts  to  r e v o l t .  He throws 

away a cross l e f t  by the  p reacher. And to  th e  l a t t e r ' s ,  "Son, d o n 't  s p i t  

in  Gawd's fa c e l"  - -  he th re a ten in g ly  re p l ie s !  " I ' l l  s p i t  in  your face i f
13

you d o n 't  leave me alone I"
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The c o rre la tio n  between th e  indictm ent o f r e l ig io n  and the  recourse

to  v io lence i s  indeed an in tim ate  one. I t  re c u rs  in  Attaway’ s , Demby's,

and E l l is o n ’ s novelsj: and i t  i s  im plied in  Himes’ , Gardner Smith’ s , and

P e try ’ s in  the  vehemence o f the  v io lence  d ep ic ted , Attaway’s Big Mat, fo r

in s ta n ce , we a re  informed i s  a re l ig io u s  person used to  reading  h is  B ible

every  day. Yet one day, as Melody observes, Big Mat s tops th a t  p ra c tic e t

"In  a l l  the  time th a t  Melody had known him th e re  had never a day passed
14

th a t  Mat hadn’t  stud ied  th e  word." Thereupon a n o ticeab le  change, th a t  

h is  b ro th e rs  do not f a i l  to  p e rce iv e , ensues in  Big Mat’s behav ior. This 

change appears im m ediately in  h is  r e la t io n s  w ith h is  Mexican m is tre ss .

But the new su rroga te  o f v io lence extends to  h is  fellow  workers (c f  ."She 

vo lted . Blaok" ) eq u a lly . The equation  i s  c le a r ,  them  so long as 

r e l ig io n  was re so rte d  t o ,  Big Mat could sublim ate the  awareness o f h is  

d ispossessed  co n d itio n , b u t the  moment th e  deputy’ s badge has been 

su b s titu te d  fo r  th e  power o f th e  "word" Big Mat becomes Bigger*s a l t e r  ego. 

S im ila r ly , Demby has David, in  B ee tlec reek , id e n tify  the  r i t u a l s  o f the  

Church w ith th e  cy c les  o f  a l ie n a t io n . The Church i s  ano ther p lace where 

th e  fe e lin g  of "asphyx ia tion" engu lfs David. Because o f t h i s ,  and the 

C hurch's "death" symbolism, the  a sso c ia tio n  i s  made w ith the  e x is te n t ia l  

cond itions th a t  cause what E lliso n  and Demby c a l l  the  "death" of the  

Negro« " - - th e  su ffo ca tio n  he had f e l t  in  church, the  undercurren t of 

s e c re t excitem ent he knew th ey  f e l t  p a rtak ing  o f the  death r i t u a l ,  the 

se c re t envy fo r th e  escape death o ffe re d , th e  jea lousy  o f the  escaped onej 

th e  hunger to  be joined to g e th e r in  something, any th ing , even the  

c e le b ra tio n  o f d e a th ,"

E lliso n  c a r r ie s  th e  c o rre la tio n  to  i t s  u ltim a te  p o in t. The world 

o f the  South i s  dominated by Church r i t u a l s ,  th a t  o f the  North by r i o t s .
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As in  Native Son, th e  South i s  the  m aternal world o f the  fam ily  and of the  

Church, w hile the  North i s  th e  p a te rn a l one o f m a te ria l d isp o sse ss io n . 

E arly  in  In v is ib le  Man th e re  i s  a scene th a t  has th e  hero in  the  Negro 

c o lle g e 's  chapel, and the  ch o ir i s  about to  sing  fo r the  w hite t ru s te e s  

led  by Norton, The expected Negro s p i r i tu a l s  a re  in d ica ted  to  be symbolic 

o f the  o v e ra ll subm issiveness th e  Negro must p ro fe s s« "Loved? Demanded. 

Sung? An ultimatum accepted and r i tu a l iz e d ,  an a lle g ian c e  re c ite d  fo r  th e  

peace i t  im parted, and fo r th a t  perhaps loved . Loved as th e  defeated come

to  love the  symbols of th e i r  conquerors, A gestu re  o f accep tance, of
16

terms la id  down and r e lu c t la n t ly  approved," The f i r s t  mass secu lar

experience th e  hero undergoes in  the  North i s  th a t  o f a r i o t  in  Harlem,

The r i o t  comes as a consequence to  an e v ic tio n . In te re s t in g ly ,  the  ev ic ted

ones a re  two old Negroes, o r ig in a l ly  from th e  South, who c lin g  to  a B ible

a s  th ey  beg th e  w hite m trshals to  allow  them a few m inu tes ' delay  so th a t
up

they  can pray . The h ero , moved by th e  s ig h t o f th e  coup le , t a k e ^ th e i r

defense . He makes a speech, re fe r r in g  to  the  Church, to  th e  meaning of

re l ig io n  fo r th ese  old people - - a l l  o f "this f or the  purpose o f convincing

th e  m arshals o f t h e i r  in o ffen s iv e n ess j "They d o n 't  want th e  w orld, but

only Jesus. They only want Je su s , .just f i f te e n  minutes o f  Jesus on the

rug-bare  f lo o r .  How about i t ,  Mr Law? Do we get our f i f te e n  minutes worth
17

o f Jesus? You got th e  w orld, can we have our Jesus?" The m arshals, o f 

course, re fu s e , wherefore v io lence e ru p ts .

But we did m ention, a t  th e  beginning o f th i s  c h ap te r, th a t  th e re  

i s  "more" to  the  Black American's involvement w ith C h r is t ia n ity , This 

appears in  term s o f th e  c a th a r t ic  Church m eetings (re v iv a l m eetings), and 

the  lo re  o f the  Gospel ( in  s in g in g , b e liev in g  and teach in g ) the  meaning 

o f r e l ig io n  re p re se n ts  fo r th e  Negro, Because o f th e  h i s to r i c a l ,
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psychological and c u ltu ra l  reaches o f th i s  "meaning," the  Negro's experience 

o f C h r is t ia n ity , in  t r u th ,  i s  one whereof he has taken a body of a lie n  

r i t u a l s  and b e l ie f s  and made them in to  h is  own, the  profound expression

of h is  v is io n , outlook and, in  b r i e f ,  o v e ra ll  experience o f l i f e  in
18

America, S o ,fa r fronr being a negative  frame of re fe ren ce  (as the  au thors 

p rev io u sly  quoted would have us b e l ie v e ) ,  th e  Church, in  a l l  th a t  i t  

r e p re se n ts , i s  indeed the  most p o s it iv e  in s t i tu t io n a l  and c u l tu ra l  frame 

of re fe ren ce  th a t  he h as; since every  secu la r a r t  form th a t  i s  d i s t i n c t ­

iv e ly  o rig in a ted  in  Black American c u ltu re  (th e  B lues, Jazz , "soul" music,

the  C harleston and i t s  d e r iv a t iv e s ,  th e  rh e to r ic  o f Black le a d e rs , e t c . )
19

stems in  no u n ce rta in  manner from i t s  grounds. I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  

i t  i s  no o ther than  James Baldwin who, w hile r e je c t in g  the  Church in  one

con tex t, e x a lt in g ly  ce le b ra te s  i t  in  ano ther — in  such r a r e ly  matched

flow o f ly ric ism  a s :

The church was very  e x c it in g . I t  took a long time fo r me to  
disengage myself from t h i s  excitem ent, and on th e  b l in d e s t ,  most v is c e ra l  
le v e l ,  I  never r e a l ly  have, and never w i l l .  There i s  no music l ik e  th a t  
music, no drama l ik e  the  drama o f th e  s a in ts  r e jo ic in g , the  s inners  moaning, 
the  tam bourines ra c in g , and a l l  those  voices coming to g e th e r and crying 
holy unto the  Lord, There i s  s t i l l ,  fo r  me, no pathos q u ite  l ik e  the  pathos 
o f those  m u ltico lo red , worn, somehow trium phant and tran s fig u re d  fa c e s , 
speaking from the  depths o f  a v i s ib le ,  ta n g ib le ,  continuing desp a ir o f the  
goodness of the Lord, I  have never seen anyth in? to  equal th e  f i r e  and 
excitem ent th a t  sometimes, w ithout w arning, f i l l  a church, causing the  
church, as Leadbelly and so many o th e rs  have t e s t i f i e d ,  to  " ro ck ,"  Nothing 
th a t  has happened to  me since  equals th e  power and th e  g lo ry  th a t  I  some­
tim es f e l t  when, in  the middle o f a sermon, I  knew th a t  I  was somehow, by
some m irac le , r e a l ly  ca rry in g , as  th ey  s a id , " the  Word" — when the  church
and I  were one. Their pain  and th e i r  joy were mine, and mine were th e i r s  
~  th ey  surrendered th e i r  pain  and joy to  me, I  surrendered mine to  them — 
and th e i r  c r ie s  o f "Amenl" and "H alle lu jah  I" and "Yes, Lord I" and "P ra ise  
His name I" and "Preach i t ,  b ro th e r I" susta ined  and whipped on my so los 
u n t i l  we a l l  became equal, wringing w et, s inging  and dancing , in  anguish 
and re jo ic in g ,  a t  th e  foo t o f th e  a l t a r .  I t  was, fo r a long tim e, in  
sp ite  o f —o r, not inconceivably  because of— th e  shabbiness o f my m otives, 
my only  sustenance, my meat and d r in k , I  rushed home from school, to  the  
church, to  the a l t a r ,  to  be alone th e re ,  to  commune w ith Je su s , my 
d e a re s t F riend , who would never f a i l  me, who knew a l l  the  s e c re ts  of my 
h e a r t , ^0
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I s  i t  su rp r is in g , a f t e r  hearing  th is  searing  co n fession , to  find  out th a t

Baldwin's two most-acclaimed works o f f i c t io n ,  the  p lay  The Amen Corner,

and the  eq u a lly  f i r s t  novel, Go T e ll I t  On th e  Mountain ( to  be seen l a t e r ) ,

a re  works which a re  very  much au tob iog raph ica l and steeped in  the  world

of the  Church? Or th a t  Baldwin, as a w r i te r ,  i s  ce leb ra ted  fo r  the  q u a li ty  
h i s

o f p rose , one ( l ik e  th e  above ex cerp t) th a t  owes g re a t ly  to  the  o racu lar 

t r a d i t io n  of th e  Negro church in  i t s  power and b rea th ?  Or, y e t ,  th a t  

B aldw in's fame r e a l ly  r e s t s  on c o lle c tio n s  o f essays such a s  The F ire  Next 

Time, Nobody Knows My Name, Notes o f a Native Son, where the  conscience 

and the  voice th a t  a re  brought to  bear on the  dilemmas of th e  American 

scene —a re  those o f a f ire -b re a th in g  preacher in  d isg u ise?  I t  should 

not be , to  answer the  th re e  q u estio n s . And, as  a m atter o f  f a c t ,  given 

th e  profound and fa r-reach in g  tru th  o f  Baldwin's co n fess io n , a l l  th e  Black 

au tho rs  seen so f a r ,  and e sp e c ia lly  th e  most rev o lted  ones, would recognize 

th a t  behind th e i r  v is io n  —and making i t  so— l i e s  th e  re l ig io u s  meaning 

Baldwin speaks o f ,
above

I t  i s  obvious th a t  the  fe e lin g s  revealed in  th e  excerp t a re  not 

those  of a f a i th f u l  paying l ip - s e rv ic e  to  an in s t i tu t io n  e x is t in g  ou tside  

o f h im se lf. On the  co n tra ry , th e  e x a lta tio n  i s  expressive  o f  a c e n tra l  

core o f experience which i s  B aldw in 's, and not an i n s t i t u t i o n 's  a s  such} 

which i s  a rc h e ty p a l, and by th i s  I  mean a core o f experience th a t  i s  th e  

Black A m erican's, and no t any C h r is t ia n 's  —because, u ltim a te ly , such a 

transcenden t symbiosis o f the  I  and th e  O ther, o f th e  here and the  h e re ­

a f t e r  i s  rooted in  the  Black Am erican's A frican a n ce s try . There l i e s ,  

in  a c u ltu re  p rim o rd ia lly  s p i r i tu a l  ( r e l ig io u s ) ,  where a l l  o f  the  l iv in g  

and th e  dead, th e  fa m ilia l a s  w ell as th e  s o c ie ta l  in s t i tu t io n s ,  a re  linked 

in  a s p i r i tu a l  continuum w ith a l l  of c re a tio n  — th e re  l i e s  th e  unm istakable
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q u a l i ty  o f  th e  s p i r i t  th a t  has s tru ck  and puzzled more than  one observer

of peoples o f  A frican d escen t, be th ey  Black American, Afro-Cuban or A fro-
21

B ra z ilia n , H a itian  o r T rin idad ian .

Long before  Baldwin, James Weldon Johnson shows in  h is  Autobio­

graphy o f an Ex-Coloured Man th a t  i t  i s  such a "core of experience" th a t  

re c o n c ile s , fo r  a w h ile , h is  n a r r a to r 's  divided s e l f  (upon h is  re tu rn  

from Europe, a s  he goes to  the  South to  do resea rch  in  Black c u ltu re ) j

The sentim ents a re  e a s i ly  accounted fo r ;  th ey  a re  m ostly taken 
from th e  B ib le ; bu t th e  m elodies, where did th ey  come from? . . .  And 
so many o f th e se  songs con tain  more than  mere melody; th e re  i s  sounded 
in  them th a t  e lu s iv e  undertone, the  note in  music which i s  not heard 
w ith th e  e a r s .  . . .  Any m usical person who has never heard a Negro congre­
gation  under the  s p e ll  o f re lig io u s  fervour sing  th ese  old songs has 
missed one o f the  most t h r i l l i n g  emotions which th e  human h e a r t  may 
experience.

Johnson, j ^ ^ a l d w i n ,  i s  con ten t to  dw ell in  th e  rap tu re  o f m ysterious 

melodies or in  the  " s p e ll"  o f a re v iv a l m eeting. In te re s t in g ly  enough, 

such A frican observers as  Leopold Senghor and Ezekiel MphaKtele have not 

h e s ita te d  to  recognize an A frican echo in  t h i s  "q u a lity  o f  th e  s p i r i t "  

re fe rre d  to  in  some q u a r te rs  as " so u l ,"  Senghor, in  an e ssay  on Black 

American p o e ts  of th e  Negro Renaissance (inc lud ing  James W. Johnson), 

a s s e r ts i

L 'e sc lav e  n o ir  a v a i t ,  c e r te s ,o u b lie  to u te  langue a f r ic a in e ,  e t  
a u s s i ,  A un moindre deg re , le  fo lk lo re  a f r ie a in ,  I I  a v a it  conserve 
l 'e s s e n t i e l i  une e x tra o rd in a ire  perm eab ilite  aux courants du monde e x te -  
r i e u r ,  un sens aigu des fo rces  cosmiques. C ette s e n s ib i l i ty ,  ce t 
anlmlsme a feconde l e  fo lk lo re  en meme temps q u ' i l  l e  r a t t a c h a i t ,  par 
des l ie n s  profonds, A l a  t r a d i t io n  a n e e s tra le ,

Les p lu s  anciennes m an ifesta tio n s  du fo lk lo re  negro-am erieain 
sont le s  S p ir i tu a ls , chants re lig ie u x  qui tie n n e n t du cantique p ro te s ta n t 
e t  de la  melopee a f r ic a in e ,  3

Because i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  marshal a system atic  fa c tu a l s e t  o f evidence 

to  back up such a s s e r t io n s ,  a number o f  Black au thors (Baldwin, W right, 

E lliso n , to  name ju s t  a few ), in  the  p ast a t  l e a s t  —b efore  the  contemporary 

g lo r i f ic a t io n  o f the  Black American's A frican ro o ts — have remained
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2h
unconvinced. One suspects th a t  such skepticism  has to  be taken  in to  

c o n tex t, th a t  of th e  pre-1960 period when, a f t e r  much o s tra e iz a t io n ,

in te g ra t io n , or r a th e r  a ss im ila tio n , in to  the  mainstream of American
25

c u ltu re  was th e  goal pursued. However, one need not r e f e r  to  the

p ioneering  work of a H erskovits to  agree w ith th e  conclusions o f Ezekiel

Mphallele, a f t e r  h is  f i r s t  t r i p  to  Harlemt

The fa c t  i s  th a t  th e re  a re  A frican su rv iv a ls  in  American Negro 
l i f e .  You see them in  the  Negro’ s g a it?  in  h is  b o d ily  rhythm in  a dance; 
in  h is  " s e p a r a t i s t” r e l ig io u s  worship where he i s  not ashamed to  surrender 
h im se lf to  th e  em otional in te n s i ty  o f the  devo tional moment; in  th e  
abundance o f h is  lau g h te r when he i s  r e a l ly  t ic k le d .  For the  Negro w rite r  
to  admit t h i s  i s  no t n e c e ssa r ily  to  deny th a t  he i s  th e  sy n thesis  o f 
h i s to r ic a l  p rocesses and p resen t-day  e x p e r i e n c e ,

Thus a book such a s  B aldw in's Go T e ll i t  on th e  Mountain uses a re v iv a l 

meeting in  a Harlem s to re fro n t church as the  dram atic locus fo r  th e  eoming- 

to -g r ip s  o f four s in n ers  w ith  th e i r  p a s t l i f e .  Their yearning fo r grace 

conveys the  deep psychic meaning re l ig io n  f u l f i l l s  fo r  ghetto  Blacks (who 

a re ,  o f cou rse , uprooted Southerners, as in  most o f th e  novels examined, so 

f a r ) ,  A s tr ik in g  fe a tu re  o f th e  novel i s  the  am bigu ities  ca rried  through­

out in  the  c h a rac te rs  o f Roy and John who re b e l a g a in s t the  a u th o r ita r ia n
one

fig u re  o f  t h e i r  Deacon f a th e r ,  G ab rie l, They remind o f a number o f "sons"
2?

in  th e  A frican novel. And th e  dilemma is  th e  same; how to  re co n c ile  

th e  fundamental s p i r i tu a l ,  or r e l ig io u s ,  ro o ts  o f o n e 's  c u ltu re  w ith the  

tem p ta tio n s , or n e c e s s i t ie s ,  o f the  m a te ria l o rd e r; a world id e n tif ie d  as 

th a t  o f th e  f a th e r s ,  the  p a s t ,  and one id e n tif ie d  as p ro g ress, in  a 

m a te r ia lly -a c q u is it iv e  socie ty?  The p ro tag o n is t in  Cheikh Hamidou Kane's 

novel, L'Aventure AmbiguH. never su ccessfu lly  re so lv es  th e  am biguity of 

h is  co n d itio n , and h is  death in  fa c t  comes as  a consequence. Y et, in  a 

scene w ith a French g i r l ,  o f M arxist b e l ie f s  in  the  subjugation o f every­

th in g  to  the  d ia le c t ic a l  process o f m a tte r, Samba D ia llo  expresses h is  

opposition  to  m ateria lism  as  a philosophy and s tre s s e s  what h is  A frican
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cu ltu re  stands fo r i

Tu ne t* e s  pas seulement exhaussee de la  n a tu re , v o lc i meme que 
tu  as tourne con tre  e l le  l e  g la iv e  de ta  pensee, to n  combat e s t  pour 
l ' a s s u j e t t i r  n 'e s t-c e -p a s?  Moi je  n 'a i  pas encore tranche le  cordon ombi- 
l i c a l  qui me f a i t  un avec e l l e ,  la  supreme d ig n ite  & la q u e lle  j 'a s p i r e  
a u jo u rd 'h u l encore c 'e s t  d 'e t r e  sa p a r t ie  la  p lu s se n s ib le , la  p lus 
f i l i a l e ,  Je n 'o se  pas l a  com battre e ta n t elle-m em e, jamais je  n*ouvre 
l e  sein  de la  t e r r e  cherchant ma n o u rr itu re  que prealablem ent je  ne lu i  
en demande pardon en trem b lan t, Je n 'a b a ts  po in t d 'a rb re  com battant son 
corps que je  ne l e  supp lie  f ra te rn e lle m e n t. Je ne su is  que l e  bout de 
1 ’e tre  o& bourgeonne la  pensee.

Even a t  th e  co st o f never escaping a cond ition  o f being to rn  a p a r t  by two 

c u ltu ra l  p o le s , Samba re fu se s  to  deny h is  ro o ts .  One wonders whether 

Baldwin's ch a rac te rs  a re  no t conscious o f l iv in g  an ambiguous cond ition  

a lso  and w ill in g  to  pay fo r  i t ,  i f  th ey  m ust, when th e  book ends w ith grace 

having come to  th e  s in n e rs . Two " S is te r s "  (female members of th e  congre­

g a tion ) sum up th e  c a th a r t ic  ceremony th ey  have a l l  been through:

"W ell, amen," said  S is te r  P rice , "Look l ik e  the Lord ju s t  
wanted t h i s  church to  ro ck . You remember how He spoke through S is te r  
McCandless F riday n ig h t, and to ld  us to  p ray , and He'd work a mighty wonder 
in  our m idst? And He done moved —h a lle lu ja h — He done troub led  every­
body's  mind,"

" I  ju s t  t e l l  you," said  S is te r  McCandless, " a l l  you got to  do i s  
l i s t e n  to  th e  Lord; H e 'l l  lead  you every  tim e ; H e 'l l  move every tim e.
C an 't nobody t e l l  me m  ̂ God a i n ' t  r e a l , "29

Indeed n o t, one i s  tempted to  add. Considering th e  reaches of th e  r e l ig io u s  

stamp in  h is  c u ltu ra l  make-up, th e  Black American, l ik e  th e  A frican , i s  

not about to  c a s t away th a t  w ithout which he can only  be an E lliso n ia n  

" in v is ib le  man," or a p sycho tic  Bigger Thomas.

But i f  he i s  se r io u s ly  b e n t, Baldwin e t  a l ,  seem to  say, upon 

exploring th e  p o s itiv e  and f a r  more rewarding s id e  o f h is  C allban-ness, 

he cannot negate the"vo ices"  th a t  havs susta ined  him in  h is  e x ile  and 

d isp o ssess io n . These "v o ic e s ,"  much more than  h is  re v o lt  a g a in s t Prospero, 

i t  would appear, w il l  f re e  him o f th e  m etro p o litan  man’s sub jugation . We 

seem to  be a far c ry  from B ig g e r 's  a l ie n a t io n ,  bu t th a t  and G a b rie l 's  

yearning fo r  grace are  in  r e a l i t y  the  " rin d "  and th e  "h eart"  o f C aliban,
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as E lliso n  might say. When Caliban acknowledges the  two and id e n t i f ie s  

them w ith  th e  human co nd ition  then he w i l l  have emancipated h im self from 

P ro sp ero 's  h o ld , and Prospero h im se lf, as  a m atter o f f a c t ,  w i l l  come to  

him fo r  h e lp .
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8 . Blaok S e lf - A r t ic u la t io n

Prom the  Black n o v e l's  inception  w ith C lo te l to  i t s  flow ering 

with In v is ib le  Man two broad in te r - r e la te d  spheres might resume the  

dramatized experience of l i f e  in  America: the  psychological and the

so c ia l .  Problems of id e n t i ty  a re  obsessively  d e a lt  w ith in  the  " tra g ic  

m ulatto" novels. The Renas and th e  Kabnises a re  m is f i t s ,  p sycho log ica lly  

cripp led  in  th a t  they  a re  seen (u n t i l  they  see them selves which, except 

fo r Kabnis, i s  never th e  case) as deprived o f id e n t i ty .  Hence th e i r  

attem ot a t  gaining one a t  the  expense of negating the  o ther element of 

th e i r  b io lo g ic a l d u a li ty  r e s u l ts  in  f a i lu r e .  Not u n t i l  the  Depression 

years does concrete  r e a l i t y  impose th e  evidence th a t ,  granted pain may 

be s e l f - in f l i c t e d ,  nonetheless in d iv id u a l psvoheV .*v i s  molded by environ­

ment. And when i t  i s  considered th a t  the  same fa c to r  (race) exp lains 

the tragedy  o f the  mixed-blood and th a t  of th e  econom ically u n d e rp riv i­

leged , i t  follow s th a t  th e  a t ta c k , on the n o v e l i s t 's  p a r t ,  must be 

d irec ted  ag a in s t the  environment. But by the  tim e we get to  E lliso n  the 

Negro reaches the awareness th a t  n e ith e r  appeals to  pathos nor to  upheaval 

change a ro o t s i tu a t io n . I f  in  B ig g er's  re v o lt  th e re  i s  the  expression 

of a Promethean q u est, in  the " in v is ib le  man's" sardonic view of humanity 

we come c lo se  to  Sisyphus, as understood by S a r tre , Beckett and Camus,

Van l iv e s  in  an environment th a t  la b e ls  him, d e fin es  him, ob liv ious 

to  h is  view of s e l f .  The in d iv id u a l tu rn s  a d eaf e a r to  the  claim s of 

ra c e , n a tio n , r e l ig io n ,  because he is  conscious o f h is  prim ord ial so litu d e . 

As a m atter o f fa c t the  "group" as  such is  more the  locus of e v il  than  the

presumed th re a t  th a t  g ives the  group i t s  " ra iso n  d 'e t r e . "  H ell i s  indeed 
1

o th e rs . And fo r the  " in v is ib le  man" "o thers" a re  b lack  n a t io n a l is t s  in
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the  mold of Ras the  E xhorter, a s  w ell as  the  well-meaning M arxists in  the

"Brotherhood," The only way out of th e  e x is te n t ia l  conundrum, according;

to  E lliso n , i s  to  escape from i t  a l l  (" to  l iv e  out one’ s own ab su rd ity

ra th e r  than to  d ie  fo r th a t  o f o th e rs " ) , a lb e i t  a f t e r  confron ting  the
2

e v i l  one wants to  run away from. Thus the  re so lu tio n  in  th e  h e ro 's

re fu se  in  a c o a l- c e l la r  where he w i l l ,  presumably, spend the  r e s t  o f h is

l i f e  m edita ting  on the a b su rd ity  of l i f e .

But someone has been m isreading e i th e r  S a rtre  and Camus or the

h is to ry  of h is  own people in  America, S artre  says, "Existence comes 
3

before  E ssence," That i s  since  man e x is t s  in  th e  in d isso lu b le  environ­

ment of o ther oeonle, in s t i tu t io n s ,  law s, i t  i s  in  such public  arena 

th a t  he must t r y  to  define  h im se lf, or see h im se lf. Since, moreover, i t  

i s  not what one th in k s  o f o n ese lf  th a t  m atte rs  when the  Joseph Ks, 

Roquentlns, M eursaults a re  "en s itu a tio n "  in  regard  to  o ther people and 

in s t i tu t io n s ,  but what o th e rs  see them selves as  and judge them accord ing ly  

—th e re  i s  no escaping th e  premise th a t  the  eyes o f o th e rs  must f i r s t  

be taken in to  account in  any s e lf -e v a lu a tio n . A ll t h i s  i s  h a rd ly  news fo r 

b lack  people. Prom th e i r  v io le n t p ast th ey  know a th in g  or two about 

being defined by o th e rs ; from the  fe e lin g  o f a l ie n a tio n  th a t  runs from 

Rena Warwick to  th e  " in v is ib le  man" th ey  have the  consciousness o f the  

fundamental dichotomy between th e  "regardan t" and th e  "e tan t reg a rd e ,"  

or the  " e tre -e ta n t-p o u r-so i"  and the " e tre -e ta n t-p o u r -a u tre ,"  But, 

more profoundly, th e i r  very su rv iv a l in d ic a te s  th a t  long befo re  Camus

th ey  answered the  "only serio u s  ph ilo so p h ica l question" in  th e  face of
5

absurdity*  " la  v ie  v a u t-e lle  la  peine d ’e tr e  vecue"? In  answering 

y es, in  th e i r  mute r e s i l ie n c y  in  the face of d e sp a ir , in  t h e i r  ignorance 

indeed o f learned  in te l le c tu a l  e x erc ise s  over a co nd ition  o f l i f e  borne
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in  th e i r  very  bones and marrows, the  American Blacks have never s e r io u s ly  

contemplated escaping th e i r  co n d itio n , h i s to r ic a l ly ,  in  any back -to -A frica  

movement, o r , in  d i l e t t a n t i s t  luxury , by h iding in  some c o a l- c e l la r .  Thus, 

in  the  end, one cannot bu t f a u l t  E l l is o n 's  re so lu tio n  on th e  two e s s e n t ia l  

grounds th a t  otherw ise give h is  novel i t s  importance! th e  Black h is to ­

r i c a l  consciousness, and the  e x is t e n t ia l  a t t i tu d e .  A lienation  has simply 

been too  deeply  traum atic  and concrete an experience fo r  the  American 

Negro to  end up in  an ambiguous " v o lte - fa c e ,"  One which would appear to  

E l l is o n 's  most a rden t European adm irers a s ,  to  use Camus' ph rase, "un 

saut dans l 'a b s u rd e ,"

I f  E l l is o n 's  e x is te n tia l is m , as  a culm ination o f th e  psychological 

m alaise th a t  re ig n s  in  th e  Black novel, does not o f fe r  a v iab le  a l te r n a t iv e ,  

what does? Marxism perhaps? As D aniel Aaron and o th e rs  have pointed o u t,

t h i s  so c ia l d o c trin e  did appeal to  Black in te l le c tu a ls  during the  
7

D epression y ea rs . This exp lains Richard W righ t's  and Ralph E l l is o n 's  

p o rtra y a l of th e  tem pta tions o ffered  by Marxism, as a comprehensive 

philosophy purporting  to  solve the  r a c ia l  problem, Marxism p o s its  the 

premise th a t  th e  c a p i t a l i s t  s tru c tu re  o f  so c ie ty , by h ie ra rc h iz in g  c la s se s  

and co ncen tra ting  the  rewards and the  ownership o f production in to  the  

hands o f a few (who then  enjoy th e  f r u i t  of the  m asses' la b o r) , 

a llo w s  the  subjugation  o f one race  by ano ther. R acia l in ju s t ic e s  being 

then  o ffsh o o ts  o f the  la rg e r  in ju s t ic e  of s o c ie ty 's  s tru c tu re , Marxism 

concludes th a t  once cap ita lism  is  removed the r a c ia l  problem w il l  d isap p ear. 

However s im p lis t ic  such reasoning may seem in  re tro sp e c t tone can see how 

th i s  "tw o-birdr-w ith-one-stone" k i l l  could appeal to  Blacks a t  th e  tim e,

Wright c re a te s  then  a c h a ra c te r , B igger, who su ffe rs  from economic 

and r a c ia l  a lie n a tio n  which consequently  lead him to  commit murder. This
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ju s t i f i c a t io n  i s  rep ea ted ly , i f  not a r t l e s s ly ,  brought home in  the  conclu­

ding t r i a l  scenes when the  M arxist in  Wright g e ts  th e  b e t te r  of th e  a r t i s t ,  

d ig g e r 's  lawyers sum up in  neat M arxist d ia le c t ic s  th e  meaning of h is  

condition} b u t in  rh e to r ic a l  excess th a t  gives the  d i s t in c t  im pression 

o f having more to  do with th e o re t ic a l  n ic e t ie s  than  w ith  the  Black man 

under t r i a l .  There, Wr i g h t 's  so c ia l views boomerang in  the  c ru e l crowning 

irony o f h is  p ro ta g o n is t 's  humanity being exp lo ited  and denied once more. 

In v o lu n ta r ily , Wright in d ic a te s  th a t  B ig g e r 's  s i tu a t io n  has not changed, 

even a f t e r  two avowed c a th a r t ic  murders,

E l l is o n 's  " in v is ib le  man" adheres to  the  "Brotherhood" s im ila r ly  

because of th e  "nirvana" prom ised. Soon,however, once the  rh e to r ic  i s  

d is p e l le d , th e  p ro tag o n is t grows aware o f what Bigger never does: h is  

humanity is  being  denied by th e  " b ro th e rs ,"  He d isco v ers  he i s  bu t a 

cog in  th e  d e s tru c tiv e  technology o f c a p ita lism , as w e ll as in  the  cold

chess game o f M arxist opportunism ("d o n 't you th in k  he should be a l i t t l e
R

b la c k e r" ) . He f le e s  hence to  preserve h is  "sense o f r e a l i ty ,"  as 

E lliso n  would put i t .

P r in c ip a lly , the  reason  why Marxism f a i l s  i s  th e  same as ou tlined  

above fo r E x is ten tia lism , The fa i lu re  l i e s  in  th e  very  f i r s t  concept th a t  

subordinates race  to  c la s s , r a c ia l  a lie n a tio n  to  economic e x p lo ita tio n .

The q u estio n , to  be sure , i s  a moot one. Even today  i t  has not been 

s a t i s f a c to r i ly  answered (w itness the  Black P an th ers ' program): I s  the

Negro v ic tim ized , f i r s t ,  because o f h is  ra c e , or i s  i t  the  o ther way 

around, because o f h is  in f e r io r  economic p o s itio n ?  I s  money, as oddly 

enough both M arxists and C a p i ta l i s ts  would ag ree , the  g rea t eq u a lize r?

Or i s  th e re  not something deep er, more in  l in e  w ith r e a l i ty :  th a t  which

t e l l s  o f a f f lu e n t Negroes being  d isc rim in a ted  a g a in s t ,  of poor Whites
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and poor Negroes a t  each o th e r 's  th ro a t?  Simply, i f  we a re  to  lend an ear 

to  Konrad L orenz 's statem ents on in n a te  human need fo r ag g ress io n , where

a re  we to  find  the  human so c ie ty  th a t  has not one ra c e , or one e th n ic
9

group, try in g  to  dominate th e  other? A ll these  a re  u ltim a te ly  academic
disouBsed.

q u estio n s . The h i s to r ic a l  fa c t  r e f le c te d  in  a l l  the  novels so fa r

concerns in d iv id u a ls  who a re  b ru ta l ly  t r e a te d ,  or a re  p sycho log ica lly

incapable o f  coping w ith them selves, fo r  no o ther reason than  th a t  they
10

do not f e e l ,  as one o f them says, any sense o f co n tro l over t h e i r  l i f e .

Were we to  leave i t  a t  t h a t ,  a l l  th e  M eursaults and Malones would q u a lify  

and be ju s t i f ie d  in  claim ing th e i r  share o f human ab su rd ity . The 

inescapable d if fe re n c e , though, i s  th a t  the  la ck  o f co n tro l over th e i r  l i f e  

bemoaned b y  the Ne*r»*o ch a rac te rs  i s ,  f i r s t ,  not l i f e  w ith a c a p ita l  "L ," 

b u t t h e i r s , meaning a re le v a n t sense of id e n t i ty ,  a t  a b a s ic  le v e l o f 

being ab le  to  say " I , "  And th i s  i s  so , secondly, because th e  Negro's 

in v i s i b i l i t y ,  or v i s i b i l i t y  ( i t  i s  th e  same re a l ly )  has been defined in  

a c o n s is te n t p a tte rn  o f negation by a person, a group, a cu ltu re  in  a 

p o s itio n  o f power (or co n tro l)  over th e  Negro's l i f e .  So th a t  the  Negro 

cannot escape id e n tify in g  h is  sense o f  oppression w ith h is  r a c ia l  

c h a rac te r .

Since E x is te n tia lism  and Marxism ignore or d ism iss th i s  "sin e  qua 

non" of th e  Black experience , perhaps re l ig io n ,  being c lo se r  to  th e  N egro's 

h i s to r ic a l  consciousness, o ffe rs  a more v iab le  po in t o f d epartu re  fo r  a 

philosophy re le v an t to  t h i s  experience . Yet, as e a r l i e r  seen, th e  Church, 

a s  an in s t i tu t io n ,  has been severe ly  taken to  ta sk  inasmuch as i t  i s  not 

th e  cen te r of so c ia l re levance th e  Blacks f e e l  they  can tu rn  to .  On the  

o ther hand, r e l ig io n ,  as a "psychic" re s e rv o ir  perhaps a rch e ty p a lly  

re la te d  to  the  N egro's A frican p a s t ,  l i e s  a t  the ro o t o f h is  c h a rac te r .
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This being so , t h i s  phenomenon should be d e fin ab le  or ex ten d ib le  in  terms

la rg e r  than  th e  Black American experience. But th e re  a re  drawbacks. The

d earth  of so lid  evidence regard ing  au th en tic  A frican t r a i t s ,  b e l ie f s ,

r i t u a l s  and modes o f behavior in  America fo rce s  one to  admit th a t  the

re fe ren ce  to  A frica  may only be a sub lim inal one.

The p resen t-d ay  r e a l i t y  o f A frica i s  one o f la rg e ly  independent

n a tio n s  emerging out o f  t h e i r  co lo n ia l p ast to  confron t a l ie n  spheres of

experience which th e  Black American has h i s to r i c a l ly  had to  l iv e  w ith .

The c o n tra s t between t r a d i t io n a l  A frican c u ltu re  and th e  modern Western

p o l i ty  makes fo r  what has been re fe rre d  to  a s  the  "am biguity" o f the  
11

A frican  novel. Race, a lie n a tio n  derived from r a c ia l  p re ju d ic e , r e v o l t ,

a re  very  lim ited  fe a tu re s  o f th e  A frican novel. The A frican  w r ite r

in stead  of being concerned w ith  what "o th ers"  have done to  him and h is

people i s  more preoccupied w ith  a r t ic u la t in g  th e  new c u l tu re ,  what Jahn

c a l l s  "neo-A fricanism ," the  meeting o f  the  o ra l t r a d i t io n  o f A frica  w ith
12

the  w ritte n  one o f th e  West, I t  i s  hard to  find  in  h is  work the  

co n stan t fe e lin g  o f in s e c u r ity  th a t  pervades th e  atmosphere o f  th e  Black 

American novel. The reason fo r  t h i s  i s  obviousj in  s p ite  o f  some of 

th e  extremes forms o f co lon ia lism , o f a l l  th e  t r i a l s  and tro u b le s  under­

gone, th e  A frican  always had a "home" he could c a l l  h i s ,  an environment 

th a t  h i s to r i c a l ly ,  and in  every o th e r way, bore h is  stamp. So th a t  in  

r e a l i t y  th e re  seems to  be l i t t l e  in  common between Blacks in  America and 

in  A frica ,

Where then  i s  th e  m issing lin k ?  Because o f th e  common h is to ry  

o f uprootment from th e  n a tiv e  co n tin en t, th e  "middle passag e ,"  the  

experience o f s lav e ry  and i t s  legacy  o f racism , the  Black American shares
13

w i l l  a l l  Blacks out o f A frica the  c e n tra l  consciousness o f e x i le .  Out



187

o f th i s  e x ile  (o r in  i t )  Black Americans and H a itian s  have been th e  f i r s t  

peoples o f  A frican descen t to  c rea te  and a r t ic u la te  a new c u ltu re . 

Consequently i t  i s  towards them a number o f West Indian and momentarily 

ex iled  A frican  s tu d en ts  looked when, hard put to  r e s i s t  th e  contempt 

mated out to  them in  th e  cen te r o f Western c u ltu re , they  u rg e n tly  plunged 

them selves in to  th e  w ritin g s  o f  th e  Negro Renaissance and claimed the 

heroes o f th e  f i r s t  su ccessfu l re v o lu tio n  (H a it i’ s) made fo r  and by 

B lacks, Thus N egritude was born .

In  t h i s  con tex t "how" Negritude was born i s  le s s  in te re s t in g  than  

’•why," In  what fo llow s I  am le s s  in te re s te d  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  movement

th a t  more o r le s s  consciously  followed in  the wake o f Aime C e sa ire 's  193^
14

coining o f th e  term . I t  i s  as a philosophy fo r  and of the  b lack  man in

e x ile  th a t  I  s h a ll  be d iscu ss in g  th e  term . Here I  find  an ap p ro p ria te  

c e n tr ifo e a l p o in t fo r  th e  summation o f th e  th re e  s t r a in s  under d iscu ss io n  

so far« th e  p sy ch o lo g ica l, th e  so c ia l and the  r e l ig io u s .  Let us p o s it  

th a t  th e  re levance  o f  N egritude to  Black American cu ltu re  i s  contained in  

i t s  sy n th es is  o f th e se  s t r a in s .  Negritude is  th e  ch ild  o f E x is te n tia lism  

in  i t s  use o f the  d ia le c t ic a l  movement o f negation and a ff irm a tio n ? in  

i t s  concern w ith "engagement” ? and through i t s  1948 baptism  a t  th e  hands
15

o f Jean-PAul S a rtre , I t  i s  the  ch ild  o f  Marxism inasmuch as  i t s  founders

(Etienne L ero, Guy T i r o l l ie n ,  Leon G, Damas, Aime C esaire) in teg ra ted  in

th e i r  views sev era l aims of th a t  d o c trin e  of which th ey  were, a t  the  tim e , 
16

a d h e re n ts . L a s tly , due to  th e  pervasive in fluence  of Senghor, the

w ritin g s  o f Leo Fr obenius, Father Tempels, l'A bbe Kagame and o th ers  which

a r t ic u la te d  the  l o s t  empires and th e  m ythological realm  of A frica , N egri-
17

tude lo c a te s  i t s  s p i r i tu a l  ro o ts  in  the  a n c e s tra l  co n tin en t.

As to  the  f i r s t  s t r a in ,  Fanon and S artre  have simply s ta ted  the
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s i tu a t io n  th a t  we find from one end o f th e  Black American novel to  th e  

o th e ri the Black man in  the  company of th e  White man i s  f i r s t  and fo re ­

most seen and defined a s  Black and he is  thus shackled w ith the  p e jo ra tiv e
up

conno ta tions, the i r r a t io n a l  f e a r s ,  b lackness conjures^ In Western c u ltu re .

The in d iv id u a l Negro, whether h is  name i s  Rena Warwick, Bob Hayes, Bigger

Thomas or Lutie Johnson, may deny o r o b jec t to  th e  ty p e ca s tin g , engage

in  searing  pathos o r su ic id a l re v o lt  —th e re  i s  nonetheless no way out

o f the s itu a tio n  o f  being made in to  an o b je c t. Out o f  d e sp a ir , consequently ,

unable to  bear th e  weight of t h i s  co n d itio n , some r e s o r t  to  su ic ide  (the

C lo te ls) , o thers  to  s u r r e a l is t  absurdism (E ll is o n ’ s p ro ta g o n is t) . But

i f  one i s  to  continue l iv in g ,  e x is tin g  am idst an a lie n a te d  environment,

conscious th a t  ex isten ce  precedes essence , what does one do? One

reco g n izes , a s  a f i r s t  s tep , how one is  seen by th e  " o th e r ,"  That which

i s  the prim ary m erit o f E l l is o n 's  p ro tag o n is t!  "And y e t I  am what th ey  
19

th in k  I  am," T his in te l le c tu a l  stance —a c leansing  o f th e  mind and 

h e a r t  through awareness— is  th e  in d iv id u a l 's ,  not the  g ro u p 's . Black­

ness must not be seen as  something to  be escaped from o r to  deny. I f

only  because of i t s  high v i s i b i l i t y ,  i t  cannot be hidden; th e re fo re  i t
20

must be affirm ed in  the  face o f  negation .

I f  th a t  i s  a l l  th e re  i s  to  N egritude, one can understand how i t
21

has been re fe rred  t o ,  in  some c i r c le s ,  as  a rev erse  form of racism .

F u rth e r , what i s  one to  do w ith t h i s  "awareness"? Contemplate i t  in  

s t e r i l e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  fashion? Were th is  so Negritude would m erely be the  

carbon copy o f a European in te l le c tu a l  movement, q u ite  worthy of being 

re je c te d  by w r ite r s  steeped in  a r e a l i ty  d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  conditioned 

by tw enty cen tu rie s  of Western c iv i l iz a t io n .

At t h i s  s tag e  th e  second s t r a in  comes in .  N egritude m aintains a 

connection between the  in d iv id u a l and the group! not u n lik e  S a r tr e 's
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and Camus* appeals to  "engagement'* and " s o l id a r i t e ,"  but in  a more immediate 

v is c e ra l  fash ion . Because th e  in d iv id u a l N egro 's v ic tim iz a tio n  i s  so due 

to  h is  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith a despised group (one i s  tempted here  to  para­

phrase S a r t r e 's  l i n e ,  "C 'e s t 1 'a n ti-se m ite  qui f a i t  le  ju i f " i  i t  i s  the

r a c i s t  who c re a te s  th e  Negro), he cannot bu t equate h is  in d iv id u a l cond ition  
22

w ith the  g ro u p 's . There emerges the  need fo r  a c tio n  as group conscious­

ness tak es  over where in d iv id u a l contem plation leav es  o f f .  Revolt 

accompanies consequently e x is te n t ia l  reco g n itio n  in  th e  works o f C esaire , 

Fanon, Damas, and Roumain. In  the  area  o f the  Black novel we have seen 

how th e  fee lin g  o f a lienation ,w hen  id e n tif ie d  w ith  th e  c o lle c tiv e  s ta te  

o f economic d ep riv a tio n ,h a s  culminated in  v io lence  of th e  most b ru ta l  

s o r t .  As Wright says, Bigger can be m u ltip lie d , so th a t  h is  re v o lt  becomes

the  p o te n tia l  one o f twelve m illion  o th e rs  (the  Black population  of the  
23

U.S. in  19**0). Furtherm ore, the sentim ent o f re v o lt  contained in

Nepritude was meant to  be extended beyond the  p rin ted  nape, ’.her C esaire 

warned th a t  h is  "prand c r i  n&gre £ebranlera) l e s  a s s is e s  du monde" he
2k

meant to  fo re c a s t th e  end o f co lon ia lism  in  th e  West In d ies  and in  A frica , 

Fanon heeded the  c ry  and went to  A lgeria , I t  echoed in  the  p re c ip ito u s  

dismemberment o f th e  French co lo n ia l em pire, in  th e  e a r ly  S ix t ie s ,  Simi­

l a r l y ,  B ip g er's  or Has the  E x h o rte r 's  c ry  had i t s  echo in  th e  wave o f r i o t s  

th a t  shook many American summers in  the  l a s t  decade; notw ithstanding  the  

Black Panther phenomenon whose most a r t i c u la te  spokesman, Eldrldge C leaver, 

has expressed h is  d e e p ly - fe lt  adm iration fo r both Richard Wright and Aime
25

C esaire ,

But re v o lt  i s  double-edged. When su ccessfu l i t  foreshadows a 

p o s itiv e  l ib e ra t io n  fo r th e  in d iv id u a l and th e  group« w itness Senghor who 

became the  f i r s t  p re s id en t o f h is  coun try , Senegal, When su ccessfu l
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only in  l i t e r a r y  metaphors i t  makes fo r e x p a tr ia te  w rite rs  tu rn ing  hope­

le s s ly  b i t t e r  (W right) and em battled p o l i t ic ia n s  tu rn in g  fo r  solace to
26

w ritin g  h i s to r i c a l  dramas and herm etic poetry  (C esa ire ). H istory  i s  a 

c ru e l judge: w itn ess  W right’ s m isreading of the fu tu re  on two s ig n if ic a n t

occasions (h is  t r i p  to  Ghana on the  eve of independence, and the f i r s t  

conference of Negro w r ite rs  and a r t i s t s )  and C esair^scry  which echoed 

in  A frica , and, to  some degree, in  America, but not in  h is  own is la n d , 

to  th i s  day a French "overseas departm ent,"

Moreover, in  the  p ast fo r ty  years th e re  has been a s u r fe i t  o f 

re v o lt  and v io len ce t the  Spanish, Second W orld, Korean, A lgerian,

Middle E as t, B ia fran , Vietnamese w ars, not counting East European 

u p r is in g s , e th n ic  sk irm ishes, sundry a s s a s s in a tio n s , and th e  l i s t  goes 

on. With the  r e s u l t  th a t  th e re  i s  now a numbing and a d u llin g  of th e  

senses. In so fa r as Black Americans a re  concerned, re v o lt  i s  a th in g  of 

the  p a s t . Now th a t  th e re  i s  a foot firm ly  p ast th e  door o f the  so c ie ty  

o f a fflu en ce  (as  a r e s u l t ,  to  a g rea t e x te n t, of r e v o lt)  th e re  has 

occurred a change in  t a c t i c s .  As one considers the  enormous progress 

achieved since W right’ s r e v o l t ,  th e  f e l t  presence o f the  Black American 

in  most spheres o f th e  o v e ra ll American so c ie ty ; h is  be ing  re fe rre d  

to  in  term s o f "upward m o b ility  the c u ltu ra l  c e le b ra tio n  of h is

A frican h e rita g e  —a fundamental t r u th  emerges. The sy n th e tic a l th i r d  

stage S a rtre  envisioned in  Negritude*s d ia le c t ic a l  movement, th a t o f  

Negritu<fc%disappearance in  a so c ie ty  devoid o f r a c ia l  consciousness, i s  

proven to  be wrong on severa l scores (S a rtre  says, " . . .d a n s  une so c ie te

sans ra c e s . . . .  l a  Negritude e s t  pour se d e tru ir e ,  e l l e  e s t  passage e t
2?

non aboutissem ent, moyen e t  non f in  dern i& re").

We have to  go now in to  the  background of th e  concept of " in te g ra tio n "
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in  order to  dem onstrate that^ f i f t y  years  a f te r  i t s  in s p ira tio n  in  the 

Negro R enaissance,N egritude i s  being a r t ic u la te d  anew in  America. 

" In te g ra tio n ,"  th a t  i s  the  scheme of b rin g in g  th e  Negro in to  th e  main­

stream o f American so c ie ty  as a way o f a l le v ia t in g  and co rre c tin g  the 

socio-economic in ju s t ic e s  th a t  have th e i r  ro o ts  in  the  in s t i tu t io n  of 

s lav e ry , i s  a notion th a t  can be traced  a l l  the  way back to  th e  Aboli­

t i o n i s t  movement, then through L in co ln 's  Emancipation Act, th e  period o f 

R econstruction , F ranklin  D, R o o sevelt's  New Deal and the  WPA p ro je c ts , 

Truman's order desegregating  th e  armed fo rc e s , the  Supreme Court 195^ 

d ec is io n  on school deseg reg atio n , the  C iv il R ights movement, up to  

p re sen t day. A ll th i s  i s  f in e  and good. But where does the  m atter o f 

"cu ltu re "  come in to  th e  socio-economic scheme? What o f Black c u ltu re  

( th a t  i s  an o u tlo o k ,an  h is to r ic a l  experience of s e l f ,  a p a r t ic u la r  l i f e  

s ty le )  in to  th e  g rea t American "mainstream"? Are the  w ritin g s  o f the  

Hughes, Toomers, C ullens, W rights, red u c ib le  to  th e  mere so c io lo g ica l 

f a c t  o f in d ic a tin g  the  N egro's distem per in  th e  face o f d ep riv a tio n ; 

hence th e  "p ro te s t"  la b e l?  U nbelievably (somewhat understandably) no 

one, a t  the  tim e, seems to  have given much thought to  such q u es tio n s , 

s ince  no one questioned the  concept o f " in te g ra t io n ."  What w ith  a l l  

th e  socio-economic d e n ia ls  i t s  opposite  meant, th i s  concept became a 

c a tc h -a l l  and b e - a l l  fo r  people who were proving th u s  the  r ig h tn e ss  of 

A r is to t le 's  phrase th a t  one cannot th in k  or contem plate a b s tra c t  values 

on an empty stomach. Only Baldwin seems to  have glimpsed the  c u ltu ra l

issu e  when he wondered how th e re  could be in te g ra tio n  w ith a burning
28

house, in  The F ire  Next Time. But he did not follow  through, as he 

chose ra th e r  to  p re d ic t more " f i r e  and brim stone" on a q u ite  a lread y  

g u ilt- r id d e n  America,

Yet, had anyone taken the  time to  peruse a book such as  Glazer
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and Moynihan's Beyond the M elting Pot (or observed the time-honored New

York r e a l i t y  re f le c te d  in  th e  book), th e  fa c t  o f an America not r e a l ly

divided on r a c ia l ly - s im p l is t ic  terms (Black and White) bu t along ethn ic
29

l in e s  would have stood ou t. Given th i s  f a c t ,  th e  follow ing question  

would have been asked: does " in te g ra tio n ” c u l tu r a l ly  mean a ss im ila tio n

in to  the  l i f e  s ty le  o f the  I ta lo * P o lis h - ,  C hinese-, Jew ish-, WASP-, or 

th e  Spanish-American? One had to  w a it u n t i l  196? fo r an in -dep th  

d iscu ssio n  of th i s  m atter by a Black in te l l e c tu a l .  T h irteen  years  a f te r  

th e  Supreme C o u rt's  d e c is io n , Harold C ru se 's  The C ris is  of the  Negro 

I n te l le c tu a l  p resen ts  a reasoned argum entation, based on so lid  h i s to r ic a l  

and so c io lo g ica l foundations, th a t  explodes the  sh ib b o le th s  o f shallow 

" in te g ra tio n "  and w itle s s  na tionalism  c u ltiv a te d  by the  Negro in te l le c tu a l  

whose " c r i s i s "  p re c ise ly  l i e s  in  h is  f a i lu r e  to  a r t i c u la te  th e  sp e c if ic -
30

i t i e s  o f Black American c u ltu re ,  given th e  notion o f e th n ic i ty  in  America,

A year l a t e r ,  Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton convey, in  Black 

Power, th a t  in  p o l i t i c a l  term s c u ltu ra l  autonomy i s  nothing l e s s  than 

the  "bloc" concept e s s e n t ia l  to  American p o l i t i c s :  "T ra d itio n a lly , each

new e th n ic  group in  t h i s  so c ie ty  has found the  ro u te  to  so c ia l and 

p o l i t i c a l  v i a b i l i ty  through th e  o rg an iza tio n  of i t s  own in s t i tu t io n s  w ith
31

which to  rep re sen t i t s  needs w ith in  th e  la rg e r  s o c ie ty ,"  D iscovering 

th a t  th ey  did not r e a l ly  wish to  be carbon copies o f I ta l ia n *  Jewish*

Polish* WASP-Americans, and since th ey  had to  be hyphenated Americans, 

as the  o th e rs , the Blacks grew in th e  awareness th a t  they  had to  re la te  

to  th e i r  a n c e s tra l la n d ,A fric a :

More and more black Americans a re  developing th i s  fe e l in g . They 
a re  becoming aware th a t  they  have a h is to ry  which p re -d a te s  t h e i r  forced 
in tro d u c tio n  to  th i s  country , , . ,  I t  i s  a b so lu te ly  e s s e n tia l  th a t  b lack 
people know th i s  h is to ry , th a t  they  know th e i r  ro o ts ,  th a t  th ey  develop 
an awareness o f th e i r  c u ltu ra l  h e r i ta g e ,-^
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So th ey  now choose to  be "Afro-Americans." And th i s  i s  where myth e n te r s ,  

a s  we come to  th e  th i r d  s t r a in  in  our a n a ly s is .

The works o f C.G, Jung and h is  d is c ip le s  po in t to  th e  concept o f 

th e  " c o lle c tiv e  unconscious," whereby the  in d iv idua l psyche i s  seen as  an 

h is to ric a lly -m o ld ed  product o f group experience. The r e s u l t  i s  th e  

"unconscious memory" th a t  p rim o rd ia lly  conditions th e  makeup o f  the 

in d iv id u a l, or the  group, in  h is ,  or i t s ,  day-to-day  b eh av io ra l p a tte rn
33

and outlook. Northrop Frye, the  in f lu e n t ia l  Canadian c r i t i c ,  in  h is

Anatomy of  C ritic ism  and o th e r works, has applied Ju n e 's  and Freud’ s

in s ig h ts  to  the  lo re  derived from th e  Judeo-C hristian  o r ig in s  o f Western

c u ltu re .  The B ible th u s  stands as th e  source fo r re c u rrin g  myths, symbols
3^

and archetypes in  Western im agination . T.S, E l io t ,  one of th e  dominant 

in flu en ces  in  tw en tie th  cen tury  l i t e r a t u r e  and c r i t ic is m , h a s , in  h is  Notes 

Towards the  D e fin itio n  o f C u ltu re , analyzed the  composition o f the  term  

and framed i t  in to  th e  concept of "organ icism ," By which E l io t  means 

c u ltu re  cannot be d iscussed  in  i s o la t io n ,  whether in  speaking o f an 

in d iv id u a l, a c la s s ,  o r a p o l i t i c a l  group; nor can i t  be separated  from 

s p i r i tu a l  b e l ie f s .  C u ltu re , to  E l io t ,  i s  a whole th a t  embraces the  p a s t 

and th e  p resen t h is to ry  of a so c ie ty ; i t  is  the  product of in te ra c t io n  

between th e  varied  c la s s e s , i n s t i tu t io n s ,  reg ions and groups (fam ily , 

p o l i t i c a l  e t  a l . )  in  th a t  so c ie ty . Because of the  a v a i l a b i l i ty  o f the  

p a s t ,  through le a rn in g , in s t i tu t io n s ,  k in sh ip  and s e t  o f b e l i e f s ,  know­

ledge o f t r a d i t io n ,  in  which c u ltu re  i s  grounded, enables the  in d iv id u a l

to  grasp the  o rd e rin g , i f  not the meaning, o f e x is ten ce . Without the
35

consciousness o f t r a d i t io n  cu ltu re  i s  a vain word.

In a l l  th ree  w r ite rs  we find  th e  common view th a t  th e  w r i te r ,  or 

th e  in d iv id u a l, who wants to  o r ie n t h im se lf, to  possess an outlook about
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s e l f  and o th e rs , who cares to  have something s ig n if ic a n t  to  say to  o ther 

humans, must ap p rise  h im se lf o f what he and h is  k in s have been through 

th e  ages. Ordinary behavior can be explained by reach ing  fo r  th e  core 

o f th e  " t r i b e 's ” experience . C ulture defined th u s , as the  d ep o sito ry  

o f c o lle c tiv e  experience, i s  inescapable i f  one cares  about humanity.

No people, n a tio n , or so c ie ty  can hope to  survive w ithout such an 

awareness.

S ig n if ic a n tly , a s im ila r  view o f c u ltu re  secures th e  p o s itiv e

sid e  of N egritude, Says Senghorj " c 'e s t  l'ensem ble  des v a leu rs  e u ltu -
36

r e l i e s  du monde n o ir ,"  One must d is tin g u ish  between th ese  c u ltu ra l  

v a lu e s , A frican t r a d i t io n a l  c u ltu re , which i s  what Senghor has in  mind, 

through re ly in g  on th e  presence o f th e  a n c e s to rs , th e  dead, th e  in tense  

fe e lin g  of k in sh ip  m aintained by a " l i f e  fo rce” th a t  pervades th e  t e l l u r i c  

realm  and shapes th e  communal s tru c tu re  o f so c ie ty  (leg itim ising  the

h ie ra rch y  o f p r i e s t s ,  e ld e r s ,  heads o f t r i d e  and fam ily ), i s  i r r e t r ie v a b ly
37

l o s t  to  the Blacks who were brought to  th e  Americas, (Even in  modern 

A frica  i t  i s  put to  a hard t e s t , )  Some o f th e  "ex iled "  B lacks' c u l tu ra l  

v a lu es  may u ltim a te ly  reach back to  A frica (as the  fin d in g s o f H erskovits 

in  th e  South of th e  U.S. p o in t o u t, and as  can be seen in  the  fo lk
38

re l ig io n s  o f th e  West In d ie s  ar.d B ra z il ,  in  Voodoo, Maeumba, Obeah),

B ut, p r in c ip a lly , Negritude being a philosophy born out o f e x ile  cannot 

bu t a r t ic u la te  c u ltu ra l  va lues o rg a n ic a lly  t ie d  to  th a t  s ta t e .  They 

d e r iv e , then , from the  consciously  remembered p a st o f uprootm ent, the

"middle passage," th e  experience o f s lav e ry . Denying th a t  th e  "p u lsa-
39t io n s  de l'hum an ite  s 'a r r e te n t  aux p o rte s  de la  n& grerie ," Negritude 

p o in ts  out th a t  th e se  c u l tu ra l  values a re  fu r th e r  p resen t in  th e  various 

modes o f ad ap ta tio n  in  an a l ie n  environment through th e  course o f  the
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c e n tu r ie s , whether in  fo lk lo re  o r in  h is to ry . Hence C esaire*s ce leb ra tio n

o f H a i t i ,  the  f i r s t  autonomous n a tion  carved out by the  ex iled  A fricani

"H aiti o?i la  negritude  se m it debout pour l a  prem iere fo is  e t  d i t  qu*elle
1*0

c ro y a it  i  son humanite . . .  And h is  claim ing th e  legendary  H aitian

h ero , Toussaint Louverture, as h is  own»

Ce q u i e s t  & moi
c*est un homme seu l emprisonne de 
blanc
c 'e s t  un homme seu l qu i d e f ie  le s  c r i s  
b lancs de l a  mort blanche 
(T oussain t. Toussaint 
Louverture )^-

And th e re  l i e s  a ls o ,  in  th e  e x ile d  B lack 's  transcendence over h is  s ta t e ,

Senghor's p ra ise  o f the  Negro Renaissance:

Que veu len t le s  chefs de la  nouvelle ecole? Une "Renaissance 
n&gre," Negro Renaissance. I I  ne s 'a g i t  p lu s  d 'i n f e r i o r i t e  non plus que 
de su p e r io r ity  n i d 'an tagonism e, mais de d iffe re n c e  profonde. La person- 
n a l i t e  n&gre s 'e s t  a ffirm ee  dans le  passe} l 'e x p e r ie n c e  de 1 esclavage 
n 'a  f a i t  que l 'e n r i e h i r  en profondeur, I I  s 'a g i t ,  dans le  p re sen t, 
d 'exprim er c e t te  p e rso n n a lite  en b eau te j de d e f in i r  un des a sp ec ts  le s  
p lus humains de l a  cond ition  humaine. 2

Consequently, beyond th e  i n i t i a l  mood. o f r e v o l t ,  Negritude

i s  an a ff irm a tio n . That i s  ,through hardsh ip  one grows conscious of th e

deeper la y e rs  of th e  human co n d itio n . Pain and su ffe r in g , when endured

and overcome, cannot be m erely a negative source fo r  b i t te r n e s s ,  re v o lt
1*3

or p ro te s t  b u t a p o s itiv e  powerful metaphor fo r a l l  humanity. Which

i s  what E lliso n  has in  mind when he has h is  p ro tag o n is t conclude: "Who
1*4

knows bu t t h a t ,  on the  lower freq u en cies , I  speak fo r you." F u rther,

th i s  b e l ie f  ex p la in s  h is  im patience w ith Irv in g  Howe's reduc tion  of th e

b lack  experience ( in  the  novels o f W right, Baldwin and E lliso n ) to  th e

negation of p ro te s t*

E vidently  Howe f e e ls  th a t  unrelieved  su ffe rin g  i s  the  only " re a l"  
Negro experience, and th a t  the  tru e  Negro w r ite r  must be fe ro c io u s .

But th e re  i s  a lso  an American Negro t r a d i t io n  which teaches one 
to  d e f le c t  r a c ia l  provocation and to  m aster and con tain  pain . I t  i s  a
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t r a d i t io n  which abhors as obscene any tra d in g  on o n e 's  own anguish fo r 
gain or sympathy; which springs not from a d e s ire  to  deny th e  harshness 
o f ex istence  but from a w il l  to  deal w ith i t  a s  men a t  th e i r  b e s t have 
always done. I t  tak es  fo r t i tu d e  to  be a man and no le s s  to  be an 
a r t i s t . ^

Howe's m isreading can be excused, however, when one considers  
a  sym p ath ise r

th a t  no le s s  than  Jean-Paul S a rtre , much to  the  dismav of Fanon, w hile 

p ra is in g  N egritude was in  fa c t  burying i t  as th e  negative middle term 

in  Hegelian d ia le c t ic s ,  a "raeisme a n t i - r a c i s t e . "  Ts the  p re sen ta tio n  

o f pain experienced by a b lack  man racism  on the  b lack  man's p a rt 

because he exp lores th e  pain? S artre  ignores th e  question . Yet, as  i f  

to  prevent such d is to r t io n s ,  C esaire had warned; "ne f a i t e s  p o in t de
4?

moi ce t homme de haine pour/  qui je  n 'a i  que h a in e ."  And Fanon 

concludes;

Moi, l'homme de cou leu r, je  ne veux qu'une chose;
Que jam ais 1 ' instrum ent ne domine l'homme. Que cesse & jamais 

l 'a s se rv isse m en t de l'homme par l'homme. C 'e s t-4 -d ire  de moi par un 
a u tre .  Q u 'il me so i t  permis de decouvrir e t  de v o u lo ir  l'homme, oii 
q u ' i l  se tro u v e .

Le n&gre n 'e s t  pas. Pas p lus que le  B lanc,
Tous deux ont & s 'e c a r te r  des voix inhumaines qui fu ren t c e lle s  

de leugs a n ce tre s  r e s p e c t i f s  a f in  que n a isse  une au thentique communica­
t i o n . ^

A ll o f which b rin g s  us again to  the  contemporary Black American 

search fo r h is  c u ltu ra l  ro o ts ,  h is  a ttem pts a t  re -a p p ro p ria tin g  h is  

h e r ita g e . This search i s  a resumption of a philosophy th a t  came to  be 

when i t  asked i t s e l f  q uestions s im ila r to  those which arose a f t e r  the  

euphoria o f " in te g ra tio n "  in  th e  U.S. In  a ffirm ing  h is  h e r i ta g e , h is  

c u ltu ra l  id e n t i ty ,  as  a condition  to  successfu l " in te g ra t io n ,"  the  

Black American proves th e  erroneousness o f S a r tr e 's  view of N eg ritu d e 's  

disappearance (in  the  th ird  sy n th e tic a l stage o f i t s  d ia le c t ic a l  

movement) in  a " so c ie te  sans ra c e s ."  L ikew ise,the b e l ie f  th a t  Negritude 

ended w ith th e  deco lon iza tion  process o f A frica , in  th e  e a r ly  S ix ties^
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U9
i s  proven to  be wrong. We a re , a t  p re sen t, w itnessing  a re -a s s e r t io n

o f the  fa c t th a t  Negritude was never A frica ’ s philosophy or th a t  of

indigenous A fricans, ^ c a u se  i t  re p re sen ts  c u ltu re , th a t  which

"makes l i f e  worth l iv in g ,"  the  r e n e w e d  c la im s o f Femritude cannot but

flo u r '.ch in th e  U .S ., where th e re  i s  the  in c reasin g  consciousness th a t

the  p lu r a l i s t i c  composition of the  so c ie ty  e n ta i l s  re sp ec t fo r  the
50

cu ltu re  of i t s  d iv e rse  e th n ic  groups.

The fourth  stage in  the  Black American novel, th en , i s  th a t

o f Caliban looking in to  h im se lf, s tr iv in g  fo r a c en tra l core of

experience an ted a tin g  P rospero 's  hold h is  psyche. At t h i s  stage

the  Black w r i te r  is  p rim arily  unconcerned w ith psycholog ical t r i a l s ,

so c ia l and re l ig io u s  r e v o l t .  For he cannot care  le s s  to  be ca lled

a "foul-m outhed, base slave" - - i f  he i s  secure about h is  id e n ti ty .

Which he is  to  the  ex ten t th a t  he is  reaching now fo r depths in  h is

be ing , h is  p a s t ,  b ring ing  fo rth  a re-channeling  of c re a tiv e  en erg ies .

This tu rn ing  inward, consequently , i s  not s t a t i c  but f u l l  o f v i t a l i t y .

I t  gives meaning, a p o s itiv e  se t o f re fe ren ce  to  the e x is te n t ia l

consciousness (o r psychological m a la ise ), the  sentim ent o f r e v o l t ,  and

s p i r i tu a l  yearn ing . The "core of experience" con tains a l l  t h i s .  And

here S artre  sees the  b lack  w r i te r ’ s commitment in  the  s ig n if ic a n t

imagery of an Orpheus who descends in to  h im self to  repossess,and  b ring

to  the  su rface  o f ex is ten c e , the  core o f h is  c u l tu re ,  th e  Eurydice o f 
51

h is  negritude .

To be su re , many Blacks w r ite rs  a re  s t i l l  caught up in  the
S2re c o u rse  toa rch a ic  r e v o l t ,  m alaise o f one so rt or ano ther. But i f  two

out o f the four novels I  s h a ll  be d iscu ssin g  p re sen tly  f a l l  somewhat 

sho rt of the  promise ou tlined  above, th e  two o th e rs  - - e i t h e r ,  in  the 

case of M arshall, because of the  am plitude o f th e  im aginative ta sk  and
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th e  depth of the  design* o r , in  the  case o f Jones, because of th e  s ta tu re  

o f the  a r t i s t  and the  in fluence  he has brought to  bear on the course o f 

Black l e t t e r s ,  s ince the  e a r ly  S ix t ie s — o ffe r  ground fo r so lid  hope,

Richard W right's The O u tsider(l953) i s  th e  s to ry  o f Cross Damon, 

a drop-out from c o lleg e , who as th e  novel begins works as  a n ig h t c le rk  

in  a Chicago post o f f ic e . He i s  introduced as a m is f i t ,  a m alcontent, 

who re s o r ts  to  d rink ing  and fo rn ica tin g  to  d u ll  the  sense o f dread and 

d e sp a ir  th a t  g r ip s  him and makes him a walking p ic tu re  o f m eaninglessness, 

Damon is  m arried , bu t separated  from h is  w ife and four c h ild re n . He 

g e ts  involved w ith a s ix teen -y ea r old g i r l ,  h is  m is tre s s . But Damon s t i l l  

wallows in  d e sp a ir . Psychological m alaise tak es  a q u ite  concrete  form 

when he le a rn s  o f h is  m is tr e s s ' pregnancy and o f her in te n tio n s  to  force 

him to  marry her through denouncing him fo r s ta tu to ry  rap e , Damon's job 

i s  in  jeopardy a s  the  g i r l ' s  th r e a ts  fo rce  him to  borrow on h is  pension 

fund fo r an a b o rtio n . On h is  way to  see her w ith  the  money, Damon is  

involved in  a subway acc id en t where he i s  m istakenly  taken  to  be one of 

th e  f a ta l  v ic tim s . Seizing on th e  occasion of escaping from h is  id e n t i ty  

and h is  web of problems, he decides to  leave  fo r  New York, but not before 

k i l l in g  a fellow -w orker whom he fo r tu i to u s ly  m eets. In  New York, Damon 

ta k es  a number o f new names and jo in s  th e  Communist p a r ty . The rem ainder 

o f th e  book t e l l s  o f the  S ta l in i s t  methods of th e  New York c e l l ,  Damon's 

in a b i l i ty  to  escape s t i l l  h is  sense of f u t i l i t y ,  h is  re v o lt  a g a in s t the 

P a rty  through k i l l in g  two o f i t s  p r in c ip a ls ,  as w e ll as th e  land lo rd  of 

an apartment b u ild in g . The book c lo ses  w ith Damon's murder by avenging 

P arty  henchmen, as  he i s  about to  be a rre s te d  follow ing th e  d iscovery  

o f h is  tru e  id e n t i ty .

This n o v e l , i t  would not be u n fa ir  to  say , i s  a co llage  o f
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E x is ten tia lism  and Marxism experienced by a c h a rac te r  who seems to  be a 

la t te r - d a y  in te l le c tu a l! z e d  Bigger Thomas. And t h i s  makes fo r  a d u ll  

book, th e  pale remake of a c la s s ic .  R eflec ting  W righ t's  und ilu ted  

experiences w ith the  Communist p a r ty  in  the  F o r t ie s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  i t s  

S ta l in is t  methods and craps opportunism th a t  drove away many members 

and sym pathizers as a r e s u l t ,  and W righ t's  adoption  of a se lf-co n sc io u s  

e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  e th ic s  (no doubt as  a way of showing h is  g ra te fu ln e ss  

to  the  Sartre-Sim one de Beauvoir c i r c le  which lio n iz e d  him e a r ly  in  h is  

P a ris ian  e x i le ) ,  th i s  book may be h e lp fu l a s  au to b io g rap h ica l m a te r ia l. 

As a work of im agination i t  i s  lack in g  and d e f ic ie n t  on n e a rly  a l l  

counts.

Damon i s  not a ch arac te r b u t a mouthpiece fo r  W righ t's  id e a s .

The P arty  members, Damon's w ife and m is tre s s , the  West Ind ian  w a ite r  who 

dabbles a lso  a s  a P arty  o rg an izer, notw ithstanding Ely Houston, th e  

hunchback D is t r i c t  A ttorney of New York, f i r s t  introduced a s  he i s  

tra v e lin g  on th e  Chicago-New York t r a i n  w ith Damon - - a re  a l l  eq u a lly  

puppets m anipulated by a ra th e r  crude puppeteer. With th e  exception  

o f th e  Negro g h e tto  o f Chicago, a r e p l ic a ,  to  a c e r ta in  deg ree , o f  the  

one in  which Bigger l iv e d ,  s e tt in g  i s  n o n ex isten t. O rgan ically , the  

book i s  divided in to  two p a r ts ,  th e  Chicago and th e  New York scenes 

Which correspond to  th e  two poles o f  E x is ten tia lism  and Marxism, th e  

two "dram atic" cen te rs  in  th e  novel. This does no t make fo r  u n ity  of 

design , or s t ru c tu ra l  cohesion.

Yet, i f  only on th e  le v e l o f  in te n tio n , th e re  must be an 

argument a t  work, giv ing some sense to  the  novel. And i t  i s  W righ t's  

view o f the  Negro as archetype fo r man's u n iv e rsa l con d itio n . The 

" o u ts id e r ,"  Damon, much l ik e  Camus' M eursault, s tands as "absurd man."
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The experience o f th e  Negro, or th a t  o f any oppressed m ino rity  group, may 

be seen as  sym bolical of man's u n iv e rsa l d e sp a ir . This b e l ie f  i s  

e x p l ic i t ly  s ta ted  e a r ly  in  the  novel, as a c h a rac te r saysi

For four hundred years th e se  w hite fo lk s  done made everybody on 
e a r th  fe e l  l ik e  th ey  a i n ' t  human, l ik e  th e y 'r e  o u ts id e rs . They done 
kicked 'em around and ca lled  'em names [and th e re  ensues a catalogue 
o f r a c ia l  e p ith e ts  used in  regard to  B lacks, Chinese, Japanese, Mexicans, 
Jews and Hindu&J,^"

L ater on, d iscu ss in g  w ith Houston, th e  D.A., Damon, who is  

d e se rtin g  two women and fiv e  ch ild ren  a f t e r  committing murder, and, 

f u r th e r ,  to  re p e a t, a menial c le rk  whose only  a c t i v i t i e s  have been up 

to  now drink ing  and fo rn ic a tin g , i s  made to  muae thus about man's f a te :

A ren 't a l l  c u ltu re s  and c iv i l iz a t io n s  ju s t  screens which men 
have used to  d iv ide  them selves, to  put between th a t  p a r t  o f them selves 
which th ey  a re  a f ra id  o f and th a t  p a r t of them selves which th ey  want to  
t r y  to  preserve? A re n 't a l l  o f m an's e f f o r t s  a t  order an attem pt to  
s t i l l  man's fe a r o f h im se lf?55

There i s  a " d e jl  vu" fe e lin g  upon reading  such a s tatem ent, compounded 

by hollow ness, considering  th e  questionab le  c r e d ib i l i ty  o f th e  ch arac te r 

u t te r in g  i t .  These p i t f a l l s  recu r when s im ila r  words are  used by Ely 

Houston, a hunchback who might have been c re d ib le  in  h is  understanding 

o f man's wanton c ru e lty .  But th i s  i s  a New York D is t r ic t  A ttorney 

speaking?

Negroes, as  th ey  e n te r our c u ltu re , a re  going to  in h e r i t  the  
problems we CWhiteg] have, bu t w ith a d if fe re n c e . They a re  o u ts id e rs  
and they  a re  going to  know th a t  th ey  have th e se  problems. They a re  going 
to  be se lf -c o n sc io u s5 th ey  a re  going to  be g if te d  w ith a double v is io n , 
f o r ,  being Negroes, th ey  a re  going to  be both in s id e  and o u ts id e  o f our 
c u ltu re  a t  the  same tim e, . Negroes w il l  develop unique and sp e c ia lly  
defined psycholog ical ty p e s ,5°

N onetheless, i t  may be said th a t  such statem ents serve a purpose; 

i f  not th e  n o v e l's  c r e d ib i l i ty  a t  l e a s t  W righ t's  v is io n  of a p o s t-re v o lt 

a t t i tu d e  on the  p a rt o f the  American Negro, In  ad d itio n  to  th e  lav ish  

d e sc rip tio n  of four v io le n t murders, th i s  v is io n , however, i s  undermined
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by i t s  being framed in to  unassim ila ted  European E x is te n tia lism . Wright 

did not l iv e  to  in te g ra te  h is  c o rre c t in s ig h t o f the  N egro's "double 

v is io n "  in to  a philosophy indigenous to  h is  h e r ita g e .

His f a i lu re  here  must no doubt be c o rre la ted  w ith h is  in a b i l i ty  

to  transcend (even and foremost in h is  P a ris ian  e x ile )  the  e a r ly  traumas 

o f h is  M iss issip p i upbringing and th e  l a t e r  ones of h is  adulthood in  

Chicago and New York, One has to  conclude th a t  th e i r  legacy  o f b i t te rn e s s  

so impressed h is  outlook as to  render him unable to  r e la te  to  a deeper

experience, however exposed W right, l a t e  in  l i f e ,  was to  the  exponents
/ befriended.

of Negritude and the  A frican  r e b ir th  whom he in  P a ris ,

William Demby's The Catacombs (1965) i s  ano ther product of 

European e x ile  and i l l u s t r a t e s  i t s  vag aries  on a w r i t e r 's  ou tlook. I f  

Demby's f i r s t  novel, B ee tlec reek . could be lab e led  an " e x i s te n t ia l i s t "  

novel (but a redeeming one), h is  second d e f ie s  a l l  c a te g o r ie s , un less  

we a re  ready to  c a l l  i t  a pre-Truman Capote "non-novel n o v e l,"  At th e  

o u tse t we a re  to ld  th a t  t h i s  i s  to  be a novel centered on two c h a rac te rs : 

Demby,the n o v e lis t ,  a tw enty-year re s id e n t of Rome, who i s  going to  w rite  

a novel (the  one we have in  our hands) about D o ris , a Black dancer who 

has a fea tu re  ro le  in  a film  being shot in  I t a ly ,  C leopatra . s ta r r in g  

E lizabeth  T aylor, no l e s s  I The use o f th i s  non-im aginative f a c t  should 

t e l l  us something. I t  in troduces th e  second asp ec t o f the  intended novel: 

an in v e s tig a tio n  o f th e  tim e element rendered in  the  very  s tru c tu re  of 

th e  book.

The synchronic tim e fa c to r  i s  th e  period 1962-1964, In  ad d itio n  

to  th e  film in g , th e  au thor makes abundant use o f newspaper head lin es  and 

s to r ie s ,  r e f e r s  to  the  media (he and h is  w ife work in  te le v is io n  and the 

film  in d u stry , and so do th e i r  f r ie n d s ) ,  b e t te r  to  convey the  tu rm o ils  of
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th e  a c tu a l world during th a t  period . The agony of the  A lgerian war, 

M arilyn Monroe's su ic id e , th e  1963 March on Washington, Kennedy's a s s a s ln -  

a t io n ,  not to  mention th e  Cuban m iss ile  c r i s i s ,  a re  a l l  th e re .  Through 

a l l  t h i s  th e  au thor hopes to  rep resen t the  tim elessn ess  o f a r t ,  co n trasted  

w ith  the  tim e lin e ss  o f th ese  events? thus producing a sober r e f le c t io n  

on th e  c y c lic a l  p a tte rn  o f human h is to ry . And here one supposes i s  th e  

s ig n ific a n ce  o f th e  s to ry - l in e ,  D oris i s  presented in  an imagery of 

v i t a l i t y ,  sen su a lity ?  so th a t  she becomes sym bolical o f f e r t i l i t y  in  a 

world devoid , because o f i t s  v io le n t tem per, o f th ese  q u a l i t ie s !

D oris b u rs ts  in to  the  room l ik e  an explosion of sunflow ers. As 
alw ays, h er a s to n ish in g  nightclub-dancing  v i t a l i t y  in tim id a te s  me. . . .
In  h er stormy freshm inted presence, my soul s h r iv e ls  . . .  .

D oris laughs and the  dust p a r t ic le s  g iv ing a u ra l substance to  the  
su n 's  rays churn and m ill about l ik e  a storm of m igrating  b ird s , . . .  
c ro sses  h e r long , fo re s t- ta p e re d  l e g s ,57

She becomes the  m is tre ss  o f an I t a l ia n  Count, to  whom she i s  introduced 

by Demby, The Count i s  s t r a ig h t  out o f "La Dolce V ita ,"  a ty p ic a l member, 

seem ingly, o f the decadent Roman a r i s to c r a t i c  c la s s  F e l l in i  portrayed on 

the  screen . He i s  a b la se , world-weary c h a rac te r , separated  from h is  w ife 

who i s  barren? and he panders h is  t i t l e  to  an American firm  in  re tu rn  

fo r  a Public R ela tions p o s itio n . The Count becomes a l iv e ,  however, and 

reg a in s  a measure o f v i t a l i t y  in  h is  d a llia n ce  w ith th e  Negro g i r l .  

Even tually  he impregnates h e r ,  and th e i r  a f f a i r  ends upon h is  imminent 

d epartu re  fo r an overseas assignment where he i s  tak ing  along h is  w ife 

w ith whom he i s  reco n c iled .

Demby's in te n t  i s  t h i s i  D oris stands fo r renascen t A frica , or 

th e  an c ien t Arabic c iv i l iz a t io n s  (the  s ig n ifican ce  o f th e  frequen t 

s u b s ti tu tio n  o f Moor fo r Negro by th e  "mistaken" I t a l i a n s ) ,  and th e  Count 

stands fo r Roman Western c iv i l iz a t io n  in  the  process of dying. We a re  

to ld  th a t  th e  C ount's fa th e r  was an A frica n is t whose t i r e l e s s  f ie ld  work,
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away from Europe, ev en tu a lly  brought about h is  w ife 's  d eath , The Count,

moreover, has a s i s t e r ,  a m issionary  in  A frica . Both the  s i s t e r  and the

fa th e r  a re  said to  have w restled  (the  s i s t e r  s t i l l  i s )  w ith the  deep

sig n ific an ce  of A frica which to  them re p re se n ts  an " id e a ,"  a "dream,"
f o r

th a t  i f  penetrated  would allow  a momentous in s ig h t on l i f e .  Whereas the 

fa th e r  never got around to  conceptualize h is  in s ig h ts  in  a learned  study, 

and the s i s t e r  almost succumbs, in  K urtzian fash ion , to  the  "dream" 

surrounding h er (she i s  saved when she d isco v ers  i t s  hum anistic im port)

—th e  Count, by c o n tra s t ,  succeeds in  g rasp in g , through D oris, the  

sy n th esis  o f the  "dream" and th e  r e a l i ty :  hence the  symbolism o f h is

fa th e rin g  a c h ild , fo r  he has reached the  source of l i f e  in  D o ris ' 

f e r t i l i t y .  As h is  w ife , who has been ta lk in g  w ith th e  Count about the  

meaning of A frica , says, recognizing  the symbolism (a l le g o r ic a l ly  ta in te d )  

o f h er husband 's achievement: "Last n igh t I  dreamed of a name fo r  your
5*

c h i l d , , . She sh a ll  be a g i r l  . . .  Her name s h a ll  be A nnunziata,, . "

In the  la rg e r  framework of the  book, the  meeting o f A frica and 

Europe rep re se n ts  th e  iro n ie s  o f tim e. In  a Vicoan manner, Demby a llu d es  

to  the  c y c lic a l  movement o f h is to ry  through h is  two c h a rac te rs : th e  f a l l

of the  Roman "dream" o f c iv i l iz a t io n  is  p a ra lle le d  by the  r i s e  of the  "dream"

of A frica . In so fa r as the  Count ge ts  a new lease  on l i f e  through h is

re la t io n s h ip  w ith D oris , Demby in d ica te s  where an aged Europe might 

rep len ish  i t s  sources: in  th e  A frican "dream" world o f myths, r i t u a l s

and symbols.

A ll t h i s  i s  Demby's in te n t .  But fo rm ally , th e  n o v e lis t la ck s  in 

keeping a constan t focus and in te r e s t  on what should have been th e  cen ter 

of h is  novel: the  re la t io n s h ip  between th e  Count and D oris. Not s a t is f ie d

to  l e t  the  frequent in tru s io n  o f the  a c tu a l world of contemporary s t r i f e
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speak fo r  i t s e l f ,  Demby's "persona" tak es  over as a looming and bothersome 

shadow over the  proceedings. What i s  the  s ig n if ic a n c e , in  the  o v e ra ll 

design , o f Demby producing a Louis Armstrong " sp e c ia l"  fo r I t a l i a n  T .V .? 

What i s  th e  s ig n ific an ce  o f h is  succumbing to  tem ptation  and sleeping 

w ith D oris? That o f h is  personal fam ily l i f e ?  That o f Demby's presence 

( a lb e i t  through h is  "persona") fo r  th a t  m atte r (no Gide he I)? Small 

wonder th a t  w ith a l l  th e  newspaper c lip p in g s  and th e  amount o f p la t i tu d i ­

nous d e t a i l s ,  t h i s  novel lack s  in  form, and d e fe a ts  i t s  very  purpose, A 

book meant to  in v e s tig a te  the  time dimension in  human h is to ry  and l i f e  

(as Proust and E lio t showed), the interw eaving o f c u ltu re s  through the  

media and s p i r i tu a l  needs (as Dos Passos showed in  Manhattan T ran sfe r) 

need not be a p re te n tio u s  co llage  or an ex erc ise  in  narc issism .

I f  anything th i s  book dem onstrates th a t  Demby's tw enty-year 

e x ile  was tu rn in g  sour. (S ig n if ic a n tly , a t  the  end o f th e  book, we a re  

to ld  o f h is  impending re tu rn  to  th e  U.S.) We a re  l e f t  w ith a "might- 

have-been" conclusion in  regard to  th e  success o f The Catacombs, whose 

t i t l e  in d ic a te s  th e  need fo r  descent in to  o n e se lf . The American Negro 

dancer could have been Demby's Eurydice (th e  book 's  f in a l  scene i s  the  

Count's descent in to  th e  "catacom bs," in  Rome, w ith D oris whom he lo ses  

th e re ) .  Put she i s  n o t, fo r  the Roman catacombs cannot r e a l ly  be the  

ap p ro p ria te  metaphor fo r  h e l l ,

America ap p aren tly  i s  fo r th e  Black American, and i t  i s  the  h e l l  

LeRoi Jones wishes to  explore in h i s  short p o e tic a l novel, The System of

Dan te 's  H ell (1966), The book opens with the  paradoxical statem ent,
59

"But d a n te 's  h e l l  i s  heaven," T his arouses th e  s ta r t le d  re a d e r 's  

a t te n t io n .  As he remembers the c h a r t of the  nine c i r c le s ,  a p p ro p ria te ly  

divided according to  the  degree of g u i l t  (inco n tin en ce , v io len ce ,
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fraudu lence, tre a c h e ry , e t  a l . )  and goes on w ith h is  read ing , th e  reader

re a l iz e s  th a t  the r>antesque re fe rence  is  only  meant as irony , fo r th e re

a re  no B eatrice  and V irg il h e re , and the p u b lic  framework o f D an te 's  high

medievalism has been thoroughly  subverted in to  an in te n se ly  p riv a te

e x is te n t ia l  one. Signposts a re  presen t th roughou t! B eckett, E l io t ,

Stephen Dedalus, and in  th e  end, S a rtre . The paradoxical statem ent a t

th e  beginning becomes meaningful when Jones t e l l s  u s , in concluding!

" I  am and was and w i l l  be a so c ia l anim al. H ell i s  d e finab le  only in

those term s, . . .  H ell in  the  head. The to r tu re  of being the  unseen

o b je c t, and, the  c o n s ta n tly  observed su b jec t. . . .  H ell i s  a c tu a l ,
60

and people w ith h e l l  in  th e i r  heads."

H e ll, th en , i s  used in  a S a rtr ian  co n tex t. This b rin g s  us back

to  the  beginning statem ent ag a in . How can even a S a rtr ian  h e l l  be

heaven? H erein we g e t in to  th e  second s t r a in  th a t  s tru c tu re s  the

s p i r i tu a l  journey! th e  Joycean re c re a tio n , through memory, o f the

prim al molds o f th e  a r t i s t i c  s e n s ib i l i ty .  Jones i s  double throughout!

B eckettian  and S a r tr ia n  in  a s t e r i l e  p re se n t, or in  the  p ast seen through

immediate consciousness5 Joycean in  h is  re p re se n ta tio n  o f s e n s ib i l i ty

through th e  sounds, sm ells and moods o f b i r th  and growth in  the  Black

ghetto  o f Newark.

Because Jones i s  foremost a po e t, a d ea le r in  h a lf- to n e s  r a th e r

than  b r ig h t l i g h t ,  in  moods ra th e r  than co n fro n ta tio n s , in  fe e lin g s

ra th e r  than v o c ife ra tio n s , in  the  deeper recesse s  o f the  im agination and

th e  senses ra th e r  than  th e  surface  immediacy o f s o c io -p o li t ic a l  r e a l i t i e s ,

th e  ghetto  l i f e  he re c re a te s  i s  c e r ta in ly  not B ig g e r 's ,o r th e  " in v is ib le

m an 's ,"  Determined to  reach fo r  the  "sm ithy o f h is  so u l,"  fo r the

rec rea ted  "conscience o f h is  ra c e ,"  Jones can proclaim  in  the  c losing
61

l in e s  of h is  journey what he ambiguously announced as "heaven"!
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"Once as a c h ild , I  would weep fo r compassion and understand ing , And H ell

was th e  in fe rno  o f my f r u s t r a t io n .  But th e  world i s  c lea re r  to  me now,
62

and many o f i t s  fe a tu re s , more e a s i ly  d e finab le?

But l e t  us s t a r t  a t  the  beginning . There i s  no s to ry - l in e  to  

speak o f , nor a re  th e re  c h a ra c te rs . Taking no doubt h is  a r t i s t i c  

in s p ira tio n  from Joyce, Jones p re sen ts  h is  youth and adolescence in the  

ghe tto  o f Newark, the  fr ie n d s  th a t  he had, the  e a r ly  sexual p ro m isc u itie s , 

the  meaning of th e  s t r e e ts  and the  "b locs" o f th e  c i ty ,  h is  leav ing  h is  

s e n s itiv e  rap p o rt w ith th e  world upon en te rin g  c o lle g e , h is  in fa tu a tio n  

w ith and even tual r e je c t io n  o f the  Black m id d le -c la ss . F in a lly , the  

concluding sec tio n  r e la te s  h is  enrollm ent in to  th e  Air Force and h is  

v i s i t ,  on a fu rlough , to  th e  b o rd e llo  d i s t r i c t  o f Shreveport, L ouisiana, 

Rock bottom is  reached in  t h i s  n ad ir sphere o f experience , and d ea th , 

in  the  fig u re s  o f Black hoodlums, g re e ts  th e  N arra to r on h is  way out o f 

th e  in fe rn o . The l a s t  chap ter i s  a commentary th a t  throws l ig h t  on the 

previous proceedings.

Let us review the  two p o le s t h e l l  as  a metaphor fo r th e  Negro's 

co n d itio n , and h e l l  as th e  heaven th e  a r t i s t i c  s e n s ib i l i ty  fash ions a t  

the  outcome o f the  Orphic q u es t. The f i r s t  a sp ec t rep re se n ts  th e  

h i s to r i c a l ,  psychological and so c ia l m alaise th a t  has been the  l o t  of 

th e  Negro, This "shared experience" i s  th e  type o f h e l l  Jones i s  conscious 

o f when he speaks from a "p resen t"  s tan d p o in t, a lb e i t  as a modern 

in te l le c tu a l .  Hence h is  language and imagery o f d e sp a ir  and d is s a t is f a c t io n  

a re  those o f B eckett, S a rtre  and E l io t i  "The w eight o f m yself, . . .  No a i r  

g e ts  in , Nothing to  in te r e s t  me but m yself, . . .  Nothing rem ains w ith

me . . .  except myself to  each, as to  h im se lf. . . .  The p rodigal l iv e s  in
63

darkness. . . .  I  am, as you a re  caught. Here, i s  where we d ie ,"
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Indeed one h ears  B ec k e tt 's  Malone when we a re  to ld i  "Flesh to  f le s h ,
6k

the  cold h a l ls  echo death . And i t  w il l  not come," But B eckett i s

c a s t asid e  when th e  personal pronoun i s  used in  d i r e c t  in te rro g a tio n :
65

"Who created  me to  t h i s  pain?" The fo rce fu ln e ss  o f th e  question  

leads to  th e  in te g ra tio n  o f in te l le c tu a l  and v is c e ra l  pa in : Jones '

pain as the N egro 's, This i s  the  h e l l  th a t  O rpheus-like the Black 

w rite r  descends to  ap p rise  h im se lf o f: "N atives down the  s t r e e t .  A ll

dead. A ll walking slow ly towards t h e i r  l iv e s ,  , , .  That th ey  suffered 

and c d n 't  know i t .  Knew th a t  somehow, fo rev e r. Each dead nigger

stink ing  h is  same su ffe rin g  th ru  u s . Each work of b lu e s  some dead
66

face m elting . Some l i f e  drained o f f  in  s i le n c e ,"  -—a l l  th e  way to  

the  l a s t  c i r c le  in  th e  in fe rn o . And th i s  i s  the  s ig n ific an ce  o f the  

bo rd e llo  scene:

The p lace was f i l l e d  w ith shades. G hosts, And the  huge ugly 
hands o f a c tu a l spooks. Standing around the  b a r , s p i l l in g  wine on 
greasy s h i r t s .  Y elling  a t  a f a t  yellow sp liv  who ta lk ed  about a l l  
th e i r  m others, p u llin g  out th e i r  d rin k s . Laughing w ith wet c ig a re t te s  
and the  paper stuck  to  f a t  l i p s .  . . .  A smell o f d e sp a ir and drunkenness, 
, , ,  Their f r ig h ten in g  l i v e s , ” '*

But th ese  " fr ig h ten in g  l iv e s "  should not fr ig h te n  away the  poet. 

Since they  d e fin e  him, he must see h im self through them. But how? How 

to  p resen t c re a t iv e ly  t h i s  consciousness? C erta in ly  not through vain­

g lo rious forms o f p ro te s t .  Hence Jones, conscious o f h is  n eg ritu d e , 

does not shy away from a v a il in g  h im self o f experiences th a t ,  to  some 

degree, p a r a l le l  h i s :  Y eats ' and Jo y c e 's , Stephen Dedalus meets w ith

Orpheus in  Jones ' re c re a tio n  o f h is  p a s t ,  in  an a r t  form which becomes 

both form and con ten t o f o n e 's  s e n s ib i l i ty ,  Jones, th en , accom plishes 

two ta sk s : f i r s t ,  a personal statem ent on th e  nature  o f a rt}  second,

a c o lle c tiv e  one in  showing through " fr ig h ten in g  l iv e s "  the  Dedalian
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"conscience of h is  ra c e ."

Because " I  am l e f t  only w ith my small w o rd s ,,, a g a in s t the  day," 

words a re  used and transform ed fo r the  p ic tu re  o f a s e n s it iv e  s ta te .

The Newark g h e tto , as D edalus' D ublin, i s  " f e l t , "  not d esc rib ed :

The breakup o f my s e n s ib i l i ty ,  , , ,  The walks th e re  and back to  
where I  was. Night queens in  w in te r dusk. Drowning c i ty  o f  s ile n ce ,
Ishmael back, up through th e  th in  w in te r sm ells. Conked h a i r ,  tweed 
c o a t, s l ig h t ly  bent a t  the  coffee  corner D rugstore, hands tu rn in g  
th e  knob fo r  constan t v a r ia t io n . M usic,”9

The "ep ip h an ies ,"  to  be sure, a re  in  l in e  with th e  ch arac te r o f ghetto  

l i f e :  th e  comradeship o f s t r e e t  gangs; the suggestive power o f s t r e e t

names (Belmont Ave., Raymond B lvd.) and c i ty  sec tio n s  (North ward,

South w ard); th e  gang f ig h ts ;  th e  sexual prom iscuity  th a t  breeds 

f if te e n -y e a r  old unwed m others, e t  a l .  Language d i s t i l l a t e s  these  harsh 

r e a l i t i e s ;  a s  in  the  follow ing d e sc rip tio n  o f a f ig h t  between r iv a l  

gangs a t  a p a r ty :

He came back w ith s ix  guys and a meat c lea v e r. Rushed down the 
wooden s t a i r s  and made the  whole p lace  no man's lan d , Dukes took o ff  th e  
tarns and t r i e d  to  shove back in  the  darkness. Ladies pushed back on 
th e  w a lls . O rio les s t i l l  grinding  fo r  th e  snow, "Where's th a t  muthafucka," 
Lovely Dante a t  n igh t under h is  flame tak ing  heaven, A p la ce , a system, 
where a l l  i s  d e a l t  w i th , , ,  a s  i s  p roper, "I'm  gonna k i l l  th a t  m uthafucka," 
Waved the  c leav e r and I  c re p t backwards w hile h is  mob shuffled  faces .
"I'm  gonna k i l l  somebody." S t i l l  I  had my coat and edged away from the 
cen te r (as  I  always came on. There. In  your d i tc h ,  b leeding  w ith you, 
C h r is tia n s ) ,

Undoubtedly th e re  i s  a d e lib e ra te  c o n tra s t between th e  harsh scatology 

o f murderous v io lence and th e  n a r r a to r 's  d e f la tin g  detached comments 

("Lovely D ante, , , " ) ;  an iro n ic a l  view o f the proceedings ("A p lace , a 

sy s te m ,,." )  th a t  b lu rs  the  rea lism  as i t  transm utes the  ten sio n  of the  

moment in to  a s e n s it iv e  experience. So th a t  in stead  of an im pression o f 

crude v io lence we a re  l e f t  r a th e r  w ith a f i l te r e d  one, a "p riv ileg ed  

moment" in  the  l i f e  s ty le  o f th e  g h e tto ,

A number o f o th e r scenes, sordid in p o ssib le  im p lica tions (one
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th in k s  o f a p ro s t i tu te  thrown out o f a moviner ca r) are  eq u a lly  defused 

through the  prism of Jones* language, Consequently, i f  h e l l  can be so 

envisaged, as  a molding cen te r o f re fe ren ce  reach ing  deep in to  one’ s 

sen s iM lit.v , i t  i s  in  t ru th  "heaven," Jones r ig h t f u l ly  concludes h is  

book w ith the  summation o f a barren  consciousness redeemed through the  

workings o f a r t .  For th e  poet has reinvented  h is  s e n s ib i l i ty !

H ell is  a c tu a l ,  and people w ith h e l l  in  th e i r  heads. Hut the  
p a s to ra l moments in  a man’ s l i f e  w i l l  a lso  mean a g rea t d ea l a s  fa r  as  
h is  em otional re fe re n ce s . One th in k s  o f home, or the  o th er "homes" we 
have had. And we remember w/love those  th in g s  bathed in  so f t b lack  
l i g h t .  The s tru g g les  away or towards t h i s  peace is  H e ll’ s f u n c t io n .^

A s im ila r re co g n itio n  i s  c e n tra l  to  th e  la 6 t  novel of th i s  

a n a ly s is : Paiile M arshall’ s The Chosen P lace, th e  Timeless People(1968).

Set in  the  Caribbean, i t  opens w ith th e  a r r iv a l  on Bourne Is land  of 

an American Jewish a n th ro p o lo g is t, Saul, h is  WASP w ife , H a r r ie t ,  and 

h is  a s s i s t a n t ,  A llen, They a re  to  work on a Foundation (th e  Center fo r  

Applied Social Research) development p ro je c t designed to  l i f t  the  

is land  from economic morass. They a re  received  by M erle, a very  Black 

woman, who owns th e  guest-house where th ey  a re  to  s tay . Soon enough 

they  a re  introduced to  the  t r a d i t io n a l  Caribbean l i f e  s ty le  o f mass

poverty  lorded over by an educated Black e l i t e  and land-owning m ulatto

bourgeo isie  more a ttuned  to  th e  t a s t e  fo r  luxury  acquired by th e i r  

B r itish  o r ie n ta tio n  than  to  th e  lo c a l  r e a l i t i e s .  The hot-house c u ltu re  

centered on p a r t ie s  given by th e  S l i te  and th e  colony o f fo re ig n e rs  i s  

desc rib ed . Other hackneyed is land  p u rsu its  a re  w itnessed , and, in  th e  

end, th e  promise o f success fo r  th e  economic p ro je c t remains only a 

promise. Saul’ s p lans a re  thwarted by h is  w ife who engineers h is  r e c a l l .  

But, as i s  s a id , the  is lan d  was fa ted  to  remain what i t  always was, tim e­

le s s  to  i t s e l f  and to  th e  ou tside  w orld.
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So f a r  th e re  seems to  be nothing p a r t ic u la r  to  th a t  novel th a t  

a Graham Greene or Alec Waugh had not d e a lt  w ith b e fo re . But th e re  i s  

a design a t  work beneath th e  c lic h es  and th e  " d e ji  vu ,"  In  a b ig  book, 

th a t  could have been cut by h a l f ,  Mrs. M arshall i s  a f t e r  a c e n tra l  "core 

o f experience" ag a in s t which a l l  h e r main ch a rac te rs  a re  to  be te s te d  

and which th e  "tim elessness"  of th e  is lan d  and i t s  people sym bolizes.

The myth a t  work i s  th a t  o f Cuffee Ned, a legendary  Black slave who 

led  a su ccessfu l in su rre c tio n  ag a in s t the  co lo n ia l m asters. For th ree  

y e a rs , we a re  to ld ,  the  people liv ed  fre e  u n t i l  Cuffee Ned*s capture 

and beheading, Cuffee Ned was an "Obeah man" who r e l ie d  on the  A frican 

gods o f  h is  a n ce s try  fo r guidance* " ( fo r  Cuffee had been th a t  a ls o ,

both seer and shaman to  th e  people, th e  in term ediary  between them and
72

the  an c ien t gods),"

S ig n if ic a n tly , when we f i r s t  meet M erle, we a re  to ld  th a t  she 

ju s t  su ffered  a severe m ental breakdown brought about by her d ism issa l, 

by th e  lo c a l school board , fo r having le c tu red  on th e  legend o f Cuffee 

Nedi She was te l l in g  the  c h ild re n  about Cuffee Ned and th in g s

th a t  happened on th e  is lan d  in  olden tim es. , , ,  , W ell, they  f ire d  

her in  n°  tim e f l a t .  . . .  But the  th in g  had her so upset h er head went 

clean out a g a i n ' . B u t  i t  i s  in  th e  c lim actic  th ir d  p a r t o f th e  

novel th e  myth appears wedded to  the  design . During the  marathon two- 

day c e le b ra tio n s  of C arn ival, a l l  the  main ch arac te rs*  l iv e s  come to  a 

d ec is iv e  t e s t  out of which th e i r  f a te  i s  sea led . The c h ie f fe a tu re  in  

the  pub lic  r i t u a l s  i s  the  re c re a tio n  o f Cuffee Ned's odyssey, as  r iv a l  

bands o f  marchers in carn ate  the  h i s to r ic a l  a n tag o n is ts  in  a highly-charged 

atmosphere th a t  s t i l l s  tim e and p lace in  mass c a th a r s is ,  and in  a moment 

of t ru th  fo r  each of th e  p r in c ip a ls .
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H a rr ie t has volunteered to  march in  one o f the  pageants. She 

g e ts  caught up among th e  Cuffee Ned Marchers and i s  seized w ith te r r o r  

amid the  surrounding b lackness. She h y s te r ic a l ly  contem plates being 

thrown o ff  th e  docks, towards which the  rambunctious crowd i s  d riv en .

Yet she reco v ers , as the  apprehended th re a t  never m a te r ia liz e s ; fo r 

i t  i s  M arshall*s in te n t to  in d ic a te  th a t  the  " te r ro r"  th a t  seized H arrie t 

i s  h e r u n se tt lin g  experience o f suddenly being confronted w ith repressed  

t r u th s  in  h e r p a s t. For H a rrie t i s  from a "main l in e "  P h iladelph ia  fam ily  

whose founder, th re e  generations remove, was ac tiv e  in  th e  slave tra d e .

I t  i s  out o f  the  money derived  from such e x p lo ita tio n  th e  Foundation, 

funded by h e r fam ily ’ s w ealth , i s  financing  her husband’ s p ro je c t , A 

h is to r ic a l  movement o f re tr ib u t io n  i s  a t  work; o f course not r e a l ly  

in  favor o f th e  s la v e s ' descendants, but ag a in s t those o f  the  slave­

h o ld e rs , This i s  th e  consciousness o f which, we are  led  to  b e lie v e , 

th a t  ev en tu a lly  d riv e s  H a rr ie t to  h e r death .

In  th e  evening o f th a t  same day when H a rrie t had a glimpse of 

her demons, Saul and Merle a re  re le a s in g  th e ir s ,  Saul t e l l s  o f h is  

experience o f a lie n a tio n  a s  a Jew, which l i e s  behind h is  p ro fess io n a l 

wanderings aimed a t  b ring ing  help  to  underpriv ileged  people. He t e l l s  

of th e  t o l l  taken  by f a te t  h is  f i r s t  w ife 's  d ea th , e ig h t months pregnant, 

in  th e  w ilderness o f Honduras, His marriage to  H a r r ie t ,  i t  i s  im plied , 

i s  a te n ta t iv e  attem pt a t  d u llin g  h is  experience of m ala ise . That i t  i s  

a f a i lu r e  i s  shown in  what he recognizes in  M erle, For Merle has 

experienced a lso  the  descent in to  h e l l .  And she proceeds to  u n v e il the  

harsh t ru th s  ly in g  behind h e r fa jade  o f brash loquaciousnesst her 

sojourn  as a studen t in  England; the  sexual p rom iscu itie s  th a t  led  to  

lesb ian ism ; her m arriage to  an A frican destroyed by h er London
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b e n efac tre ss  when she revealed  her p a st to  her husband; her re tu rn  to

Bourne is land  to  soothe her wounds, reopened by h e r d ism issa l. A ll of

which r e s u l t s  in  f i t s  o f depression  from which she escapes in  postu ring

(" I 'v e  had to  pay w ith  my sa n ity  fo r  th e  r ig h t  to  speak my mind
7^

so you know I  must ta lk "  - - a s  she says e a r ly  in  th e  book). But now, 

i ro n ic a l ly ,  she has found h e r  Orpheus, in  Cuffee Ned's n ig h t, in  th e  

person o f the  Jew, I-t i s  out o f such a re c o g n itio n , as Saul l a t e r  would 

have h is  w ife understand , th a t  th e  two s t a r t  a l ia i s o n .

Following th e  c a rn iv a l, Saul re g u la r ly  v i s i t s  M erle, a f a c t  

which soon becomes public  knowledge fo r  th e  " tim e less  people" who welcome 

in  Saul one o f t h e i r  own. As fo r H a r r ie t ,  she grows in c re a s in g ly  

im patien t w ith is lan d  l i f e ,  and the  most innocuous d e ta i l s  (such as 

ch ild ren  re fu s in g  her g estu res  o f g en ero sity ) add to  th e  u n s e tt l in g  

experience among th e  m archers, H a r r ie t ,  because she i s  the  product of 

a fam ily , a c u ltu re , rooted in  " tak ing" from o th e rs , i s  unable to  "give" 

o f h e r s e lf  to  people. As t h i s  in a b i l i ty  grows in  a psychological s ta te  

of d is s a t is f a c t io n  she i s  drawn to  h e r a rch e ty p a l ro o ts  o f d e s tru c tio n , 

which u ltim a te ly  exp lain  her committing su ic id e . I t  i s  in te re s t in g  to  

note how the  symbol o f b lackness ex p la in s the  wish fo r  d e s tru c tio n . As 

H a rr ie t confron ts h e r husband when she i s  informed o f h is  u n fa ith fu ln e s s , 

she does not a t ta c k  him so much on th e  le v e l  o f m a rita l values as  fo r  

h is  having embraced the  " te r ro r"  o f b lack n ess; " I  th in k  . . .  o f your
75

touching someone l ik e  th a t  and I  c a n 't  understand i t , "  B lackness, 

whether i t  has to  do w ith th e  co lo r o f someone's sk in  or n o t, as long 

as i t  re p re se n ts  something out o f th e  Manichean P u ritan  mold (fundamental 

to  H a r r ie t 's  ou tlook , in  her "main l in e "  lin eag e ) —has to  be stamped o u t, 

destroyed . This Saul, as a Jew, understands. This consciousness, stemming
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out o f cen tu ry -o ld  persecu tion  a t  th e  ha nr? s o f such as H a rr ie t, i s  soon 

b u ttre sse d  when H a rr ie t ,  pulling: on h e r fa m ily 's  s t r in g s ,  su cce ssfu lly  

eng ineers S a u l's  r e c a l l  from the  p ro je c t .  At th a t  p o in t Saul a r t ic u la te s  

the  savage t ru th  from which H a rrie t w i l l  never reco v eri " 'What i s  i t  

wi th  you and your k ind , anyway? . . .  Tf you c a n 't  have th in g s  your way, 

i f  you c a n 't  run the  show, th e r e 's  to  be no show, i s  th a t  i t ?  . . .  You'd 

p re fe r  to  see everything inc lud ing  y o u rse lv es , come down in  ru in s  ra th e r
7*6than 'ta k e  down^' ra th e r  than  not have every th ing  your way, i s  th a t  i t? "

I r o n ic a l ly ,  H a rrie t i s  the  ev il she sees in  o th e rs . She i s  thus 

id e n tif ie d  by Mer l e  as H a rr ie t t r i e s  to  "buy" her o f f  (to  get her away 

from th e  is la n d ) ,T h is jp  an earth -sh ak in g  o u tb u rs t, as Merle a ss ig n s  to  

H a rr ie t th e  re c u rre n t p a tte rn  o f e v i l  she i s  fa m ilia r  w ith since her 

B r itish  so jou rn , and c a l l s  to  w itness the  environment (the  "chosen 

p lace") th a t  welcomed her back from Hadesj

' , , , England now!' she was shou ting , her voice a t  a sca th ing  
p i tc h , 'Did you hear her? Does she have any idea o f th e  h e l l  I  saw 
in  England? Why, t h a t 's  the  l a s t  place in  th i s  world I  want to  see 
ag a in , Canada, A frica , My passage paid to  the  ends o f the  e a r th .
Get thee  gone, Satan, and h e r e 's  enough money to  s tay  gone. Oh, God, 
t h i s  woman must be try in g  to  s e t out my head again  coming over here 
t h i s  a fternoon  ta lk in g  about money,

'Money! always money! But t h a t 's  th e  way they  a re ,  you know,' 
she c r ie d , inform ing the  sea , th e  long , w earily  sloping  veranda, the 
house w ith i t s  an c ien t g h o sts , o f the  f a c t ,  'They fe e l  they  can buy 
th e  world and i t s  w ife w ith a few raw-mouth d o l la r s .  But lemme t e l l  
you something, m* la d y ' —h er fa ce , streaked  w hite from the  te a r s  
brought on by h e r laugh, dropped c lo se ; i t  was only  a dark fe a tu re le s s  
b lu r  in  H a r r ie t 's  remote gaze— ' I  c a n 't  be bought. Or b rib ed , . , , '? 7

Indeed, because Bourne Is land  i s  th e  cen te r o f s e l f  where tru th  

l i e s ,  i t  i s  an ap p ro p ria te  metaphor fo r  h e l l  and Merle serves w ell as  

M arsh a ll 's  Eurydice, That M arsh a ll 's  "chosen p lace" i s  the  humanism 

o f N egritude i s  proven in  th e  reco g n itio n  th a t  b inds Saul and M erle,

She seems to  say th a t  in  reaching  deep in to  o n ese lf  one a t ta in s  the
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p la teau  o f u n iv e r s a l i ty ,  i f  only because of th e  eommunality o f su ffe r in g .

Some in d iv id u a ls  (some c u ltu re s )  can b u t d erive  a p o s itiv e  meaning out

o f th e  Orphic q u e s t, o th e rs , the  s e lf - r ig h te o u s , as Conrad p o in ts  out in

H eart o f Darkness, expose them selves to  s e lf -d e s tru c tio n , "This p la c e ,"

indeed, i s  th e  tru th  o f s e l f  whose danger i s  sensed by H a r r ie t ,  but

whose in e sc a p a b il i ty  d e stro y s  h e r: " . , ,* 1  mean th i s  p lace . I t ' s  t h i s

p lace , c a n 't  you see t h a t ,  where nothing you do seems to  m a tte r, ^ t ' s

th i s  p la c e t ' She spoke w ild ly , i r r a t i o n a l ly ,  h e r  eyes dark g ray , suggesting
78

th a t  the  mind behind them had gone dark a lso , ' This p la c e t ' "  Kurtz
79

c a l l s  i t  " the  h o r r o r , , , "

By c o n tra s t ,  Merle has been strengthened by th e  quest,and  th e

book c lo ses  w ith  h e r dep artu re  to  r e jo in  her husband and daughter in

A frica , Her ro u te  i s  th u s  charted :

And she was no t tak in g  th e  u su al ro u te  to  A frica , f i r s t  f ly in g  
north  to  London v ia  New York and then  down. In s te a d , she was going south 
to  T rin id ad , then  on to  R ecife in  B ra z il ,  and from R ecife , th a t  c i ty  
where th e  g re a t arm o f th e  hemisphere reaches out toward th e  massive 
shoulder o f A frica as  though yearning to  be jo ined  to  i t  as  i t  had su re ly  
been in  th e  beginning , she would f ly  acro ss  to  Dakar.and, from th e re , 
begin th e  long c ro ss-co n tin en t journey to  Kampala.™'

Which i s  M arsh a ll 's  p a rtin g  i ro n ic a l  sh o t, up-ending th e  h is to r ic a l

"golden t r i a n g le ,"
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9* Quebec S e lf - A r t ic u la t io n

That th e  poet, or th e  w r i te r ,  I s ,  according to  Wordsworth, "a 

man speaking to  men"^ proves to  be a fa c t throughout th e  h is to ry  o f 

French Canadian l i t e r a t u r e .  FVom th e  poet Octave Cremazie, in  the  

1860s, to  Paul Chamberland, in  th e  1960s, we have in  th e  c re a tiv e  

im agination in Quebec a m irro r r e f le c t iv e  o f a p eo p le 's  anguish , a 

pervasive sense o f e x ile  consequent to  an uneventful h i s to r ic a l  c lash  

between England and France. Since t h i s  l i t e r a tu r e  i s ,  in  Robidoux and
p

Renaud's words, "nee de l 'h i s t o i r e  e t  par 1 'h l s t o i r e ,"  i t  i s  no 

coincidence th a t  up to  recen t tim es i t  has functioned as an arena fo r 

a c tu a l and p ressin g  problems or issu es  to  be d iscu ssed .

Thus we find i t s  beginnings marked by the  con troversy  sparked 

by th e  1839 Durham R eporti F.X, Garneau w rite s  a h is to ry  o f th e  French 

Canadian people to  prove th a t  th ey  have one, w hile the"Mouvement L i t t e -  

r a i r e  de Quebec" se lf-c o n sc io u s ly  c a l l s  fo r th e  c re a tio n  o f an in d i­

genous l i t e r a t u r e  to  d isp rove Durham's second asse rtio n .-^  When the  

c le rg y  a ss ig n s  a redemptive ro le  to  French Cs.nada, whereby th e  French 

Canadians were to  l iv e  on th e  land ra th e r  than  in  c i t i e s ,  s t r iv e  fo r 

su rv iv a l by having la rg e  fam ilie s  and sublim ate a l l  secu la r concerns 

in  f a i th j  when, indeed, th e  famous "revenge o f the  c rad les"  became 

th e  ra l ly in g  c ry  of a n a tion  —l i t e r a tu r e  complied w ith th e  in sp ir in g  

fig u res  o f Maria Chapdelaine, Jean R ivard, Menaud, th e  archetypes o f th e  

la n d , th e  fam ily  and th e  f a i th .  S im ila rly , when, a t  th e  tu rn  o f the  

cen tu ry , Cure L abelle  led  a crusade fo r th e  opening o f new t e r r i t o r i e s  

in  Quebec's h in te r la n d , t h i s  "back to  th e  s o i l"  movement, although a 

p a in fu l f a i lu re  from th e  s t a r t ,  nonetheless came to  occupy an im portant
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p lace  In a number o f ag ra rian  novels and pam phlets, namely C,H. G rignon's 

Un Homme e t  son Peche. Arthur R ules' notebooks, R inguet’ s Trente Arpents 

e t  a l ,  A s tru c tu ra l  a n a ly s is  o f l i t e r a tu r e  and so c ie ty  in  Quebec could 

go on to  po in t th a t  w hile th e  preoccupations o f " l 'E c o le  L i t t e r a i r e  de 

M ontreal," or La Rel&ve' s .  had l i t t l e  correspondence w ith popular 

t a s t e s  th ey  nonetheless conveyed the  temper o f a derac ina ted  b o u rg eo is ie . 

L a s tly , when from th e  F o rtie s  to  the  S ix t ie s ,  a strong gust o f r e v o lt  

blows over both l i t e r a tu r e  and so c ie ty  i t  i s  not su rp ris in g  to  observe 

a s tr ik in g  c o rre la tio n  between th e  concerns found in  Lem elin 's and Roy's 

novels and th e  co n sc rip tio n  c r i s i s  o f th e  l a s t  World Warj nor one 

between such novels as Le Casse. Prochaln Episode, or books o f p oe try  

l ik e  Terre Quebec. Pays Sans P aro le .** and the  r i s e  o f FLQ v io len ce . 

Perhaps th e  P a r ti  P r is . L ib erte  and Hexagone groups were th e  f i r s t  to  

id e n tify  Quebec's dilemmas in  th e  con tex t of c o lo n ia l a c c u ltu ra tio n  

and to  c a l l  f o r ,  as a consequence, the  same v is c e r a l ,  c a th a r t ic  re v o lt  

occurring in  s o c ie t ie s  more fran k ly  v ic tim s o f im perialism  and colon­

iz a t io n . But, in  sp ite  o f th e i r  a s s e r t io n s , th ey  were not th e  f i r s t  

to  open th e i r  eyes on " le  pays" and to  assume i t  in  th e i r  w r it in g s .

I f  any th ing , l i t e r a r y  h is to ry  in  Quebec has always functioned as  hand­

maiden to  so c ia l h is to ry , Jean-Charles Falardeau, th e  Laval U n iversity  

s o c io lo g is t ,  w rites*  "La l i t t e r a t u r e  a e te  avant to u t un instrum ent 

de combat so c ia l ou p o li t iq u e , un re fu g e , une soupape de sflre te . Ren- 

d re  compte de la  l i t t e r a t u r e  canadienne-fPan$aise c 'e s t ,  dans une la rg e  

mesure, re c a p itu le r  l 'a v e n tu re  de la  c o l le c t iv i te  humaine pour qui e l l e  

a e te  un c r i  ou une evasion ."^

As a consequence, th e  le v e l  of l i t e r a tu r e  from th e  beginnings 

to  th e  contemporary period dem onstrates an a r t  th a t  i s  more mimetic
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(" rep re sen ts  appearance ra th e r  than  t r u t h ,  and nourishes . . .  fe e lin g s  

ra th e r  than  . . .  reason") and pragm atic (" the  work of a r t  Q.s looked a t] 

c h ie f ly  as a means to  an end, an instrum ent fo r g e ttin g  something done, 

and (the pragm atic th e o r^  tends to  judge i t s  value according to  i t s  

success in  achieving th a t  aim "); r a th e r  than  expressive ("the  a r t i s t  

h im se lf becomes th e  major element generating  both th e  a r t i s t i c  product 

and th e  c r i t e r i a  by which i t  i s  to  be .judged") and o b jec tiv e  ("the  

work o f a r t  £ ls  regarded  in  is o la t io n  from a l l  . . .  e x te rn a l p o in ts  o f 

re fe re n ce , Q.s analyze*]] as a s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t  e n t i ty  c o n s titu ted  by 

i t s  p a r ts  in  th e i r  in te rn a l r e la t io n s " ) ,  to  use M.H, Abrams' well-known 

c a te g o rie s .^  But th e  p oe t, in  S h e lle y 's  words, i s  "a n ig h tin g a le , who 

s i t s  in  darkness and sings to  cheer i t s  own so litu d e  w ith  sweet sounds} 

. . .  I f  th e  w r ite r  i s ,  consequen tly ," the  unacknowledged le g is la to r
Q

o f th e  w orld ,"  h is  l o t  i s  n ev erth e le ss  a s o l i ta ry  one. Because he i s  

a "prophet" and a " s e e r ,"  in  S h e lle y 's  te rm s, he cannot expect h is  

contem poraries to  recognize h is  t r u t h s .  Though h is  t r u th s  may leave 

"lmen entranced by th e  melody o f an unseen m usician ," y e t h is  audience 

s i t s  in  ignorance o f th e i r  meaning; and th e  power of p o e try  remains 

unrecognized. There l i e s  th e  dilemma« a r t  i s ,  of co u rse , so c ia l by 

nature  since i t  i s  addressed to  man; bu t i t s  medium ( c r a f t ,  technique) 

i s  n o t. The message i s  supposedly s o c ia l ,  bu t the  medium is  p r iv a te . 

How to  re co n c ile  t h i s  fundamental ambiguity? The h is to ry  o f l i t e r a tu r e  

i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  pendulum swing o f w r i te r s  who confronted it*  th e  

populism of a Wordsworth v , th e  e l i t is m  o f an E l io t;  th e  a sse r tiv e n e ss  

o f a Byron v . th e  sense o f p rivacy  o f  a K eats; C haucer's w o rld lin ess  v . 

S idney 's c o u r t l in e s s .  More o ften  than  n o t, though, g re a t poetry  has 

dways found i t s  su b jec t in  th e  te n s io n , th e  s tr iv in g -fo r-b a la n e e ,
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exerted by th ese  would-be opposite  p o le s . One th in k s  o f S h e lle y 's  "To 

a Skylark ," Y eats ' "Among S choolch ild ren ,"  Tennyson's "Lady o f S ha lo tt"  

whose a l lu s iv e  common re so lu tio n  in  th e  face o f w arring claim s i s  echoed 

in  A rnold 's tu rn in g  to  h is  muse, h is  only s e c u r ity  in  a world "where 

ignoran t arm ies c lash  by n ig h t,"  on th e  one hand, and beguiled by sea­

l ik e  d ecep tive  appearances, on th e  o ther hand <

Ah, lo v e , l e t  us be tru e
To one another I fo r  the  w orld , which seems
To l i e  befo re  us l ik e  a land o f dream s,
So v a rio u s , so b e a u t i fu l ,  so new,
Hath r e a l ly  n e ith e r  joy , nor lo v e , nor l ig h t  
Nor c e r t i tu d e ,  nor peace, nor h e lp  fo r  painj^®

I t  i s  too  soon to  a ffirm  th a t  th e  p o s t- re v o lt  French Canadian 

w r ite rs  have re a liz e d  th e  t ru th  and im p lica tio n s  o f T .S , E l io t 's  d ictum , 

th a t  a r t  i s  a p a rtin g  away from emotions r a th e r  than a dw elling  in  th e m ,^  

But th e re  a re  c e r ta in  s ig n s , not the  l e a s t  o f which being recen t events 

in  Quebec's p o l i t i c a l  l i f e ,  which po in t to  a m aturing p rocess. I f  th e  

events o f October 1970 seem to  have served somewhat a purpose, i t  would 

appear to  be the  cu lm ination  o f a se lf-q u e s tio n in g  which a t  f i r s t  took 

the  form o f " le  pays" c e le b ra tio n . This culm ination could be thus 

form ulatedt where does l i t e r a r y  e x a lta tio n  end and s o c ia l irresp o n ­

s i b i l i t y  begin? Where does v io lence ce leb ra ted  in  l i t e r a t u r e  end and 

v io lence in  th e  s t r e e t s  begin? Where i s  the  d iv id in g  l in e  in  assign ing  

r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  or n o n -re sp o n sib ility ?  The M ontreal p o lic e , perhaps 

the  w o rld 's  most sch o la rly  fo rce  ( I ) ,  th o u g h tfu lly  echoed P la to 's  

b e l ie f s  th a t  a w ell-ordered  so c ie ty  could do w ithout Gaston Miron,

Gerald Godin, P ie rre  V a i l i I r e s ,  Pauline J^ lie n  and o th er a r t i 3 t i c  ty p e s , 

a t  l e a s t  fo r a w hile by ja i l in g  them l a s t  October.

At any r a t e ,  m indless echoing o f re v o lu tio n a ry  c r i e s  seems to
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be subdued and to  remain so due to  th e  P la to n ic a l chastisem ent o f th e  

Montreal p o lic e , Whatevex^plaims of " re p re ss io n ,"  "suppression o f c i v i l  

l i b e r t i e s , "  " th re a ts  to  a r t i s t i c  freedom," e tc ,  may be heard , and 

continue to  be so fo r some tim e , the  sober f a c t ,  in so fa r  as  l i t e r a tu r e  

i s  concerned, i s  th a t  a t  l e a s t ,  since 19^7 ( i r o n ic a l ly ,  a t  a tim e when 

Quebec separatism  received i t s  most re sp ec ta b le  support in  a sonorous 

note o f im politeness from a c e r ta in  G enera l), th e  l i t e r a r y  temper was 

d e c is iv e ly  changing, Paul Chamberland, one o f th e  founders o f P a r t i  

P r is  and the  foremost young poet of th e  post-D up lessis  e r a ,  pub lished , 

in  1967, h is  l a s t  book o f p o e try , L*Inavouable. A lo n g , n a rra tiv e  and 

sym bolistic  poem to ld  by a n a rra to r  named D esire , th e  "unnamable" o f 

th e  t i t l e  r e f e r s  to  th e  agonies of f a i lu r e  and d is illu s io n m en t exper­

ienced by D esire who once saw h im self committed to  th e  l ib e ra t io n  (a t  

l e a s t  through " la  p a ro le") o f h is  lan d . And i t  concludes on two le v e ls  1 

one, th a t  i t  i s  not through language a land i s  to  be l ib e ra te d  bu t

through a c tio n  (" je  s a is  q u 'au jo u rd ’hui ce n 'e s t  po in t l a  paro le  qu i
1 ?eo n fire  l e  sens mais l 'a c t e " )  1 second, and more im portan t, D esire  

in d ic a te s  th a t  h is  quest henceforth  w i l l  be inward, in  th e  soul (" c e tte  

voix  sourde qui p a rle  en moi, je  l ’e n te n d s " ) .^  Much a s  co u n tless  o ther 

poets befo re  him, and under a l l  c lim es, Chamberland had come to  a c ro ss ­

roads where he had to  choose between p o l i t i c s  and a r t ,  Chamberland has 

not published any poetry  since  1 he has become an a p o stle  o f th e  Timothy

Leary church, and a n a t io n a l is t  o f the  Woodstock n a tion  expounding "love
1U

and peace" to  a l l  and sundry,

A few days befo re  th e  events o f  October 1970, another young p oe t, 

o f th e  g enera tion  a f te r  Chamberland*s, had t h i s  to  say about the  

commitment to  " le  pays" he was h e ir  to i  "F in ie , l a  v i e i l l e  them atique.



225

E crire  quelque chose stir l e  pays, fa ne donne p lus r i e n ,  . . .  Le pays, 

je  m'en c h rls se  (fiche]J>. " '^  More re c e n tly , In March 1971, th e  l i t e r a r y  

c r i t i c  of Quebec's b ig g e s t d a l ly ,  La P resse . an I n s t i tu t io n  which Is  to  

Quebec what The New York Times I s  to  th e  U .S ., had to  admit th a t i

Le temps des eco les l l t t e r a i r e s  qui re u n ls sa le n t des au teu rs  
autour d 'une  preoccupation e s th e tiq u e , morale ou so c ia le  p a r t i c u l i l r e ,  
e s t  i  peu p r is  d lsp a ru . . . .  Des l lv r e s  p a ra isse n t q u ' l l  e s t  d i f f i c i l e  
de s i tu e r j  p eu t-S tre  d o it-o n  y  v o ir  un signe de d iv e r s l t e ,  q u i s e r a i t  
& son to u r un signe de r ic h e s s e . La l i t t e r a t u r e  quebecolse, en somme, 
s 'e s t  dem ocratlseej ouverte & to u s , e l l e  r e f l a t e  to u t .

Assuming th a t  M. M artel I s  c o r re c t ,  what does t h i s  new "open­

ness" In th e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and p a r t ic u la r ly  the  novel, imply In  the  

con tex t o f our a n a ly s is?  F i r s t ,  th e  nedd fo r c la s s i f ic a t io n  so as  to  

escape redundancy) second, a d iscu ss io n  o f what th e  new Im agination 

seems to  have yielded so f a r .

F i r s t ,  th e re  a re  so c ia l novels s t i l l ,  in  the  t r a d i t io n  of

Lemelin and Roy, p o rtray in g  p ro le ta r ia n  French Canadians try in g  to

make ends meeti V letor-Levy B eau lieu 's  and Jean -Ju le s  R ic h a rd 's .

Second, goth ic  novels b u t w ith  Quebec fo r s e t t in g  and th e  la rg e  fam ily

and Church t r a d i t io n  a s  fo c i fo r  h o rro ri th e  Irrem ediable wallowing

In  In c e s t , f r a t r i c id e ,  dehum anization, wanton v io lence and c ru e lty  
produced.re g u la r ly  by M arle-C lalre  B la is ,  whom Edmund Wilson no le s s

17somewhat ex trav ag an tly  p raised  to  th e  w orld. Suffice  i t  to  name one 

o f her dozen novels, Une Salson dans l a  Vie d'Bnmanuel w hich, In  1965» 

won th e  P rix  M edlcls In  France (G ab rie lle  Roy’ s Bonheur d 'O ccasion won 

th e  Femina, In  19^5). T h ird , baroque novels using  v erba l Invention 

to  m ystify  the  read er In ta le s  th a t  a r e i  p re te x ts  fo r th e  d isp la y  o f 

arcane e ru d itio n  (Hubert A quin's Trou de Memoire f l 9 6 ? J .  l ' Antlphonalre 

CL969J )) or designed to  t r a n s la te  a never-never land o f fancy (Rejean
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Ducharme whose l 'A vale des Avalees was received  w ith claim s of genius 

in  P a r is , in  1965» bu t whose successive l'Oceanthume. Le Nes qui Vogue.

baroque novels, s t i l l ,  which p resen t a Lautream ont-like q u est fo r th e  

" fa n ta s tiq u e ,"  w ithout however the  Frenchman’ s genius (Jacques Renaud's 

En d ’'Autre s Pay sages £ l9 7 0 j) . Fourth, th e re  i s  Jacques Ferron, a 

s a t i r i s t  in  a c la s s  a l l  by h im se lf, who ta k es  h is  in s p ira t io n  from the  

fo lk lo re  o f  p ro v in c ia l b o u rg eo is ie . Ferron exce ls  in  th e  sh o rt s to ry , 

th e  form "par excellence" fo r  h is  t a le n t  which he u n fo rtu n a te ly  over­

s tre tch ed  in  a lo n g , pompous and d u l l  novel, Le C lel de Quebec (1969).

Of course , th e se  a re  only  th e  main s tran d s since  1965* and 

in e v ita b ly  a r b i t r a r y  a t  t h a t .  I t  goes w ithout saying th a t  th e re  i s ,  

in  a d d itio n , th e  conventional "mainstream" novel th a t  t e l l s  a s to ry  

fo r th e  s to ry ’ s sake, and l i t t l e  e ls e  to  recommend i t  by . I s  th e re  

any th ing , however, in  th e  four s tran d s mentioned above th a t  pursue or 

en lig h ten  th e  themes we have been d isc u ss in g , th e  a t t i tu d e  towards th e  

la n d , th e  consciousness o f e x i le ,  a pervasive m alaise? I t  would seem 

n o t. E ith e r th e re  i s  r e p e t i t io n ,  rehashing o f commonplaces w ith l i t t l e  

o f th e  o rig in a ls*  b r i l l i a n c e ,  or th e re  i s  an outlook th a t  belongs to  

world l i t e r a tu r e  and as such should be measured ag a in s t i t s  standards 

(consequently , Aquin’ s formal e x erc ise s  pa le  next to  G ide*s, Joyce 's  

o r , c lo s e r ,  R o b be-G rille t•s 1 B la is ' c u l t  o f  th e  b is a r re  was, o f course , 

th e  province o f" th e  rom antic agony" o f th e  l a t e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry ). 

Yet, th e re  seems to  be a f i f t h  cu rren t which appears a s  th e  lo g ic a l  

co n tin u a tio n  to  th e  novels we have analysed so far« th a t  o f  what I  

would c a l l  th e  "novels o f am biguity ," r e f le c t in g  th e  consciousness o f  

th e  com plexity o f  l i f e  the  French Canadian never had access  to  when

La F i l le  de C hristophe Colomb soon exhausted c u r io s i ty j  or
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e i th e r  th e  c u lt  o f  Messianism or " le  p ay s '"  meant a b e l ie f  in  simple 

creeds and answ ers, a red u c tio n  o f l i f e  to  r e l ig io u s  or secu lar dogma.

The concept o f am biguity a t  work in  th e  novels o f th a t  l a s t  group 

can be defined  th u s i  th e  fa c t  o f  l iv in g  a co n d itio n  w ith  th e  conscious­

ness th a t  i t  i s  not e a s i ly  id e n tif ia b le *  to  reach fo r  answers and to  

find  a m u l t ip l ic i ty  o f q u estio n s  instead  » to  be conscious o f  th e  

h e te ro g en e ity  o f l i f e ,  o f  th e  re levancy  o f numerous p a ra l le l s  to  any 

one unique experience. The ambiguous hero comes as a cousin o f th e  

absurd h e ro , but w ith th e  follow ing d if fe re n c e s i  th e  former i s ,  

h i s to r i c a l ly ,  a l a t e r  developm ent, a product o f  th e  post-Second World 

War dismemberment o f th e  old empires and n a tio n -s ta te s*  more o ften  

than  n o t, a product of d e co lo n iza tio n , in  f a c t  i f  not in  co n d itio n in g .

This l a s t  word b rin g s  us to  th e  second d lf fe re n c e i th e  ambiguous h e ro 's  

emergence p a r a l le l s  the  f r u i t io n  o f mass technology, p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  

mass m edia, in  th e  p o s t- in d u s tr ia l  e ra . Whereas th e  absurd or e x is t ­

e n t ia l  man could dw ell in  h is  in n er rum inations or go out in to  th e  world 

to  find  meaning, commitment, in  a " ju s t  war" (whether Malraux' China 

and Spain, Hemingway's Spain?r M a ile r 's  South«st Asia) or in  a co n stan t 

w orld ly  "quest"  (th e  C elln ian  journey , Graham G reene 's b la se  man), 

even when th e  end r e s u l t  i s  a nightm arish w itnessing  o f o n e 's  h e lp le ssn ess  

in  th e  process o f  s e lf -d is in te g ra t io n ,  as  i s  th e  case fo r B eckettian  man 

—th e  ambiguous man i s  c o n s ta n tly  surrounded by , and fin d s  h im se lf a 

p riso n e r o f ,  p ic tu re s  and sounds o f  a world f i l l e d  w ith  h o rro r (Vietnam) 

where h is  only fu n c tio n  seems to  be th a t  o f passive sp ec ta to r o f  h is to ry  

(the  moon sh o ts , th e  U.N, d e b a te s ) .

For man, feeding on such Images and sounds, th e re  has been an 

"ex tension  o f th e  sen se s ,"  as McLuhan says, and i t  r e s u l t s  in  h is  being
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brought f u l l  c i r c le  to  th e  prim al environm ental a u r a l - ta c t l ie - v is u a l  

sense o f k in sh ip  whereby th e re  p ra c t ic a l ly  e x is t s  no dichotomy between
•I Q

Inner and o u te r w orlds, th e  In d iv id u a l and th e  group. But another

form o f  am biguity a r is e s  p re c ise ly  —and th a t  Is  one o f th e  drawbacks

of McLuhanlsm— when In  p ra c tic e  th e re  can be no re tu rn  to  some

p re te rn a tu ra l BJenle s ta t e .  MeLuhan man i s  as  much a h e ir  to  h i s to r y 's

burden as S a rtr ia n  man. MeLuhan's f a i lu r e  to  g rasp  the  ra m ifica tio n s

of h is  th e o r ie s  in  the  pierspiective o f p>olltles and economics, a s  D.F,

Theall In d ic a te s  In The Medium i s  th e  Rear View M irro r. p>oints to  the

n e ce ss ity  o f d iscu ss in g  th e  fa c t  th a t  technology, however s o p h is tic a te d ,

i s  used in  a so c ia l con tex t to  whose values I t  must be held a c c o u n ta b le ,^

The ambiguous man, h e ir  to  a humanist t r a d i t io n  th a t  has culminated In

a philosophy o f d e sp » ir , a p a r t ic ip a n t  In th e  new world o f th e  media,

finds am biguity re s t in g  squarely  In  h is  being placed a t  th e  crossroads

o f old and new c u ltu re s , forms and outlooks —and cannot choose. A

crea tu re  o f " th e  g lobal v i l la g e '' o f technology, he I s  not a psrey to
an

heroism since  he i s  too  w ell-inform ed as  to  th e  odds o f such attem pt •

I f  he I s ,  on th e  o ther hand, a p o ssib le  pjrey to  cynicism , t h i s  danger 

I s  compsensated by th e  openness o f view , the  sense o f to le ran ce  which 

the  awareness o f th e  com plexity o f l i f e  has forced on him. He I s ,  In 

the  f in a l  a n a ly s is , th e  c la s s ic  "m an-ln -the-m lddle," one who has l e f t  

behind a t r a d i t io n a l  way o f l i f e ,  who would seem to  be In  th e  pxrocess 

o f b u ild in g  a new se t o f v a lu es , bu t w hile doing so he sev e re ly  questions 

th e i r  e f fe c tiv e n e s s i p>erp>etual doubt b e se ts  th a t  man. He has thrown 

away th e  p>ast and consigned th e  p re sen t and th e  fu tu re  to  an a c tiv e  

s ta te  o f  becoming in sp ired  by th e  technique o f th e  media. I t  I s  as i f  

long confined to  a s t a t i c  c u l tu re ,  th e  would-be new c u ltu re  re fu se s  any
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a lle g ian c e  c a l l in g  fo r b a se s , foundations, bu t th r iv e s  on change, mova-

b i l i t y ,  i n s t a b i l i t y ,  much as  th e  a c tio n  o f th e  camera which has become
20th e  icon o f a new age, contemporary c u ltu re .

W ithin a con tex t o f change, f lu x , in te rp e n e tra tio n  o f a l l  n a tio n a l 

modes o f l i f e  through th e  media, we find th e  ambiguous hero  in  th e  post­

re v o lt  French Canadian novel,

Jacques Godbout's Le Couteau sur l a  Table (1965), w r it te n  by 

one who i s  a lso  a film-maker (as i s  wont to  be th e  case fo r  many 

modern w r i te r s ;  one th in k s  o f R o bbe-G rille t, M ailer, Van PeBbles, even 

B eck e tt) , i l l u s t r a t e s ,  a s  Luc G ranger's Ouate de Phoque (1969), w r it te n  

by a former Radio-Canada d isk -jo ck ey , our premise o f the  m edia 's 

in fluence  on th e  changing outlook in  Quebec. Godbout's book i s  th e  most 

ambiguous o f  the  two. Published a t  th e  h e igh t o f th e  "Pays" c ra z e , and 

in co rp o ra tin g  newspaper item s r e la t in g  th e  f i r s t  FLQ c e l l ' s  a c t i v i t i e s  

(and f i r s t  f a t a l  k i l l in g )  near th e  conclusion  o f th e  n a r ra t iv e , i t  was 

th o u g h t , when .juxtaposed to  the  l a s t  l in e s  re fe r r in g  to  the  k n ife  

l e f t  on th e  ta b le ,  ready to  be used in  a r i t u a l  o f  v io len ce , th a t  

Le Couteau was, l ik e  Prochain Episode, a prophetic  book th a t  was to  be 

read le s s  fo r  what i t  said than  fo r what i t  l e f t  unsaid open-endedly. 

Again, one w i l l  not re p e a t enough th e  v ag aries  a long t r a d i t io n  o f  

mimetic a r t  and mbeetle c r i t ic is m  in  Quebec leach to .  I t  seems obvious, 

y e t ,  to  anyone who c a re fu l ly  reads th e  book th a t  th e re  i s  an abrup t 

change o f pace s ta r t in g  w ith th e  l a s t  chap ter (p re c ise ly  th e  one r e f e r ­

r in g  to  th e  FLQ a c t i v i t i e s  and c lo sin g  w ith  th e  n a r r a to r 's  th r e a t ) .

Before we s t a r t  evalua ting  th e  reason  fo r t h i s  change, which throws a 

novel l ig h t  on the  n o v e l's  meaning, a general review o f th e  n a rra tiv e  

i s  necessary .
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R u ilt upon the  cinema technique o f rap id  sh o ts , panoramic view,

c lo se -u p s , use o f soundtrack —a l l  o f which a re  incorporated in  Robbe-
21G r i l l e t 's  concept o f the  "New Novel"— and borrowing th e  sense o f 

immediacy o f cinema, Godbout focuses h is  len ses  on a French Canadian 

who i s  i n i t i a l l y  s ta tioned  on an Air Force base in  the  Canadian P ra ir ie s  

and acqu ires  a m is tre ss  in  th e  person o f a voluptuous and r ic h  blonde 

named P a tr ic ia .  I f  ano ther blonde, A quin's K, could on th e  one hand, 

symbolize Quebec, and, on th e  o th e r, when assoc iated  w ith H. de Heutz, 

th e  E stablishm ent, here th e re  i s  no uncerta in ty*  P a tr ic ia  i s  the  land 

of abundance, th e  blonde rad iancy  of a ff lu e n c e , th e  w e ll-fe d , w ell-shed 

and w ell-bred  product o f an Anglo-Saxon c u ltu re  th a t  knows not the  

sense o f in d e c is io n , co n stan t se lf-d o u b tin g  and se lf-q u estio n in g  

beholden by th e  member o f a m inority  group, such as  her lo v e r . Hence 

th e  n a rra to r  w ishes not m erely to  possess P a tr ic ia  sexually  bu t to  

partake  s p i r i tu a l ly  as w e ll o f her secure id en tity *

(Encore au.jourd 'hui je  n 'a r r iv e  pas & m 'expliquer ce besoin que 
i 'a v a is  d 'u n e  femme qui me fu t & ce p o in t etrangfcre. A c e t te  epoque 
d 'a i l l e u r s  ,1e me p la ls a is  & re p e te r  machinalement en b a isa n t l a  poin te  
de son seln* une peau nordique, pu is promenant mes l&vres sur son 
v isages des yeux du nord, des cheveux d 'u n  blond nordique, une langue 
du nord, comme s i  pour le  p r ix d 'u n  t e l  mannequin ,1* a lla is  pouveir 
m 'aeheter une id e n t i t e ,)^2

The n a rra to r  en d less ly  c e le b ra te s  h is  m is tre s s ' blondeness and beauty , 

obviously th e  b e t te r  to  convey th e  a rchetypa l a t t r a c t io n  she rep re sen ts  

(th e  "o u tside"  world so fe a red , y e t not so f e a r f u l ) .  And she, 

exasperated by h is  pe rp e tu a l doubts and q u estio n s , by h is  constan t 

drawing o f p a r a l le l s  about Vietnam, th e  C iv il R ights movement in  the  

U.S. and asso rted  s t r i f e s ,  t e l l s  him to  stop fe e lin g  so rry  fo r h im self 

and enjoy i f  not h e r , a t  l e a s t  what he i s  experiencing through th e i r  

l ia iso n *
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—Ca ne t'emmerde pas eh erl de p o r te r  comme fa  l e  monde e n t ie r  
sur te s  6paules? I  mean come on get th a t  ch ip  o f f  your sh o u lder! Je 
ne su is  pas une r a c is te  moij mals le s  seu ls  negres quo . i 'a l  connus 
e ta le n t p o rteu rs  I  bord des t r a i n s ,  I  c an ’t  g e t upset l ik e  you. . .  Ca 
te  coupe vraim ent l 'a p p e t l t? ^ 3

The n a r ra to r , fed up w ith  the  s e rv ic e , b o l ts  camp; and a long 

le i s u r e ly  t r a in  r id e  follow s which le ad s  from th e  FV alrles to  Quebec,

In M ontreal, he works in  a d ru g sto re  and P a tr ic ia  a tte n d s  McGill Univer­

s i ty ,  A f ig h t tak es  place between th e  two lo v e rs  and th ey  break  up fo r  

a w h ile . He goes out w ith a French Canadian g i r l ,  M adeleine, and meets 

w ith old fr ien d s  whose conversa tions about " le  pays" bore him to  d e a th . 

When Madeleine d ie s  In a m otorcycle a c c id e n t, th e  n a rra to r  Is  shaken out 

o f h is  complacency long enough to  s t a r t  a new romance, though a b r i e f  

one, w ith M adeleine's s i s t e r .  But, fo llow ing an Impulse conditioned 

by h is  long standing adm iration  fo r Jack Kerouac, the  l a t e  American 

Beat w r ite r  o f French Canadian d e scen t, th e  n a rra to r  leav es  Quebec and 

s e ts  out on an American to u r ,  We a re  to ld  l i t t l e  o f h is  experiences 

In th e  U .S ., except th a t  he Id e n tif ie d  w ith  Jews, Negroes, P o les, Puerto 

Ricans and asso rted  o ther e th n ic  groups, depending whomever he was w ith . 

But a l l  to  no a v a i l ;  America f a i l s  him, and K erouac's "beat" no longer 

stands fo r "b ea titu d e"  b u t, l i t e r a l l y ,  th e  same m etaphysical fa tig u e  

the  n a rra to r  re tu rn s  w ith to  Quebec, H is re tu rn  co incides w ith  the  

explosion of th e  f i r s t  FLQ bombs In M ontreal ( in  1963)* And th e  novel 

ends on h is  quoting re la te d  news Items and th e  th re a t  o f h is  p o ss ib ly  

murdering P a tr ic ia  w ith  the  k n ife  l e f t  on the  ta b le .

This I s  th e  bare  p lo t .  But enough has been said  to  show how 

Godbout has touched on a v e r ie ty  of them es; th e  d e s ire  to  f le e  Quebec; 

th e  a sso c ia tio n  between land and woman; th e  nagging psychological 

m alaise; and th e  l a s t  r e s o r t  to  re v o lt and v io len ce . A ll these
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a t t i tu d e s  a re  held to g e th e r by th e  quest fo r id e n t i ty  which lead s  th e  

n a rra to r  from P a t r i c ia ’ s , or Anglo-Saxon America’ s ,  arms to  " le  pays'.'' 

Id e o lo g ic a lly , th e  Implied embrace of FLQ te rro r ism  can be explained 

w ith regard to  th e  d a te  o f p u b lica tio n  o f th e  novel. But, a e s th e t ic a l ly ,  

from th e  Jamesian "p o in t o f view ," th e  Im p lica tions a re  q u ite  d i f f e r e n t .

The n a r r a to r 's  "voice" u n t i l  th e  l a s t  chap ter ( th ree  pages) i s  

d ecided ly  th a t  o f th e  ambiguous man. A man who e a r ly  In h is  l ia is o n  

w ith P a tr ic ia ,  In th e  P r a i r ie s ,  t e l l s  us»

(T1 n 'y  a pas s i  longtemps ces evAnements (p iv il r ig h ts  demons­
t r a t io n s  In th e  States} nous eussent parus Im possibles ou au bout du 
monde, ou encore nous n 'en  au rions r le n  su; au jo u rd 'h u l s i  1 'on  passe 
A l a  b a ig n o ire  l e s  membres du p a r t i  s o c ia l i s t s  de l'U n ion  n a tio n a ls  des 
fo rces  p o p u la ire s , 1 A gadir, c 'e s t  comme s i  ce la  se p ra t iq u a it  A deux 
ru es  d ': .e i .  ft,'homme u n iv e rse l e s t  ne e t  nous ne nous en sommes pas 
a p e rp u sj )2Z*

The a ffirm a tio n  Is  c le a r ,  th e n , o f a u n iv e rsa l conscience created  by 

th e  Impact o f th e  media; a conscience shaped as world Id e n tity  w hile 

a t  th e  same tim e I t  d u l ls  th e  urge fo r Involvement In any p a r t ic u la r  

cause or Issu e , This l a s t  sense In conveyed In th e  w orld ly-w ise , or 

world-weary, tone m aintained by the  n a r ra to r ,  th roughout. For in s ta n ce , 

Im patient w ith h is  f r ie n d s ' end less boring  p o l i t i c a l  d isc u ss io n s , he 

r e f l e c t s !

Mals la  grande, l 'e p u ls a n te  peine que nous prenions A to u t vou- 
l o i r  nommerl d e f a l te s  e t  pays I acc ro ch alt une lu eu r lden tique  aux jou rs  
qu i p a ssa le n t, Du m atin au so lr  nous cherchlons avec entStement le s  
slgnes de l 'a s se rv is se m e n t l ' l n d lc e  recen t de l 'a b ru tls se m e n t g e n e ra l, 
jusque dans l e s  s t a t i s t iq u e s ,  l e s  almanachs, le s  h o r o s c o p e s , ^5

Or, he sa rd o n ica lly  t e l l s  o f  h is  American p e re g rin a tio n s , In th e  p u rsu it

o f Jack Kerouac's m ystique! ",1e vou la is  me f a i r e  accep ter A to u t  p r ix

des d e sh e r ite s  . . . ,  d ev en lr nfegre avec l e s  nAgres, J u l f  parmi l e s  mar-

chands de fo u rru re , I t a l l e n ,  I r la n d a is ,  m 'an n ih ile r  encore; e 'e t a l t  A

r l r e ;  t r a v a i l  I n u t i le  oA l 'o rg n c ’l l  se d e g u isa lt en hu m ilite  c o n t r i t e ." 2^
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I f  the  n a rra tiv e  voice i s  im portant, so i s  th e  c lim ate  of 

in d e c is io n , am biguity maintained throughout in  h is  re la t io n s h ip  w ith 

P a tr ic la - cum-America. N either t h i s  nor h is  involvement w ith  America- 

cum-Kerouac j u s t i f i e s  or m otivates the  follow ing concluding paragraphs 

in  th e  wake of r e fe r r in g  to  FLQ v io lence!

Pour d e tr u i r e  la  v o l i i r e ,  c h o is i r .
In lm i/n l. mat, n l ,  mo. catch  a n igger by th e  to e , i f  he h o lle r s  

l e t  him gol Inim l/nlm  m at, n l .  mol C h o is ir . 1 poings ferm es.
(La haine e s t  venue, comme une sa iso n . Le printem ps e s t  venu, 

comme une g i f l e j  personne ne peut l u t t e r  co n tre  l e  v en t, l e s  aa isons, 
la  lumifcre b lanche , l a  neige eb o u rlffee  des r a f a le s , )

(Je ne t e  f e ra l  aucun m al, s i  tu  ne d i s  mot, P a tr ic ia ,  D 'a l l -  
le u rs  i l  ne te  s e r v i r a i t  II r ie n  de t e  d e b a ttre  ou de c r i e r ,  ou mSme 
de p a r le r  de nos amours anciennes, Le couteau r e s te r a  sur l a  ta b le  
de l a  c u is in e , Aucune tra c e  de sang sur le  t a p i s ,

A peine to n  corps v ib ran t e t  doux qui s 'a g i t e r a ,  I  peine ton  
so u ffle  qu i)^?

Yet t h i s  l a s t  r e s o r t  to  v io lence may be explained by the  m edia 's Impact, 

E arly  in  th e  nove l, th e  n a rra to r  reads a newspaper re p o r t on a c iv i l  

r ig h ts  dem onstration in  th e  U.S. t e l l i n g  o f th e  v io lence o f Southern 

policemen using e le c t r i c  c a t t l e  prods to  b reak  up a band o f Negro 

m archers! "Des p o l ie ie r s  1 cheval font grim aeer de douleur un n o ir en

lu i  touchant le  dos avec des bfitons II a ig u ll lo n  e le e tr iq u e , le sq u e ls
2 ftserven t normalement II a ig u illo n n e r l e  b e t a i l . "  He reads about o ther 

dem onstrations and quotes M artin Luther King on the  su b jec t o f the  

Birmingham Church bombing o f 1963 which took th e  l iv e s  o f four l i t t l e  

Black g i r l s .  I n te re s t in g ly ,  Immediately follow ing t h i s ,  we have the  

n a r r a to r 's  p rev io u sly  quoted statem ent on th e  m edia 's c re a tio n  of 

u n iv e rsa l man. But l e t  us tu rn  to  th e  concluding note o f v io len ce .

The n a rra to r  says, before  quoting two newspaper re p o r ts  (one in  English , 

one in  French) on th e  a cc id en ta l k i l l in g  o f a nightwatchman by an FLQ 

bombi " J 'a l  to u t  expllque II P a tr ic ia j  e l l e  n 'a  pas eom pris; mais au
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fond ce la  n 'a  aucune Im portance. Nous somrnes des m illio n s  I  eomprendre,
29en fin  ll peu p r i s . "  To understand what? Not th a t  " la  haine e s t  venue" 

and th a t  v io lence i s  a p u rify in g  r i t u a l  th a t  a l l  t ru e  re v o lu tio n a r ie s  

must be w illin g  to  undertake (as the  young m id d le -c lass  members of th e  

f i r s t  FLQ c e l l  thought Fanon was say ing). But, r a th e r ,  since our 

n a rra to r  i s  not th e  re v o lu tio n a ry  type (un less  one i s  ready  to  equate 

Hamlet w ith  M alraux' Chen), th e  la s t in g  meaning o f th e  book i s  th a t  in  

th e  tech n o lo g ica l age th e  power of Images c r is s c ro s s e s  th e  T.V. tube in  

th e  l iv in g  room and the  r e a l i t y  in  the  s t r e e t s .  So th a t  i t  i s  perhaps 

tech n o lo g ica l man's fa te  no t to  be yet ab le  to  sep a ra te  what numerous 

summer r i o t s  and r a c ia l  co n fro n ta tio n s  in  the  S ta te s  have shown i the  

c o rre la tio n  between images o f violence on th e  sc reen , dreams o f 

v io len ce , and the  urge to  do v io lence in  th e  s t r e e t s .  C o n tra rily  to  

th e  process ca rried  on by th e  n o v e lis ts  and poets o f r e v o l t  in  Quebec, 

and in  l in e  w ith th e  n a r r a to r 's  iro n ic  assessm ent o f h is  search for 

id e n t i ty  in  the  S pates, th e re  i s  no a c tu a l comparison between th e  

v io lence meted out to  th e  Blacks and th a t  which Quebec ra d ic a ls  fe e l 

e n ti t le d  to  usej nor i s  th e re  any common ground between a M artin Luther 

King and th e  obscure t e r r o r i s t s  o f the  FLQ. Such f a c ts  seem to  m atter 

l i t t l e ,  though. Or so i t  seems in  a world c u l tu r a l ly  conditioned to  

respond to  images and sounds o f in te rn a tio n a l m edia, r a th e r  th an  the  

t r a d i t io n a l  sh ibbo le ths o f  t r i b e ,  e lan  and n a tio n . And since v io lence 

seems to  ru le  our l iv e s  more than  ever in  h is to ry  - - o r  one i s  more 

aware o f i t  than e v e r--  th e  most remote v i l la g e  in  Quebec i s  no longer 

immune from exposure, nay p a r t ic ip a t io n , a s  s h a ll  be seen l a t e r  in  Roch 

C a r r ie r 's  novel.
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I t  i s  a m atter th a t  one has b e t te r  leave  fo r m edita tion  to  

conclude w ith  a questions when i s  one form o f re s is ta n c e  j u s t i f i a b le ,  

because o f i t s  organic ro o ts  (the  C iv il R ights movement in  th e  U .S .), 

and when i s  an o th e r, to  a s ig n if ic a n t  e x te n t , th e  e f fe c t  o f exposure 

to  the  media? I t  i s  a query  which Godbout, an urbane and so p h is tica ted  

a r t i s t ,  c e r ta in ly  meant to  d ram atise .

That th e  media’ s impact need not so le ly  r e s u l t  in  th e  p u rsu it 

o f v io lence i s  dem onstrated in  a co n fess io n a l type o f f ic t io n  th a t  

h eav ily  borrows from th e  technique o f e l l i p t i c a l  o racu lar prose common 

to  ra d io , A "n o v el,"  in  th e  formal sense o f th e  word, Luc G ranger's  

Ouate de Phoque (1969) i s  n o t. One looks in  vain  fo r a w e ll-s tru c tu re d  

p lo t ,  th e  ex is ten ce  of c h a ra c te rs , o r some w ell-defined  dram atic c o n f l ic t ,  

in  t h i s  book th a t  t e l l s  o f  a young d isk -jo c k ey ’ s experience w hile  working 

in  a sm all Chicoutimi ra d io  s ta t io n ,  th e  read ing  th a t  he does in  h is  

spare tim e and th e  tro u b le s  th a t  he g e ts  in to  w ith  th e  ad m in is tra to rs  

fo r la ck  o f p u n c tu a lity  and h is  fondness fo r  p lay ing  American and 

avant-garde French reco rd in g s ; the  very  same tro u b le s  th a t  b e se t him 

when he makes i t  to  " the  to p ,"  working fo r Radio-Canada,the state-owned 

rad io  and te le v is io n  network. When th e  n a rra to r  i s  dism issed from th i s  

l a t t e r  p o s itio n  (as he was in  C hicoutim i), h e , l i k e  Godbout's n a r ra to r , 

leaves fo r  th e  U.S. in  search fo r id e n t i ty  i f  not fo r immediate con tac t 

w ith th e  environment he i s  in  tune w ith  through th e  media. He re tu rn s , 

y e t ,  to  Quebec, g e ts  h is  Radio-Canada job back, lo se s  i t  ag a in , and the  

book ends w ith  th e  n a r r a to r 's  p ro fessio n  o f  d is b e l ie f  in  th e  fash ionab le  

values o f  " ! •  pays,"  th e  French-English c o n fro n ta tio n , and Radio-Canada's 

p u r is t  no tions about th e  qu estio n  o f c u ltu re . By im p lica tio n , and by 

d i r e c t  re fe re n c e s , th e re  i s  th e  a ffirm a tio n  th a t  here i s  an a n a rc h is t ic ,
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l ib e ra te d  and uncommitted soul who does not know where he stands about 

anyth ingl fo r th e re ,  i t  seems, l i e s  humaneness in  th e  p o s t- in d u s tr ia l  

w orld,

I f  a l l  t h i s  seems confusing , i t  is} moreover, when th e  n a rra tio n  

i s  sandwiched between extended n o te s , comments taken from tap es  o f the  

n a r r a to r 's  programs and when we a re  to ld  of th e  conception o f  some o f 

th e  book 's  ch ap te rs  C *J'ai im provise 9a devant mon magnetophone, a p r is  

quoi je  l ' a i  ta p e . Toute une djobbe £un jo b ) , b e liev e  you me. De 

to u te  mani&re i l  m 'eflt e te  fa s tid ie u x  de 'com poser' 9a " ) . N onetheless, 

as in  Godbout's book, what i s  im portant i s  th e  n a rra tiv e  "v o ice ,"  th e  

s e n s ib i l i ty  expressed throughout shaped by th e  medium of ra d io  and the  

c u ltu re  o f  th e  te ch n o lo g ica l age. The n a rra to r  a c ts  more a s  a r e f le c to r  

than  as an in te rp re te r  o f th e  new cu ltu re}  he is  both detached and 

involved. The in te rp e n e tra t io n  o f p o la r i t ie s  makes fo r iro n y , ambi­

valence and always am biguity. Which i s  ev iden t when th e  n a rra to r  i s  

faced w ith  th e  "pays" c e le b ra tio n . How can he be concerned w ith a 

s p a t ia l ly  o rien ted  involvement when h is  very  medium den ies  th e  b a r r ie r s  

o f space and the  f r o n t ie r s  o f r e l ig io n ,  race  and language? Hence th e  

comment«

OPTION-QUEBEC? W e ll .. .  maybe. Je ne demanderais pas mieux, 
m a ls . , .  I  have th e  keen and somewhat obsessive fe e lin g  th a t  EVRYTHING 
is  going on NOW and FOR THE WHOLE WESTERN WORLD, " so u th -o f-th e -b o rd e r ,"
Je n 'a r r iv e  pas I  c ro ire  que " le "  quebee (qui n 'e s t ,  pour 1 ' in s ta n t ,  
qu 'une a b s tra c tio n )  pu isse  ^chapper au "dread" qui p&se sur l'Amerique 
e t  sur l 'o c e id e n t-e n -g e n e ra l , Bien sflr que non ,1e n 'a i  " r ie n  d 'a u tr e  
I  p roposer", ce qui en degotitera p lus d 'u n . . .  Je ne me reconnais pas de 
n a t io n a l i ty ,  au sens " n a tio n -e ta t"  du terme} n i canediune n i k e b e k o i.^

I t  i s  not th e  s i tu a t io n s  in  which th e  n a rra to r  i s  placed th a t  

d e fin e  h is  s e n s ib i l i ty ,  since  he i s  p re t ty  much confined to  h is  s tu d io  

booth . The q u a li ty  o f language used, th e  in f le c t io n s ,  in to n a tio n s ,
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th e  m odulations given to  a phrase, a th o u g h t* th e  choice o f words Is  

what m a tte rs . What happens i s  a marked c o n tra s t In th e  co n stan t a l t e r ­

n a tio n  o f French and E nglish , th e  Im p o ss ib ility  fo r th e  n a r ra to r  to  commit 

h im se lf in to  any one p a r t ic u la r  language; s in c e , r e f le c t in g  th e  b l l l n -  

gulsm and b ic u ltu ra llsm  o f h is  p rovince, Quebec*s ambiguous p o s itio n  

a s  a pocket o f French c u ltu re  amidst an English-speaking c o n tin e n t, he 

cannot but be hybrid in  speech as w e ll as  In th o u g h t, and he assumes 

t h i s  d u a li ty i

Et quant % c e tte  q u estion  de 1 'a n g la ls -e t-d u - f ra n 5a 1s-baek- 
a n d -fo rth , ben e ib o ire , t a n t  que j 'a u r a i  l a  "c ltoyennete"  (p a sse -p o rt, 
d r o i t s  de l*homme and so on) canadienne, e 'e s t  mon d r o i t  l e  p lu s s t r i c t  
de m 'ad resser \  mes com -patrlo tes dans l 'u n e  ET l 'a u t r e  des deux la n - 
gues c i-devan t o f f i e i e l l e s ,  e t  personne ne peut m'INTERDIRE de p a r le r  
l* a n g la is  non p lu s que de p a r le r  l e  fra n $ a is . E t personne ne peut me 
CONTRAINDRE I  p a r l e r ' 1 * a n g la is  non p lus qu*A p a r le r  l e  f r a n $ a l s . 3 3

To be su re , fbom th e  evidence o f some passages o f  s t r i c t  des­

c r ip t io n ,  we know th a t  th e  n a rra to r  I s  capable o f w ritin g  In an honored 

French t r a d i t io n .  But, p re c is e ly , th e  d i f f e r e n t  le v e l used to  express 

h is  consciousness I s  symptomatic o f th e  am biguity o f th e  land and, more 

Im portant, th e  m atter o f c u ltu re  In  th e  p o s t- in d u s tr ia l  age. The 

l in e a r  form of French re p re se n ts  th e  old humanist t r a d i t io n  th a t  

has culminated In th e  S a r tr la n , B eekettian  e t  a l .  philosophy o f despair*  

"Un vent qul apporte  des q u a tre  co ins de son d e l  n o lr to u s  l e s  germes de 

l a  desesperance u n lv e rs e l le ,  un vent qul v ie n t e c o rn lf le r  l e s  fe n e tre s  

aveugles des ed ifices-A -bureaux , pour debouler e n su ite  dans l a  ru e , en

p ique, A l ’e n d ro lt exact oil vous o ffrea  v o tre  pauvre nuque de * c lv i l '
3/4,

anonyme e t  sans d e fen se ,"  Whereas th e  n o n -lln e a r , broken, syncopated 

form where English i s  mixed w ith French, slang w ith " joualj* s tands fo r 

th e  nascen t, post-hum anist cu ltu re  " f u l l  o f sound and fu ry" th a t  may 

y e t s ig n ify  something*
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Je d ev a is  b ie n to t" a v o ir  des ennuis" avec ces m essieurs de la  
s a l le  des nouvelles ( s a l le  des depSches, s i vous "aimez" m ie u x ...)  e t  
l i  encore, avec un "chef de s e rv ic e ."  The man in  charge. (In  charge,
TO A CERTAIN EXTENT.,.) That c a t d id  not "ap p rec ia te"  my tone of voice 
when I  would read th e  new scast. On me rep ro eh a it e n tre  a u tre s  choses 
mon iro n ie , mon "manque d 'in t e r e t " I ?  I CA l i ,  VRAIMENT lA , PRANCHEMENT 
LA ... ben H  Z ( I )  ? i  i  $XI1! —Ah ,1’te  d i s ,  .V ies trouve PARFAS. 
"Manque d ' i n t e r S t " . . .  Non m ais, a lo rs  quoi l e s  g i r s ,  vous m 'charriez  
ou quoi? . . .  Yeah, I*m h ip .35

The n a rra to r  would ra th e r  r e la te  to  th a t  novel consciousness th a t  

ignores h i s to r ic a l  co n d ition ings and n a t io n a l is t  obsessions. Modern 

Pop m usic, th e  rhythm and pace o f contemporary b ig -c i ty  l i f e  re f le c te d  

in  th e  p e rso n a lity  o f th e  a r b i te r  o f p resen t c u ltu re  (the  d isk -jo ck ey , 

or T.V. " p e rso n a lity " ) , among o th e rs , are  th e  sources o f h is  sen s i­

b i l i t y .  A dm ittedly, i t  dw ells in  a c e r ta in  f a c i le  ten d ern ess , a 

p ed estrian  p o e try  o f simple emotions and not-deepened-enough experiences. 

But th e re  need not be any apology fo r  i t  since t h i s  s e n s ib i l i ty  is  

d e l ib e ra te ly  geared toward i t s  own values and b e l ie f s .  For a French 

Canadian who i s  only too  conscious o f the  s t r i c tu r e s  of h is  so c ie ty , 

both p ast and p re se n t, th e  shock o f reco g n itio n  found in  D ylan 's and 

F e rre 's  r e je c t io n  o f old forms and a ffirm a tio n  o f a new humanism based 

on simple sentim ents and fe e lin g s , can be q u ite  a powerful one.

One can very  w ell f a u l t  Granger for negating the  very form he 

uses to  communicate. Granted th e  concerns he wishes to  convey are  

v a lid , i t  could be asked, need they  be presented in  a mode so lack ing  

in s t ru c tu re , design  and even coherence? The same argument has been 

le v e lled  a t  McLuhan, o f co u rse , and th e  re p ly  i s  th a t  th e  book form 

can be remolded to  convey an a e s th e tic  experience th a t  i s  p rim arily  

t a c t i l e ,  v isu a l or/and a u d ile . A long t r a d i t io n  in  Western c u ltu re ,  

fu r th e r ,  bears t h i s  o u tj whether one has in  mind th e  works o f 

medieval amanuenses, Counter-Reformation poets th e  l ik e s  o f Crashaw,
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Gongora and Marino, notw ithstanding th e  emblematic t r a d i t io n  a t  work 

in  H e rb e r t 's  p o e try , or M allarm e's concept of Le L lv re . A p o llin a ire 's  

and th e  S u r r e a l is ts ' inven tiveness in  " se n so riz in g ,"  so to  speak, the  

w ritte n  word. This i s  not to  say th a t  G ranger's attem pt i s  comparable 

e i th e r  in  su b jec t m atter or in  achievement w ith  th ese  p receden ts: but

an a e s th e tic  o b jec tion  based on h is  r e je c t io n  o f  th e  book convention 

would be a tenuous one. A ltoge ther, juxtaposed to  th e  works analyzed 

so fa r  in  th e  preceding c h ap te rs , G ranger's work i s  an unassuming, 

re fre sh in g  and t r u ly  l ib e ra t in g  work, i f  only fo r  i t s  humor. I f  

lau g h te r i s ,  a s  i t  i s  said to  be , th e  p o lite n e ss  o f d e sp a ir , then  

G ranger's book seems to  suggest th a t  i t  i s  a p o lite n e ss  th a t  should 

be acquired and c u lt iv a te d .

Laughter, whether as  a p o lite n e ss  o r , perhaps, as  th e  one 

statem ent o f re c o n c ilia tio n  in  an ambiguous world i s  lik ew ise  c e n tra l  

to  th e  l a s t  novel o f our a n a ly s is ,  Roch C a r r ie r 's  La G uerre, yes S ir t 

(196R). By c o n tra s t w ith a number o f novels th a t  ended w ith a note 

o f d ep artu re  from th e  land of e x ile  (Le Casse. Bonheur d 'O ccasion . 

T rente Arpents and o th e rs ) , C a r r ie r 's  novel, much as Prochain Episode. 

Ouate de Fhoque. Le Couteau sur l a  T ab le , opera tes  r a th e r  in  a re tu rn  

to  Quebec whereby th e  p ro tag o n is t i s  to  assume th e  land in  a l l  i t s  

am biguity. His novel i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  c lo se  to  Godbout's in  th a t  both 

u t i l i z e  the  m o tif o f a sexual re la t io n s h ip  between a French and an 

English Canadian, (Groulx, o f course , had used a s im ila r  m o tif a lso , 

bu t fo r  q u ite  d i f f e r e n t  pu rposes.) More than  any o ther w r ite r  before  

him, however, C arrie r works on th e  "m arriage" m o tif between English 

and French Canadians b e t te r  to  render through a succession o f i ro n ie s , 

c o n tra s ts  and paradoxes a s i tu a t io n  which i s  th e  leaven o f human
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experience. Ouate de Phoque used th e  irony o f mixed media fo r th e  

b a rin g  o f one’ s s e n s ib i l i ty .  In  La Guerre th e  re se rv o ir  o f fo lk  humor 

and th e  vernacu lar serves as  l ib e ra t in g  mode from e x is te n t ia l  c o n fi­

nements and in te rro g a tio n s  which a re  q u ite  a c u te , though b e lied  by 

the  book 's  su rface  comedy.

The novel opens w ith  th e  f i r s t  le v e l in  th e  o v e ra ll  m arriage 

m o tif i the  view o f A m elie's m arriage to  Henri in  a sm all v i l la g e  l o s t  

in  th e  w in ter h in te rlan d  o f Quebec during  th e  l a s t  World War, The 

War fo rces  a t r ia n g le  onto th i s  m arriage in th e  person o f A rthur who, 

h id ing  from m il i ta r y  d u ty , fin d s  refuge not only in  A m elie's and H e n ri 's  

house, bu t in  A m elie 's arms as w e ll. Soon enough, A rthur has supplanted 

the  le g itim a te  husband 's r o le ,  and t h i s  fa c t re p le te  w ith  comic e f f e c t ,  

i s  im portant to  bear in  mind since t h i s  m arriage "A t r o i s "  in tro d u ces  

the  two other le v e ls  in  th e  m arriage m o tif in  an a c c re tio n  o f am biguity . 

We a re  next presented w ith  th e  m arriage th a t  g ives i t s  t i t l e  to  th e  

book, and which i s  the  source o f dram atic c o n f l ic t .  Six English 

Canadian s o ld ie r s ,  none o f  them conversant in  French, a re  e sc o rtin g  home 

to  h is  f in a l  rest- a dead French Canadian comrade, C orriveau, a n a tiv e  

of th e  v i l la g e . T hird , on th a t  same t r a i n ,  a newly-married couple i s  

a lso  re tu rn in g  home to  th e  v i l la g e i  Berube, a French Canadian e n lis te d  

man, w ith  h is  b r id e ,  Molly, a blonde (ye t another one I) English Canadian 

p r o s t i tu te  whom he married s in ce , f a i th f u l  to  th e  te n e ts  o f h is  r e l ig io n ,  

had he had sexual in te rco u rse  w ithout th e  bonds o f m arriage, i t  would 

have been a most se rio u s  s in  o f th e  f l e s h . . .

These th re e  le v e ls  a re  joined in  the  c lim ac tic  moment o f th e  

book« th e  wake held fo r th e  dead s o ld ie r . The sexual energy and 

robustness  Ind icated  in  Amelie and Molly (fem ales w ith overdeveloped
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mammary glands* an endowment freq u en tly  re fe rre d  to  th a t  rev ea ls  an 

almost a u th o r ia l f ix a tio n )*  th e  sexual In h ib it io n s  contained In H enrit 

Berube and o ther v illa g e rs*  th e  c h a ra c te rs ' submission to  th e i r  

Church-assigned ro le*  th e  l a te n t  h o s t i l i t y  between French and English 

Canadians fed by th e  war is su e  and by t r a d i t io n a l  fe a rs  and Ignorance 

(the v i l la g e r s  do not speak a word o f English* th e  English Canadian 

s o ld ie rs  not one o f F rench)-- everything fin d s  re le a se  In th a t  Ion* 

n ight which tu rn s  out to  an extended pagan r i t u a l ,  a ceremony where 

most elem ental en erg ies  b u rs t  out* and comedy lap se s  in to  u g lin e ss . 

Gathered in  th e  Corrlveau home, the  "mourners'' fe a s t  th e i r  p a la te s  on 

meat p ie  and apple elder*  and as th e  n ig h t progresses r ib a ld  1okes 

and cu rses  a re  exchanged, a p p e ti te s  a re  wetted and an o rg ia s tic  

re v e ll in g  Is  In p rogress fanned by th e  men's contem plation o f Mel l y ' s  

curvaceous forms. However, by the  tim e Molly appears In a skimpy 

n eg lig ee , a v ic io u s  f ig h t  I s  tak ing  place between her husband and 

Arsfcne who, drunk as  a lo rd ,  c e le b ra te s  th e  courage and bravery  of 

m il i ta ry  l i f e .  For t h i s ,  Berube m e rc ile ss ly  b e a ts  him to  a pulp, 

o s te n s ib ly  to  Impress h is  an ti-w ar fe e lin g s  upon him I For good measure, 

he t e l l s  Molly to  climb on A rs in e 's  shoulders who Is  made In to  a mock 

Infantryman on parad e«

—G auche...G auche...D ro iteI Danse, puante vermine. Danse I 
Vlvent l a  guerre e t  ses s o ld a ts l  Danse I Gauche d ro i te I  Volel un 
obust

Berube l e  frappa au d e r r i i r e .
—'V o id  une grenade.
Berube le  g l f l a .
—Volcl une bombe.
Berube lu l  s o u f f la l t  de l a  s a llv e  I  la  f i g u r e , 3”

The s ig n ific a n ce  o f th e  Image o f Molly a s t r id e  ArsSne I s  to  m aintain 

the  balance between sex and v io len ce , the  poles between which the  novel
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o s c i l l a te s i  th e  two being p rim itiv e  urges long repressed  by th e  Church. 

At t h i s  s t ^ e ,  th e  English Canadian so ld ie rs  who have been keeping an 

uneasy watch over th e  c o ff in  a re  shocked and outraged by th e  French 

C anadian's p e cu lia r  "customs" In honoring th e i r  dead . The follow ing 

d e sc r ip tio n  p ic tu re s  q u ite  w ell th e  c o n tra s t which in  e f fe c t  might 

summarize th a t  between two c u ltu re s  and c iv i l i z a t io n s ,  the  # io n y s ia n  

G a llic  ",1oie  de v iv re "  and the  A pollonian Anglo-Saxon in s is te n c e  on 

decorum and p ro p r ie ty i

Les Anglais longs e t  m aigres exam inaient l e  double menton des 
French Canadians, le u r  ven tre  g o n fle , l e s  se in s des femmes gros e t  
f la sq u e s , i l s  s c ru ta ie n t le s .y eu x  des French Canadians f lo t t a n t  
ln e r te s  dans l a  g ra is se  blaiche de le u r  v isag e , i l s  e ta ie n t de v ra is  
po res, ces French Canadians dont la  c iv i l i s a t io n  e o n s is ta i t  A b o ire , 
manger, p e te r ,  r o te r .3 ?

The s o ld ie rs  thereupon chase everybody out in to  th e  co ld . This 

a c tio n  p re c ip i ta te s  th e  iro n ic a l e ru p tio n  of war in  th e  v i l la g e .  The 

v i l la g e r s ,  a f t e r  th e  f i r s t  moment o f s u rp r is e , cease th e i r  in te rn ec in e  

b an te rs  and q u a rre ls  to  focus on th e  s ig n ific an ce  o f th e i r  having been 

routed by English so ld ie rs  (observe th e  iro n ic a l  catalogue in  th e i r  

assessm ent, which i s  C a r r ie r 's  way of su b tly  a llu d in g  to  th e  Messianic 

t r a d i t io n ) !  "qui n 'e ta ie n t  n i du v i l la g e ,  n i du comte, n i de l a  province, 

n i mSme du pays, des Anglais qui n 'e ta ie n t  mSme pas Canadians mais 

seulement des maud i t s  Anglais . . .  . " ^  They then  muster th e  community 

sense --which so re ly  lacked when gathered to  honor th e  dead Corriveau— 

and aim a t  seeking revenge in  a f i s ts - a n d - f e e t  a t ta c k . The "war" would 

have remained a mock e p ic a l one, ty p ify in g  a t r i v i a l  motive —much as 

th e  war between th e  Sylphs and asso rted  s p i r i t s  in  Pope's Rape of the  

Lr>ck— were i t  not fo r th e  note o f pathos introduced by H e n ri 's  a c tio n . 

H enri, th e  d e se r te r  who came home to  find he has to  share h is  conjugal
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bed w ith a d r a f t  dodger, crazed by h is  w ife 's  in d iffe ren c e  and h is  hatred 

fo r  war, which he can no longer con tain  when he sees th e  a r r iv a l  o f 

C o rriv eau 's  c o f f in , grabs a r i f l e ,  ,1oins the  rab b le  and f i r e s  the  one 

shot of th e  w ar, k i l l in g  an English Canadian s o ld ie r .  Ju s t a s  i t  began, 

the  "war" a b ru p tly  ends.

The sobered French Canadians go on to  bury th e i r  dead Corriveau, 

chastened by th e  C u ra te 's  eulogy, a man whose tongue " re sse m b la it, lo r s -  

q u ' i l  o u v ra it la  bouche, I  un crapaud q u i n 'o s a i t  s a u t e r . " ^  Berube, 

who during  th e  b a t t l e  had responded to  h is  t r a in in g  and fought the  

v i l la g e r s  most f ie r c e ly  ("11 d e v a it frapper p lu s  fo r t  que l e s  gens du 

v i l la g e  e t  p lus f o r t  que le s  Anglais s ' 11 v o u la it que quelqu 'un  le  

r e s p e c t f t " ) , ^  i s  ordered by th e  Sergeant to  c a r ry  th e  dead English 

so ld ie r  w ith the  remaining s o ld ie rs .  And as th ey  leave  th e  v i l la g e ,  

Molly fo llow s, i r o n ic a l ly ,  s t i l l  in  her w hite wedding d re s s .

Who has won the  war? seems to  be the  q u estio n  l e f t  a t  th e  end 

of th e  book. And th e  im p lica tion  i s ,  how can a war be won or lo s t  when 

you s t i l l  have to  l iv e  a m arriage s itu a tio n ?  Whether i t  i s  H enri, who 

sought sa lv a tio n  by k i l l in g  out o f f r u s t r a t io n ;  Berube, who b ea ts  

sen se le s s ly  a com patriot to  prove h is  peace sen tim ents; who h a te s  w ar, 

but th e  moment he hears  th e  S erg ean t's  order tu rn s  ag a in s t h is  compa­

t r i o t s  and s e ts  out to  prove h is  superio r brand o f b e l l i c o s i ty ;  or th e  

v i l la g e  i t s e l f  which harbors H enri, th e  d e s e r te r ,  A rthur, th e  d r a f t  

dodger, a s  i t  presumably stands in  i t s  rem oteness as an o a s is  am idst the  

f o l ly  of mankind —th ey  a l l  prove, in  th e  end, th a t  th ey  a re  not immune 

from l i f e ' s  profound am biguity. The war between English and French, 

where foes and fr ie n d s  seem to  be so c le a r ly  Id e n t i f ie d ,  i s  mock e p ica l 

and absurd a t  t h a t .  More profoundly, in  a book which a t  tim es i s
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In dec isive  in  i t s  choice o f focus, C arrie r dem onstrates, in  th e  f in a l

a n a ly s is , th a t  war a s  sym bolical o f  enmity i s  bu t th e  complement o f the

amity contained in  th e  m arriage m o tif .

The book opens w ith th e  th re e -fo ld  p ro p o sitio n  o f am ity (the

th ree  le v e ls  o f  m arriage e a r l i e r  d isc u sse d ) , goes through events which

th re a te n  to  d e s tro y , or seem to  have destroyed i t  (e .g . Corriveau)*

i t  cu lm inates, f i n a l ly ,  in  th e  war episode which sym bolically  seems to

imply i t s  t o t a l  d e s tru c t io n . I ro n ic a l ly ,  though, because t h i s  enmity

(Molly v . Berubej Berube v . th e  v i l la g e r s j  Henri v . the  so ld ie rs*  th e

French v . th e  E nglish) i s  b u t th e  tra n s p o s it io n , on a le s s e r  s c a le , o f

th a t  which everyone i s  concerned to  d is s e n t from, on a la rg e r  s c a le «

the  war* and because in  i t s  microcosm th e  s p i r i t  o f enmity i s  the

t r a n s i to r y  rev e rse  o f  am ity (m aintained throughout by M olly 's and

A m elie's generous forms i f  no t em braces), C a rrie r  seems to  be showing

in  th e  end (when Molly follow s her husband, Berube th e  English

so ld ie rs  —two images where th e  French i s  m arried to  th e  English— )

the  Inescapable s o l id a r i ty  o f  mankind, th e  t i e s  th a t  bind a l l  a c tio n s

so long as th ey  a re  human. I f  such i s  the  s p e c i f ic i ty  o f  th e  human

o rd er, th a t  am ity and enmity a re  c o r re la te d , then  such an outlook

based on the  same awareness o f  l i f e ' s  p lu ra lism , as  seen in  Godbout

and Granger, makes fo r  the  am biguity o f th e  contemporary French Canadian
^1novel. Which i s  not a mean f e a t  in  the  process o f m a tu rity .
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Conclusion

A fter examining th e  dominant tre n d s  and c u rre n ts  in  th e  l i t e ­

r a tu re s  o f Quebec and Black America, p a r t ic u la r ly  as th ey  appear in  

the  most "open" form p o ss ib le , th a t  o f th e  novel, one may resume --and 

conclude i f  p o ssib le— th e  c e n tra l concern introduced a t  th e  o u tse t of 

th i s  d is s e r ta tio n #  Black American and French Canadian l i t e r a tu r e s ,  

l i k e  A frican , Wast In d ian , South American -and even Ameriean- 

T i te r a tu re s ,  emerge a s  l a t e  developments in  the  context o f Western 

c u ltu re . They suergest, consequently , a problem fo r l i t e r a r y  c r it ic is m  

and l i t e r a r y  h is to ry . Which i s ,  a s  e a r l i e r  s a id , th a t  o f " lo ca tin g "  

them in  th e  mosaic o f Western c u l tu re . To my knowledge, although th ese  

l i t e r a tu r e s  a re  in c re a s in g ly  being read and ta u g h t, e sp e c ia lly  fo r the  

past q u a r te r  o f a c en tu ry , th e re  has been no c r i t i c a l  and th e o re tic a l  

attem pt a t  d e fin in g  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  of th e se  l i t e r a tu r e s  in  an o v e ra ll 

co n tex t, I  p o s ite d , in  th e  in tro d u c tio n , two key symbols as  foundations 

fo r t h i s  co n tex ti th o se  o f Caliban and Prospero. The te n ta t iv e  

d e f in i t io n  suggested fo r th e se  l i t e r a t u r e s  was th a t  o f "Caliban Without 

P rospero ." The time has come fo r a d e ta i le d  d iscu ss io n  o f t h i s  

d e f in i t io n  which now can be su b stan tia ted  by th e  novels analyzed.

To say "Caliban Without Prospero" im p lie s , o f co u rse , the  

converse, "Caliban With P rospero ." Let us s t a r t  w ith th e  l a s t  

p ro p o s itio n . Prospero, in  Shakespeare's p lay , i s  our symbol fo r the  

cosm opolitan Renaissance man of c u l tu re . He i s  th e  man secure with 

the  knowledge he i s  Issued from th e  womb or th e  c rad le  o f Western 

c iv i l iz a t io n  —th a t  i s  to  say whether he i s  a Frenchman or an 

Englishman, a Spaniard or an I t a l i a n ,  he can po in t to  achievements
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in  t h o u g h t ,  language and l i t e r a tu r e  bego tten  in  h is  "n a tio n a l"  c u ltu re  

as  w e ll as in h e rite d  from a common s to re  or re s e rv o ir  which i s  Europe,

Rome or Greece, Thus b red , nurtured and polished by a T ,S . E l io t- l ik e  

sense o f " t r a d i t io n "  and " c u l tu re ,"  he looks askance a t  th a t  which 

stands ou tside  h is  background and la b e ls  i t  " u n c iv il is e d ,"  Such 

a fa te  b e f a l l s  C aliban whose speech dec id ed ly  sounds fo re ign  to  FVospero's 

e a r s ,  whose geographical emplacement i s  non-European, and whose h a b its  

stand out in  .lam ing c o n tra s t to  P ro sp e ro 's , Immediately a c e r ta in  

re la t io n s h ip  i s  envisaged and the  term s d ic ta te d  by ftrosperof C aliban, 

a " th ing  o f d a rk n ess ,"  must be enlightened and brought "up ," i f  

p o ss ib le , to  Prospero*s le v e l ,  Wft have a t  th e  o u tse t a s i tu a tio n  of 

imbalance! one i s  up and th e  o ther i s  downj one i s  c iv il iz e d  and the  

o ther i s  not? one i s  the  a r b i te r  and a r t ic u la to r  o f "cu ltu re "  and th e  

o ther i s  to  be beholden to  th e  a r b i te r ;  one i s  l ig h t  and th e  o ther 

i s  da rk ; one i s  m etropo litan  the  o th er i s  p ro v in c ia l; one i s  

cosm opolitan th e  o th er i s  c o lo n ia l. Always, su ff ic e  i t  to  say , from 

th e  persp ec tiv e  o f Prospero, But to  what ex ten t i s  Prospero e n t i t le d  

to  such claim s? What i s  Caliban im plying, in  th e  p lay , when he a llu d es  

to  P rospero 's  m isrep resen ta tio n  of tru th ?

In  term s o f H e lle n is tic  and Roman syncretism  from which evolved 

a re p e r to ire  o f m yths, b e l ie f s ,  sagas and archetypes fo r a l l  o f e a r ly  

Europe to  p a rtak e , th e re  undoubtedly ex isted  a u n ity  o f European 

c u ltu re . C onsidering th e  u n ita ry  func tion  o f the  Church o f Rome in  the  

Middle Ages w hether, s t r i c t l y  speaking, in  th e  in fluence  o f r i t u a l s ,  

eschato logy , cosmology and h e ra ld ry ; o r , in  i t s  secu la r ra m if ic a tio n s , 

in  th e  Crusades, th e  s p i r i t  o f romance and ch iv a lry — again  th e  para­

lle l is m s  between, say , the  Romance o f th e  Rose. T ro llu s  and C rlseyde,
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the  Nlebe/ttwfl4 w . po in t to  a common European c u ltu re . Even developments 

th a t  s tra d d le  th e  l a t e  Middle Ages and the  e a r ly  R enaissance, such as 

The Faerie  Queene. Orlando F u rlo sa . Gerusalemme L lb e ra ta . b u ttr e s s  t h i s  

f a c t .  One could go on to  show how an exam ination o f Shakespearian, 

Jonsonian, M iltonian sources re v e a ls  “borrowings" fPom a common r e s e r ­

v o ir . From then  on, using such term s as  “ in f lu e n c e s ,"  re c e p tio n s ,"  

and " re la t io n s "  i t  appears to  be a never ending ta sk  fo r th e  com paratist 

to  study th e  t i e s  between Richardson and D idero t, V o lta ire  and Newton, 

Coleridge and S c h il le r ,  C arly le  and N ietszehe, Romanticism, th e  Baroque 

and Symbolism as tra n s -n a tio n a l occurrences. But, by th e  tim e we have 

su b s titu ted  "borrow ings," in f lu e n c e s ,"  " re la t io n s "  fo r  "u n ita ry "  a 

d e f in i te  change seems to  have taken  p lace . For w ith  the  l a t e  Renais­

sance r i s e  o f  secu la r philosophy, th e  Baconian c a l l  fo r the  "advancement 

of le a rn in g "  and i t s  echo in  C artesian  system atic  doubting , on to  th e  

Newtonian breakthrough in  th e  f ie ld  o f physics and mathematics and th e  

extreme " m a te r ia l is ts "  o f th e  Enlightenm ent, th e re  d e f in i te ly  i s  a 

sc is s io n  w ith in  th e  g rea t European d e s ig n ; one th a t  Paul Hazard fin d s  

i t s  culm ination in  th e  e igh teen th  cen tury  to  be "La C rise de l a  Cons­

cience Europeenne. "^ F u rth er, a "d is so c ia tio n "  of s e n s ib i l i ty  th a t  

E lio t sees s ta r t in g  w ith M ilton in  England, in  th e  seventeenth cen tu ry ,^  

lo g ic a l ly  g ives way in  th e  l a t e  eigh teen th  cen tu ry  and fo r most o f th e  

n in e teen th , to  in te r e s t  in  fo lk lo re , lo c a l c o lo r , myths, b e l ie f s ,  h a b its  

p ecu lia r to  a people. From cen te rin g  on a p e o p le 's  p a r t i c u la r i t i e s  to  

those of th e  in d iv id u a l, h is  sen tim en ts , fe e lin g s  th e re  i s  b u t a s tep  

which Romanticism g in g erly  ta k e s . So th a t  by the  tim e we w itness 

th e  sorrows o f young W erther, th e  anguish o f Chabeaubriand' s 

Rene, W ordsworth's k insh ip  w ith N ature, and th e  B yron icreu lt o f  the  s e l f ,
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we s*n sca rce ly  speak o f European c u ltu re  in  th e  same terms as  in  the  

Middle Ages or a s  in  th e  Greco-Roman p erio d . Indeed the  " c u lt  o f the  

s e lf "  which symbolizes more than  anything e lse  the  s ig n ific an ce  of 

Romanticism, in  standing in  abso lu te  c o n tra s t to  th e  "public  c u l t"  of 

e a r l i e r  periods in  European c u ltu re  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  might w ell serve 

as th e  end p o in t fo r v a l id i ty  in  Prospero’ s claim s (a v a l id i ty  th a t  f i r s t  

came under q u estion ing  d u rin g  th e  R enaissance, a s  e a r l i e r  seen).

The " c u lt o f th e  self"becom es even more ra re f ie d  in  mythology and 

language th a t  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  p r iv a te  w ith  th e  Sym bolists. Prom the  

s e l f ,  in te r e s t  s h i f t s  to  th e  in t r ic a c ie s  of verbal s ig n s . And these  

two c h a r a c te r i s t ic s ,  th e  S e lf  and the  Word-as-Sign seem to  be the  

preoccupations o f  European l i t e r a tu r e  since,w hatever th e  l a b e l s «

Dadaism, S urrealism , Chosisme. Indeed, a very continuous l in e  seems 

to  run from th e  Romantic wallowing in  th e  s e l f ,  a lb e i t  in  th e  i r r a ­

t io n a l ,  to  th e  E x i s te n t ia l i s t  fe e lin g  o f imprisonment w ith in  th e  s e l f ,  

a lb e i t  r a t io n a l ;  o r , y e t ,  th e  Symbolist preoccupation w ith th e  p o rten ts  

o f language as sign-words and th e  modern S tr u c tu ra l is t  attem pt a t  

d e tec tin g  th e  im ports o f a c iv i l iz a t io n  in  i t s  sign-sym bols.

The h i s to r i c a l  movement in  European c u ltu re  appears, conse­

q u en tly , as one going from th e  general to  th e  p a r t ic u la r ;  from the  

public  to  th e  p r iv a te ;  from th e  organic to  th e  s p e c if ic ,  Hence i t  i s  

no coincidence th a t  i t  i s  p re c ise ly  a t  th e  moment when the  u n ita ry  in  

European l i t e r a t u r e  has d e f in i te ly  d is in te g ra te d ,  in  th e  n ineteen th  

cen tu ry , th a t  th e re  a r is e  th e  l i t e r a tu r e s  th a t  in te r e s t  u s i "p o st- 

European" ones, by which I  mean l i t e r a tu r e s  th a t  come to  be o u ts id e  

o f Europe, and although th e  products o f  descendants o f Europeans 

(p a r tly  or w h o lly ), nonetheless a re  expressive  o f emergent n a tio n ­

a l i t i e s ,  or group consciousness; America, H a i t i ,  Quebec, South America.
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Rooted in  co u n trie s  colonized by Europeans, l i t e r a tu r e  f i r s t  emerges as 

c o lo n ia l a r t i f a c t !  voyagers' r e p o r ts ,  d i a r i e s ,  m is s io n a r ie s ' n a r ra tiv e s , 

t a l e s  to  t i t i l l a t e  th e  m etropo lises. More im portan t, though, even 

when w ritte n  by th e  newly-born n a tio n a ls , the  nascent l i t e r a t u r e  i s  

c r ip p le d ,

In  &11 th e se  c o u n tr ie s , whether we are  speaking o f America 

( in  generals doubly so fe r  Black America, in  p a r t i c u la r ) ,  French or 

English Canada, H a iti or A rgentine and B ra s i l ,  th e re  i s  th e  prim ary 

s i tu a t io n  of dependence (p aradox ically  as  theso  c o u n trie s  gain s e l f -  

r u l e ) .  One could su b s ti tu te  th e  term " re la t io n "  or " in flu en ce"  fo r 

dependences b u t, because of th e  terms upon which such a re la tio n s h ip  

i s  s tru c tu re d , t h i s  dependence i s  v i t ia te d  and warped from th e  s t a r t .

For, we have a l i t e r a tu r e  mimicking an o th er, indigenous w r ite rs  

hypnotized by th e  c u l t  o f m etropo litan  "m odels." No m atte r how

o rig in a l James Fenimore C ooper's and Washington I r v in g 's  imagery
as to

o f th e  North American w ilderness  and th e i r  in s ig h ts  i t s  auguries 

(and th e  same can be said about the  c u l t  o f n a tiv e  lo re  in  the  

l i t e r a tu r e s  of South America, English and FVench Canada, H a i t i ) ,  a 

prim ary fea tu re  nonetheless s tands o u t, a re c u rre n t p a tte rn  appears.

A ll th e se  w r ite rs  may be using s e t t in g ,  c h a ra c te rs , s to r ie s ,  congruent 

w ith  th e i r  non-European h a b i ta t ,  but th ey  a re  s t i l l  in te g ra tin g  th ese  

m a te r ia ls  in  an outlook which in  Europe i s  a lread y  passes Romanticism,^

Next, when the  "Parnasse" i s  d iscovered in  Quebec, H a iti and South 

America, when Symbolism reaches American shores, th ese  movements have a lre a d y  

been replaced fo r decades a lread y  by Surrealism  and Dadaism. To 

con tin u e , when Naturalism  comes to  dominate American l e t t e r s  in  th e  

Twenties and T h i r t ie s ,  a f te r  an e a r ly  ushering  in  the  l a t e  n ineteen th
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cen tu ry  (Twain for exam ple), i t  i s  a be lated  occurrence: Qnile Zola

i s  long dead in  Prance by th e  tim e D reiser pub lishes Ah A*tric*t% S m /v  

One could £>o on: E x is ten tia lism  reaches Quebec in  the  m id -F if tie s

when i t  raged in  France a decade e a r l i e r j  Surrealism  reaches i t  in  

th e  l a t e  F o r tie s  when i t s  apogee had been a tta in e d  twenty y ears  e a r l i e r  j 

R o b b e-G rille t*s "chosisme" i s  " in "  in  America in  th e  e a r ly  S ix t ie s ,  a t  

th e  very moment when i t  was dying in  France,

What I  am g e ttin g  a t  i s  obvious: th e  "Caliban With Prospero"

re la t io n s h ip  i s  a warped one because the  post-European w r i te r ,  so long 

as  he t r i e s  to  (because he i s  to ld  t o ) function  ever so se lf -c o n sc io u s ly  

in  th e  "mainstream" o f P rospero 's  c u ltu re , i s  bound to  f a i l ,  or to  

experience th e  kind o f f r u s tr a t io n  th a t  long made th e  consciousness o f 

th e  French Canadian, th e  American (Black and W hite), th e  West Indian or 

th e  South American w r i te r  one o f e x i l e i g iv ing  way to  th e  s tr ik in g  

p a ra l le l s  o f Henry Jam es', Ezra Pound's, T .S , E l io t 's  in fa tu a tio n  w ith 

a European notion  o f " c iv i l i z a t io n ,"  th e  l o s t  G en era tion 's  a ttem pt a t  

lo s in g  i t s e l f  in  P a ris  o f th e  Tw enties, th e  Quebec w r ite r s  e a r l i e r  

mentioned who emigrated to  France, th e  phenomenon o f a J u lio  C ortazar, 

Miguel A s tu ria s , A lejo C arp en tie r, Richard W right, Aime C esa lre , Chester 

Himes, Leon Damas e t  a l ,  a l l  long-tim e re s id e n ts  o f  France, An attem pt 

a t  "secu riz in g "  o n ese lf  which i s  understandable considering  th e  fa c t 

th a t  th ese  w r ite rs  knew the  fe e lin g  o f e x ile  in  t h e i r  n a tiv e  lands 

stemming from the  dilemma o f having to  follow  in  European fo o ts te p s j 

b u t one th a t  co n ta in s i t s  weight o f sadness, to  be su re , i f  we l i s t e n  

to  c r ie s  such as th e  H a itian  p o e t 's  Leon Laleau, which no doubt echo 

in  R rufhock's "what s h a ll  I  do":

Ce coeur obsedant qui ne correspond
Pas avec mon langage e t  mes costumes



253

Et sur 1equal m ordent, comma un crampon,
Des sentim ents d 'em prunt e t  des coutumes 
D*Europe, sen tez-vous c e t te  souffrance 
Et ce d ^sesp o ir Ik nul a u tre  egal 
D 'ap p riv o ise r avec des mots de Prance 
Ce coeur qu i m 'e s t venu du Senegal?

Or i t  i s  a sadness th a t  ta k es  i t s  t o l l  in  the  number o f  su ic id es  and

psychological a b e rra tio n s  in  th e  h is to ry  o f French Canadian l i t e r a t u r e ^
the fa c t  th at

oddly enough, u n d e rs c o r in g ^  post-European l i t e r a t u r e  was coming to  

be in  th e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry , saddled w ith a European weight o f 

" t r a d i t io n "  and "model," which Europe i t s e l f  a t  th e  tim e was moving 

away from.

A study o f l i t e r a r y  h is to ry ,  a s  I  have b r ie f ly  sketched, 

suggests th a t  th e  very  ev o lu tio n  o f European l i t e r a t u r e  lo g ic a l ly  

j u s t i f i e s  th e  ex is ten ce  o f a post-European l i t e r a t u r e  not b l i th e ly  

mimicking b u t pursuing r a th e r  th e  process o f m in ia tu riza tio n  of 

l i t e r a t u r e  as  expression  o f  a people in  what i t  holds to  be i t s  authen­

t i c i t y  and s p e c i f i c i t i e s .  A number o f causes may ex p la in  why th i s  did 

not take  p lace  from in c e p t io n  i th e  arrogance o f m etropo litan  c r i t i c s  j 

th e  meekness and la c k  o f  au d ac ity  o f post-European w r i te r s j  th e  

p e cu lia r  t r i a l s  in h eren t ■ ^ h e  b i r th  and e a r ly  growth o f "n a tio n a l"  

l i t e r a tu r e s  and "n a tio n a l"  consciousness, and o th e rs .

I f  th e  f i r s t  s tage  in  a l l  th ese  l i t e r a tu r e s  i s  one o f mimicry,

th e  a ttem pt a t  id e n tify in g  and a r t ic u la t in g  p a r t ic u la r  lo re s  and
i s  germane to

h is to r ic a l  experiences n o n e th e le s s^  the  foundation of indigenous 

exp ression . The American experience , b lessed  w ith th e  fo rtune  o f 

p o l i t ic s  and economics, and a unique form ation as  mass so c ie ty , soon 

m ate ria lized  in  in v e s tig a tio n s  such as  th e  F ro n tie r v a lu es , th e  a g ra rian  

myth, th e  p u rsu it o f happ iness, th e  P ro te s ta n t e th ic  which a re  a l l  woven 

in  th e  grand ta p e s try  o f th e  American Dream, which since  the  works of
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F itz g e ra ld , O 'N e ill, Lewis, Dos Passos and M ille r has dominated American 

l i t e r a t u r e .  Added to  o ther s p e c i f ic i t ie s  such as  reg io n a lism , th e  

qu estion  o f e th n ic i ty , a l l  th e se  concerns co n trib u te  to  make American 

l i t e r a t u r e ,  perhaps, th e  f i r s t ,  a lb e i t  unconsciously , C alibanic  or 

post-European expression  to  escape th e  Prospero syndrome. To such an 

ex ten t t h a t ,  in  the  sh o rt span of le s s  than  a een tu rv , "mainstream" 

American l i t e r a tu r e  fu n c tio n s  now in  a Prospero re la t io n s h ip  v i s - i - v i s  

the  l i t e r a t u r e  o f some o f i t s  major e th n ic  groups, such as th e  Blacks 

who a re  now th e  new Calibans in  the  process o f a s s e r tin g  them selves.

I t  i s  a p e cu lia r  irony  o f h is to ry  th a t  whereas i t  took  Europe a number 

o f c e n tu r ie s  to  move from a u n ita ry  outlook to  a fragmented one, America 

has come to  a s im ila r stage  in  so b r i e f  a period . H a itian  l i t e r a t u r e  

comes to  t h i s  second stage when American in te rv e n tio n  in  H a iti b rin g s  

about a m il i ta n t  a ffirm a tio n  o f n a tio n a l consciousness,^  which in  

l i t e r a t u r e  i s  tra n s la te d  by s tre ss in g  th e  d is t in c t iv e n e s s  o f  H a itian s  

more indebted to  th e i r  A frican descent than  to  French c o lo n iza tio n  

w! ose legacy  had been, up to  th e  Twenties, ce leb ra ted  in  a ttem p ts  a t  

reproducing co lo n ia l Hugos, Lamartines and C hateaubrlands. When a 

number o f  s tuden ts from M artinique, Guadeloupe, French Guyana, and 

French-speaking A frica come to  an understanding in  P a ris  th a t  what 

they  have in  common i s  n o t, a s  g en era lly  though t, th a t  they  a l l  spoke 

FVeneh and were indebted to  French la rg e s s e s , b u t, r a th e r ,  th e  process 

o f a c c u ltu ra tio n  they  had a l l  gone through to  reach a stage o f  a l ie n a t io n , 

th e i r  disenchantm ent and anger produced th e  reco g n itio n  o f t h e i r  

n eg ritu d e . From th a t  s tag e , in  the  e a r ly  T h i r t ie s ,  a l i t e r a tu r e  o f 

the  French is lan d s  and FVench-eolonized AfVica was born . A decade 

e a r l i e r ,  the  most troub led  e th n ic  group in  th e  U .S ., a f te r  v a in ly
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try in g  to  gain acceptance in  th e  fa b ric  o f i t s  so c ie ty  through such 

e l i t i s t  te n e ts  as  th e  "Talented T enth ," th e  c u lt iv a t io n  o f th e  Southern 

ag ra rian  myth and concept of g e n t i l i t y  (the  " tra g ic  m ulatto" syndrome 

i s  a r e s u lt)*  a f te r  appealing to  C h ris tian  e th ic s ,  th e  m o ra lity  of 

th e i r  "m asters" (the  Slave n a r ra t iv e s , th e  A b o litio n is t movement); 

a f te r  being th e  b u tt  o f  dehumanizing s te reo ty p es  and th e  o b jec t o f 

buffoonery which even some Black w r ite r s  re v e l in  (the M instre l 

t r a d i t io n ) — a t  long l a s t ,  the  ju x tap o s itio n  o f a nascent c u l tu ra l  

in te r e s t  in  A frica  (th e  w ritin g s  o f Frobenius, the  d iscovery  o f A frican 

a r t  in  th e  W est), and th e  in fluence  o f c i t y - l i f e ,  gave b i r th  to  the  

Negro Renaissance which, though m ostly a h ed o n istic  c ra z e , y e t planted 

th e  seeds fo r th e  kind o f s e lf - a s s e r t io n  we find s ta r t in g  w ith  W right, 

and th e  c u l tu ra l  p ride  which in sp ired  the  Negritude w r ite r s  in  P a r is ,

In  French Canada, l ik e w ise , s e lf - a s s e r t io n  comes l a t e ,  a f t e r  decades 

o f try in g  to  " in te g ra te "  in to  an o v e ra ll  mainstream w ith  l i t t l e  

success. When socio-economic co n d itio n s  fo rce  a tra n sp la n t from th e  

ru ra l  to  th e  urban s e t t in g ,  we have appearing th e  signs o f r e v o lt  

conveyed in  th e  consciousness o f having been delusioned fo r too  long; 

th e  sons r e v o lt  ag a in s t th e i r  f a th e r s .  F u rth e r, re v o lt  culm inates in  

a c u l tu ra l  movement c e le b ra tin g  th e  lan d .

B e la ted ly , to  be su re , th e se  post-European l i t e r a t u r e s ,  most 

o ften  when placed in  a p a r t ic u la r  s o c io -h is to r ic a l  co n tex t, o f which 

they  become th e  r e f le c t io n ,  rev ea l th e  consciousness o f  t h e i r  spec i­

f i c i t y ,  and th e i r  re lu c tan ce  to  continue im ita tin g , A study of th e i r  

l i t e r a r y  h is to ry  o ften  i s  one o f th e i r  p o l i t i c a l  h is to ry , a t  th a t  p e rio d , 

I  would l ik e  to  s. l i f t  now to  th e  th e o re t ic a l  l e v e l « i s  i t  p o ssib le  to  

form ulate, w ith  th e  evidence gathered through exam ination o f two of
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th ese  post-European l i t e r a t u r e s ,  a th e o re t ic a l  base fo r C allbanlc 

l i t e r a tu r e ?  S ince, presumably, P ro sp ero 's  a e s th e t ic s  does not apply 

fo r C a lib an 's  p e cu lia r  brand o f experience , can we f in d , th e re fo re , 

d e sc r ip tiv e  fe a tu re s  In  th e  l i t e r a tu r e s  o f French Canada and Black 

America th a t  would seem to  po in t to  a th eo ry , perhaps an a e s th e t ic s ,  

fo r th ese  new l i t e r a tu r e s ?

One Is  Immediately s tru ck  by th re e  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  which seem 

to  ordain th e  c u ltu ra l  expression  In Quebec and Black America? an 

i n i t i a l  s tage o f sadness, corresponding to  an a g r ic u ltu ra l  economy? 

a second o f anger. p a ra lle led  by th e  r i s e  of in d u s tr ia liz a t io n ?  a 

th ird  o f r e f l e c t io n , occurring  Jn th e  p o s t - in d u s tr ia l ,  tech n o lo g ica l 

age. I t  I s  a movement from passion  to  in te l le c t io n ,  from sentim ents 

to  r a t io n a l i ty ,  v isc e ra ln e ss  to  c e reb ra ln e ss . Let us examine eachi

Sadness i s  the  mood c h a rac te riz in g  th e  in a b i l i ty  to  l iv e  w ith 

th e  consciousness of d iv is io n  w ith in  th e  self,inasm uch as th e  ch a rac te rs  

in  the  e a r lv  nove ls, in  both l i t e r a t u r e s ,  are incapable o f choosing, o f  

w illin g  them selves out o f h y b r id lty . Tragedy Is  th e  form such 

in a b i l i ty  ta k e s . In th e  novels o f C hesnutt, Wells Brown, Johnson e t  

a l ,  t h i s  m atter o f choice i s  made p a r t ic u la r ly  poignant since the  

b lig h t o f s lav e ry , or rac ism , i s  such th a t  th e re  Is  r e a l ly  l i t t l e  

room fo r personal e le c tio n  on th e  p a r t o f the  B la c l^ ji t te d  ag a in s t the  

odds of h is  c o lo r . That i s  to  say, th e  choice i s  indeed lim ited  when 

th e  cas te  and c la s s  system d ic ta te s  o n e 's  p rec ise  lo c a tio n  in  the  

h ie ra rch y  o f th e  g en tee l South, But I t  I s  s p e c if ic a l ly  upon th a t  th in  

l in e  of a p a r t ic u la r  skin shade, shape o f nose and l i p s ,  te x tu re  o f 

h a i r ,  th a t  th e  Renas and th e  C lo te ls  stake t h e i r  l iv e s .  They th in k  

they  a re  choosing to  be "w hite '' and not "b lack ,"  bu t th e  le sso n  in  a l l  

these  novels I s  th a t  th e  m isfortune o f being born b lack  and a slave
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i s  l ig h t  compared to  th e  tragedy o f being born h a lf-w h ite  and h a l f ­

b lack , th u s  s trad d lin g  s lavery  and freedom, racism  and to le ra n c e . Fate 

i s  always re sp o n sib le , in  the  end, fo r here a re  th e se  mixed-blood, who 

q u ite  humanly in  th e  face o f a d v e rs ity  t r y  to  surv ive and p ro te c t them­

selves bv attem pting to  "pass" (s in ce  racism  i s  an insurm ountable b a r r i e r )  

b u t, y e t ,  a re  co n stan tly  denied u ltim a te  s a t is fa c t io n  since a "chance 

m eeting" (The House Behind the  Cedars) ,  a "m istake" (C lo te l) .  or "remorse" 

(Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man) , a l l  w illed  by F ate , d estro y s  

them.

Tragedy likew ise  tak es  i t s  t o l l  in  Maria C hapdelaine 's in a b i­

l i t y  to  choose the  urban l i f e  over th e  r u r a l ,  Lorenzo Surprenant over 

Eutrope Gagnon, personal happiness over her m o ther's  fo o ts te p s , since 

she a lso  i s  ru led  over by an im placable Fate th a t  d ic ta te s  th a t  "nothing 

must change" i f  th e  FV*ench Canadian i s  to  survive on the  American 

co n tin e n t. But i t  i s  an implied trag ed y , i t  sh ies  from showing i t s  

e x te n t;  which i s  not th e  case in  Menaud where " s ta t ic is m ,"  the  cons­

ciousness o f r ig id  t r a d i t io n ,  now ta k es  i t s  t o l l  in  th e  complete d ivorce 

e x is t in g  between a man's id e a ls  and the  r e a l i t i e s  he re fu se s  to  

acknowledge. Here a lso  th e  dominant temper i s  Menaud's re fu s a l  to  

choose th e  p resen t over the  p a s t, th e  fa c t of in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  ag a in s t 

the  anachronism of scou ting , and, more im portan t, to  accept th e  implied 

consequences o f such a choice i th a t  th e  ideal world o f Marla Chapde- 

la ln e  he i s  obsessed w ith , the  motto o f "nothing must change," may have 

contained in  i t s  very re s i l ie n c y  th e  making o f i t s  own d e s tru c tio n ,

Menaud, o f course , never g e ts  around to  r e f le c t in g ,  l e t  alone w illin g )  

thur; we see the  d e s tru c tio n  of h is  id ea l world p a ra lle le d  by h is  so n 's  

d e a th , h is  attem pt a t  destroy ing  h is  daugh ter, M aria, and l a s t l y ,  h is
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own d e s tru c tio n  through in s a n ity . That tragedy  in  a l l  these  novels, 

Black American and FVench Canadian, i s  rooted in  th e  c h a ra c te rs ' 

dependence on sen tim en ts, id e a l iz a t io n  and m ythicizing  —w h ile , by 

c o n tra s t ,  the  "world" ag a in s t which th ey  are  p itte d  i s  harsh , concrete  

and ev id en t— i s  b u ttre ssed  in  R in g u e t's  novel, T rente A rpents. Eueha- 

r i s t e  Moisan d id  everything to  p e rfe c tio n  according to  th e  M essianic 

mythi h is  land i s  f e r t i l e  and p le n tifu l}  h is  brood abundanb; he is  

a d u t i f u l  C atholic  who has given two o f h is  twelve ch ild ren  to  the  

Church, and who even accepted w ith equanim ity h is  w if e 's  death  in  

la b o r . Yet every th ing  "caves in"} u lt im a te ly  through no fa u lt  o f h is  

own, b u t because F a te , i t  would seem, has w illed  th e  end of a l i f e ­

s ty le  th a t  i s  to  d isappear w ith the  advent o f in d u s tr ia liz a t io n }  h is  

fam ily i s  destro y ed , h is  land p arce lled  and he h im se lf ends up in  

e x i le ,  in  the  U.S.

The f i r s t  s ta g e , th e n , of post-European l i t e r a t u r e  i s  one of 

in ten se  inadequacy between th e  in d iv id u a l and the  "world" (by which I  

mean Nature as  w ell as  human s o c ie ty ) , o f n o n -re la tio n sh ip  between the  

inner and the  ou ter se lv e s , one o f c o n f l ic t .  Always t h i s  c o n f l ic t  r e s t s  

in  a sen tim enta l v is io n  o f s e l f  and th e  world which ,iars w ith th e  un­

sentim ental r e a l i t i e s  the  c h a rac te rs  a re  brought to  co n fro n t. I t  is  

r e f le c t iv e ,  one supposes, o f a period in  the  l i f e  o f a c o l le c t iv i ty  a t  

i t s  b ir th }  th e  in f a n t i le  stage  w ith i t s  t r i a l s  and traum as, ^ t 

in d ic a te s  the  g e s ta tio n  of group consciousness l e f t  to  i t s  own a r t i ­

c u la t io n , Sadness i s  the  fe e lin g  generated by th i s  e a r ly  and un­

prepared co n fro n ta tio n  w ith th e  "world"} th e  ch a rac te r o f d e fe a t i s  so 

strong a t  th a t  stage th a t  on® wonders whether Caliban can

r e a l ly  function  w ithout Prospero ( tra n s la te d  in  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c a l  term si
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i s  such "y o u n g " llte ra tu re  o f any v a lu e? ). L a s tly , th i s  i s  th e  period 

where the  tem pta tion  to  re tu rn  to  m etropo litan  models i s  s tro n g e s t.

This lacking  in  assurance i s  fueled by th e  presence of n a tiv e  c r i t i c s  

whose standards a re  "u n iv e rsa l"  (meaning European) and who deem as 

unworthy of t h e i r  a t te n tio n  anything " lo c a l ."  (One th in k s  o f B ra ith - 

w aite  and B rauley  in  th e  U.S.} Marcel Dugas, Jean E th ie r-B la is  in  h is  

e a r ly  period , and even Jean LeMoyne in  Quebec} Dant&s B ellegarde in  

H a i t i ,  e t  a l . ) 7

Anger e ru p ts  as  th e  a c tiv e  mode opposite to  the  passive  one of 

Sadness. I t  i s  th e  stage o f a s s e r t io n  a r is in g  out of th e  r e a l iz a t io n  

th a t  a nadir s ta te  has been reached. The C alibanic man, caught in  the  

" s o f t"  side o f  h is  p assio n s , adpp ta  a "hard" stance d ire c te d  a t  the  

"o th e r"  he f e e ls  i s  re sp o n sib le  fo r h is  v i t a l  in cap ac ity  (racism  in  the  

U.S.} the  consequences o f Conquest fo r  Quebec), or a t  th e  "fem inine" 

p a r t  o f h im se lf he now lo a th e s  (the  r e v o l t  a g a in s t r e l ig io n  in  both 

l i te r a tu re s }  s e lf -h a tre d  in  th e  U.S.} th e  legacy  o f th e  " fa th e rs "  

in  th e  urban environment in  Quebec). In  a e s th e t ic s ,  i t  i s  th e  r e a l i ­

z a tio n  of a c c u ltu ra t io n , th e  growing consciousness th a t  a r t  befo re  

achieving th e  u n iv e rsa l i s  always rooted  in  th e  p a rtic u la r}  the  

expression o f  an indigenous c u ltu re  i s  thwarted when i t  has to  r e s o r t  

to  imported models and depend on m etropo litan  approval fo r success or 

f a i lu r e .  I t  i s  a t  t h i s  s tag e , indeed, th a t  the  C alibanic w r ite r  grasps 

consciously  or unconsciously h is  s i tu a t io n  in  th e  evo lu tion  o f Western 

a e s th e t ic s t  th a t  to  engage o n ese lf  in  th e  a r t ic u la t io n  o f n a tiv e  

expression i s  th e  lo g ic a l  ex tension  o f  th e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  European 

reco g n itio n  o f c u l tu ra l  p lu ra lism  rooted in  d iv e r s i ty  o f s e lf -e x p re ss io n . 

Hence the  Black w r ite r  d isco v e rs  h is  negritude  (th e  Negro Renaissance)}
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he in v en ts  a s e t of images, he a p p lie s  to  l i t e r a t u r e  a rhythmic p a t t e r n  

attuned to  h is  l i f e - s t y l e  and re jo ic e s  in  the  p leasu re  o f a u th e n t ic i ty .  

The French Canadian w r ite r  commits h im self in  th e  in v e s tig a tio n  and 

c e le b ra tio n  o f h is  n a tiv e  lan d , a ffirm s h is  American-ness of s p i r i t  

and de-em phasizes h is  French o r ig in s . More than anything e ls e ,  he 

d isco v ers  a novel sense o f id e n t i ty i  no longer a French Canadian 

(a com posite, hybrid te rm ), he now i s  a"Q uebecois," In  both c u ltu re s  

emerges a c e n tra l  preoccupation w ith a u th e n t ic i ty ,  symbolized in  the  

in v is ib le  m an's confron ting  th e  s ig n ific an ce  o f R in eh art, in  

E l l i s o n 's  novel, fo r example j or A quin's equally  nameless h e ro 's  

co n fro n ta tio n  w ith th e  shadows o f h is  d ispossessed  s e l f .

But, t h i s  i s  s t i l l  the  stage  of passion , not in te l le c t io n .

The a ll-d e s tro y in g  anger o f a Caliban who has d iscovered th e  ex ten t 

o f th e  d e lu sio n  under which he has been kept ty p i f ie s  it#  Bigger 

Thomas s ta n d o u t .  His i s  th e  c h a r a c te r is t ic  stance whereby th e  k i l l in g  

o f a w hite  g i r l ,  as w ell a s  th a t  o f  h is  m is tre s s , h is  uncompromising 

p ride  in  h is  a c tio n s  a re  ju s t i f ie d  when D alton, th e  p h ila n th ro p is t and 

"frien d  of th e  Negro" --who yet i s  a slum lord, owner o f th e  a b jec t 

lodgings in  which Bigger l iv e s - -  i s  introduced as sym bolical o f  the  

type o f double-faced oppression under which he has to  l i v e .  A pparently 

a f ree  man, Bigger i s  ind icated  to  s t i l l  be a s la v e , w ith  th e  exception  

th a t  th e  "massa" is  now more su b tle  in  h is  lo rd sh ip . B ig g e r 's  k i l l in g  

o f D a lto n 's  blonde daughter serves as re tr ib u t io n  fo r  a l l  th e  tra g e d ie s  

suffered  in  th e  South. S im ila rly , Norton, in  E l l i s o n 's  novel, re p re se n ts  

th e  same type o f oppressor as  D altoni th e  slave m aster hidden behind 

the  veneer o f ph ilan th ropy . When po lar opposites such a s  h is  a c c id e n ta l
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exposure to  in c e s t on a to u r  w ith th e  p ro ta g o n is t, and, in  the  s tru c tu re

of th e  novel, th e  form idable fig u re  of Ras the  E xhorter, a re  p itte d

ag a in s t him i t  i s  c le a r  E lliso n  means to  convey th a t  v io lence begets

v io len ce . A h o st o f o ther minor f ig u re s  re p re se n ta tiv e  o f th e  "massa"

archetype are  p resen t in  th e  novels of Attaway, Himes, P e try , Gardner

Smith e t  a l ,  and next to  them stand out in  c o n tra s t the  d e f ia n t fig u res

o f re v o lt  o f Big Mat, Bob Jones, L utie  Johnson e t  a l .  who re fu se  e ith e r

to  "keep to  t h e i r  p lace" or to  wallow in  se lf-co n sc io u s  h e lp le ssn ess
i s  a

in  th e  face o f a d v e rs ity . Since th e  fig u re  of th e  Preacher^remind*- of 

defeatism  and re s ig n a tio n , he i s ,  in  Native Son. Cane. Blood on the  Forge, 

and o ther novels, the  o b jec t of scorn and v io le n t r e je c t io n  by th e  

s e lf - a s s e r t iv e  p ro ta g o n is t. So t h a t ,  although th e re  i s  an undeniable 

p o s itiv e  side to  th e  movement o f r e v o lt  —one th in k s  o f th e  ro o ts  of 

Negritude in  th e  Negro R enaissance; the  imagery o f  Cane and Home to  

Harlem— which o f n e c e ss ity  had to  follow  in  th e  wake o f tra g id  

Sadness i t  becomes so vehement as  to  th re a te n  (as E lliso n  so a p tly  

p o in ts  out in  Ras) to  en g u lf Caliban in  a s e lf -d e s tru c tiv e  cou rse .

A s im ila r  awareness grows out o f th e  re le a s e  found through anger 

by th e  "sons" re v o ltin g  a g a in s t th e  world o f the  " fa th e rs "  in  th e  French 

Canadian novel. Though p o s itiv e ly -ro o te d  in  such novels as  Au Pled de 

la  Pente Douce and Bonheur d 'O ccasion , t h i s  anger tak es  a q u a s i-n ih i-  

l i s t i e  to n e , i f  not a Romantic ly ric ism  a l l  of i t s  own, in  th e  novels 

o f th e  S ix tie s  influenced by Fbanta Fanon's th e o r ie s  of v io len ce . To 

be su re , i t  i s  q u ite  c le a r  th a t  th e  cond itions m a te r ia lly  experienced 

by T i-Jean , in  Le Casse. and, s p i r i tu a l ly ,  by th e  p ro tag o n is t in  

Prochain Episode in d ic a te  th a t  lo c a l  cond itions in  Quebec were f e r t i l e  

enough fo r such a c u l t .  The danger which appears , though (and which
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occurs s im ila r ly  in  th e  Black n o v e l), i s  th e  tendency to  take  th e  t r e e
subscribe

fo r the  f o r e s t i  to  w holeheartedly  to  fe e lin g s  o f oppression

fo r which an "o th er"  i s  resp o n sib le  when, a l l  too  o fte n , th ey  seem to

partake o f self-inducem ent, be i t  th e  long regnant in fluence  o f the

Church, or a c e r ta in  a t t i tu d e  towards th e  la n d , th e  fam ily and th e

w orld. Y et, in  th e  end, as in  th e  Black novel, i f  only because o f the

a e s th e tic  im ports contained in  such v is c e ra l  r e v o l t ,  from whence a

c re a tiv e  explosion  occurs in  c e le b ra tin g  th e  land in  luxurious and

d e e p ly - fe lt  imagery, in  p o s itin g  th e  ro o ts  fo r renewal w ith  the  s e l f

in  mature form; and, l a s t l y ,  and more im portan t, th e  se lf-con fidence

and assurance tak in g  p lace  whereby a d is t in c t iv e  and unapologetic new

l i t e r a tu r e  i s  co n s tru c ted , th en , perhaps, one may excuse some o f the

a b e rra tio n s  th e  sentim ent o f re v o lt  le ad s  to  in  Quebec,
although

Anger being a t r a n s i to r y  stage  — an e s s e n t ia l  one fo r

th e  ind iv id u a l in  h is  claim s to  ex is ten ce  (as so many ch a rac te rs  

dem onstra te), and th e  form ation o f a new a e s th e tic s  (since  i t  i s  the  

c a p i ta l  prim ary s tep  o f th e  new l i t e r a t u r e  or c u ltu re i  th e  re jo ic in g  

in  o n e 's  l i f e  s ty le  and outlook)— i t  must lead  to  a more r e f le c t iv e  

and sober one i f  i t  i s  not to  sour and d is in te g ra te  in  s e lf -d e s tru c t io n . 

W9 come then  to  th e  stage  o f r e f le c t io n  in  post-European l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e  

most problem atic and d i f f i c u l t  o f th e  th re e  since  i t  i s  in d ic a tiv e  o f 

a maturing p ro cess , a statem ent th a t  th e  young l i t e r a tu r e  has progressed 

enough so th a t  i t  i s  ab le  to  r e f l e c t  upon i t s e l f  and assume and assess  

i t s  d e f ic ie n c ie s  and m e rits  w ithout th e  need fo r braggadocio and shallow 

r e p e t i t io n .  This s tag e , consequently , i s  a te n ta t iv e  one (because not 

enough evidence i s  y e t a v a ila b le , and th e  a l l  too  f a c i le  tendency to  

f a l l  back on th e  tr ie d -a n d - tru e  formula o f r e v o l t ) .  But i t  can be
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d e fin e d , n e v e rth e le ss , a e s th e t ic a l ly  as the  stage when Black l i t e r a t u r e ,  

fo r in s ta n ce , in  America seems to  grow conscious th a t  i f  i t  i s  to  have 

la s t in g  value i t  must r e la te  to  th e  common experience o f N egritude; 

and Quebec l i t e r a t u r e  to  recognize the  inescapable am biguity o f i t s  

G a llic  h e rita g e  wedded to  an American outlook. No easy so lu tio n  i s  

a v a ila b le ,  fo r such a cond ition  i s  tie d  to  a r e f le c t iv e ,  and not 

em otional or s p i r i t u a l ,  view o f s e l f .  I t  i s  p red icated  upon th e  

u ltim a te  reco g n itio n  th a t  i f  o n e 's  p a r t ic u la r  s i tu a tio n  i s  in v estig a ted  

deep enough - - th e  Orphic quest in  Black l i t e r a t u r e ;  th e  u n restra in ed  

consciousness o f th e  "world" in  Quebec— then  the  very  a r t ic u la t io n  

o f o n e 's  s p e c i f ic i ty  m utates in to  the  u n iv e rs a li ty  o f th e  human 

experience , Richard Wright c e r ta in ly  p o rtray s  t h i s  m utation when 

Native Son and The O utsider a re  juxtaposed. Prom B ig g e r's  uny ie ld ing  

re v o lt  we move on to  Cross Damon's consciousness o f th e  metaphor of 

th e  N egro 's co n d itio n . William Demby and LeRoi Jones lik ew ise  u t i l i z e  

th e  descen t in to  th e  s e l f ,  whether in  th e  metaphor o f The Catacombs 

or th a t  o f the  Black g h e tto  o f Newark, to  gain  awareness of s e l f  whereby, 

in  Jones ' words, h e l l  i s  d iscovered to  be indeed heaven. Not s u rp r is ­

in g ly , both Jones and Wright share an E x is te n t ia l i s t  outlook to  temper 

and order th e i r  q u e s t. Paule M arshall u t i l i z e s  th e  metaphor o f  th e  

island  to  conclude in  th e  n e c e ss ity  of th e  u n iv e rsa l contained in  th e  

p a r t ic u la r !  how M erle, a v ic tim  o f racism , shares a common human 

experience w ith Saul, a lso  a v ic tim  of rac ism , though w hite .

In  Quebec, th e  consciousness of a world outlook conditioned by 

the  impact o f th e  media which, th en , renders inadequate any lim ited  

preoccupation w ith  geographical borders and, by im p lica tio n , hot-house 

l i f e - s t y l e ,  makes fo r a mature sense in  the  novels o f Jacques Godbout
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and Luc Granger, Here, in stead  of a descen t in to  the  s e l f  (no doubt 

because o f th e  d if f e r e n t  h i s to r ic a l  ex p erien ce ), we have an opening 

towards o ther se lv e s . Instead o f in tro sp e c tio n , we have ex tro v e rs io n j 

bu t the  r e s u l t  i s  the  samei th e  embracing of th e  human experience.

The n a rra to r  o f  Godbout's novel i s  McLuhan's a u d i le - ta e t i l e  man who 

h ears  and sees th e  echoing or th e  re v e rb e ra tio n  of world m an ife s ta tio n s , 

th u s  fin d s  h im self unable to  p ick  up th e  kn ife  o f v io lence  which the  

s p i r i t  o f  r e v o lt  would want him to .  W itnessing h is  s e p a ra t is t  f r ie n d s ' 

endless c e le b ra tio n  of " le  pays" and th e  g lo r ie s  o f independence, he 

h ears  echoes o f  th e  Black movement in  th e  S ta te s , In  th e  end, when a 

n ig h t watchman has been k i l le d  by an FLQ bomb th e re  occurs a s t ru c tu ra l  

r e la t io n s h ip  in  th e  novel which i s  a most powerful comment« th e  

M ontreal bombing echoes th e  Birmingham bombing e a r l i e r  re fe rre d  to  which 

k il le d  four l i t t l e  Black g i r l s .  Well aware o f the  deep m alaise which 

le ad s  to  such a c ts  in  Quebec, th e  n a rra to r  would ra th e r  t r y  to  under­

stand th e  phenomenon of Jack K erouac's attem pt a t  tu rn in g  h is  French 

Canadian h e rita g e  o f "bea t-n ess"  in to  th e  b ea titu d e  o f  se lf -d isco v e ry . 

Which fo r  the  n a rra to r  i s  a never-ending ta sk  th a t  ta k es  him from th e  

lov ing  arms o f an English Canadian h e ire s s  to  h is  re tra c in g  K erouac's 

journey in  th e  U .S ., but in  v a in . Escape in to  America being not the  

answer, th e  n a rra to r  assumes l i f e ' s  am biguity, re tu rn in g  to  Quebec and 

convinced th a t  i t  i s  by being a w itn e ss , wizened by th e  consciousness 

o f p o la r i t i e s ,  iro n ie s  and th e  e lu siv en ess  o f events th a t  meaning —i f  

i t  i s  ever to  be a tta in e d — is  to  be gained. I f  G ranger's  novel 

accomplishes an i t in e ra ry  s im ila r  to  G odbout's, Roeh C a r r ie r 's  i s  s e t  

in  the e a r l i e r  period o f ru r a l  entrenchment and " s ta te  o f  siege" 

m e n ta lity , p a r t ic u la r ly  as  i t  came to  a head in  the  c o n sc rip tio n  c r i s i s



265

d uring  the  l a s t  World War. But he too  conveys a p o s t- re v o lt s ta te  of 

mind where l i f e ’ s am biguity i s  dram atized . War i s  re je c te d  by th e  

v i l la g e r s ,  y e t a s ta te  o f d iso rd e r i s  created  in  t h e i r  m idst. Suspicious 

o f English-speaking Canadians, th ey  a re  shown to  be r e a l ly  uneasy with 

them selves in  th e  c lim ac tic  wake scene where obsession w ith  sex, r e l ig io n ,  

v io len ce , e th n ic  p r id e , d e a th , sense o f the  fam ily a re  a l l  re leased  in 

a fe a s t  which i s  th e  Djonyslan urge th a t  a c u ltu re  has long been kept 

from partak ing  in .  Thus, th e  o b s tac le s  to  th e  French C anadian's 

c u lt iv a t io n  o f th e  v i t a l  in  l i f e ,  th e  en erg e tic  and the  p leasu rab le , 

were always w ith in  and not w ithou t. I t  i s  th e  am biguity o f a c u l tu re , 

perhaps, th a t  i t  had to  be shown t h i s  w hile paying homage to  th e  deadi

th a t  the  powers o f l i f e  could be affirm ed in  th e  presence o f d e a th .

I f  one word may serve to  summarize t h i s  th ird  s tag e , i t  would

have to  b e t com plexity. The awareness o f  th e  com plexity o f l i f e ,  of

i t s  h e te ro g en e ity , and th e  C alibanie a r t i s t ' s  a b i l i t y  to  render i t  

h o nestly  and soberly  i s  indeed d i f f e r e n t  from th e  pathos o f the  

beginnings and th e  recou rse  to  r e v o lt  in  th e  median s tag e . I t  i s  a l l  

th e  more rem arkable since  i t  occurs as  a lo g ic a l  p rogression  in  po st- 

European l i t e r a t u r e ,  i . e .  something o rg an ica lly  tie d  to  a p a r t ic u la r  

experience which ca lled  fo r  se lf-e x p ress io n  and a r t ic u la t io n .

A fter d esc rib in g  th e  th re e  s tages o f post-European l i t e r a tu r e  

from the  evidence g a thered , th e re  comes th e  lo g ic a l  next steps can 

th e re  be a r t ic u la te d  a normative s e t o f values fo r  post-European 

l i t e r a tu r e ?  In  sum, can i t  be argued th a t  th e re  i s  a p a r t ic u la r  imagery, 

a re c u rre n t symbolism, a m ythical lo re  and a rhythm ic use o f language, 

speech which a re  sp e c if ic  to  post-European l i t e r a tu r e ?

F i r s t ,  one d is t in c t io n  should be made which b o ils  down to  the
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conventional notion  o f form and content# By which I  mean th a t  the  con ten t 

o f a p a r t ic u la r  image or symbol, th e  meaning of a myth in  post-European 

l i t e r a t u r e  can h a rd ly  escape partak ing  of th e  u n iv e rsa l human exper­

ience o f lo v e , d e a th , b i r t h ,  lo n e lin e s s ,  pa in . Because th e  content i s  

always concerned w ith pass io n s, a p p e ti te s ,  senses and moods, one cannot 

imagine such fundamental human experiences to  e o n ten tu a lly  change 

whether in  European or post-European, Asian or Indian l i t e r a t u r e .  I f  

meaning, th e re fo re , i s  always u n iv e rs a l , a post-European a e s th e tic  

can only be ju s t i f ie d  on the  le v e l  o f form# And th e re  th e  function  

o f  language emerges a s  supreme.

The c a l l  fo r use o f th e  extreme vernacu lar in  Quebec l i t e r a tu r e  

( " jo u a l" ) ,  Black American (ghe tto  E n g lish ), H a itian  ( c re o le ) ,  A frican 

( t r i b a l  tongues) may sometime in  th e  fu tu re  lead to  th e  foundation o f 

a new a e s th e tic  where myth, symbol and image may have a q u ite  novel 

s tru c tu re  because rooted in  th e  rhythm o f each p a r t ic u la r  v e rn acu la r.

One only wonders, though, i f  such attem pts can be more su ccessfu l than  

th e  l a t e  n ine teen th  cen tury  c a l l  fo r  th e  c re a tio n  o f an I r i s h  Gaelic 

n a tio n a l l i t e r a tu r e ?  And how d i f f e r e n t ,  and a e s th e t ic a l ly  w arran tab le , 

when i t  i s  considered th a t  in  Black American l i t e r a t u r e ,  fo r  in stance  

(and H a itian  to o , fo r  th a t  m a tte r) , th e  use o f d ia le c t  i s  an old and
Q

c o n tro v e rs ia l issu e  indeed?7 One only has to  th in k  o f th e  d is re p u te  

in to  which Paul Laurence D unbar's work has f a l le n  to  be aware o f the  

p i t f a l l s  o f such an e n te rp r is e ,^0 How d i f f e r e n t ,  in  f a c t ,  such a 

would-be "new" l i t e r a t u r e  from th e  Romantic in te r e s t  in  fo lk lo re , 

n a tiv e  myths and b e l ie f s  which led  to  th e  c re a tio n  o f n a tio n a l l i t e r a ­

tu re s  and a re tu rn  o f in te r e s t  in  th e  Middle Ages? A dm ittedly, one 

could surmise th a t  th e re  i s ,  as a m atter o f f a c t ,  a d e f in i te  precedent
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th e re in !  th a t  even a t  th e  c o s t o f  pa rce lin g  c u ltu re s  and l i t e r a tu r e s  

to  Babelian l im i t s  th e  th e o r is t s  o f vernacu lar l i t e r a tu r e s  a re  pursuing 

the  re v o lu tio n  in  a e s th e t ic s  led  by th e  Romantics# However, since 

achievements in  C reole, " Jo u a l’* and g h e tto  English a re  s t i l l  minimal 

and do not c o n s t i tu te  a s u b s ta n tia l  body o f l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e  whole 

m atte r, however th e o re t ic a l ly  p o ss ib le , i s  moot to  say th e  le a s t  in  

p ra c tic e . In s te a d , th e re  i s  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f s e l f  d e fe a t in  th e  p o s t- 

European a r t i s t ' s ,  or c r i t i c ' s  r e fu s a l  to  recognise  th e  form idable 

achievements and v ia b i l i ty  in  using  and in v estin g  w ith h is  own s to re  

o f fe e lin g s  and concepts a language which he educated to  h is  own 

sense o f r e a l i t y  and experience. The success and promising fu tu re  o f 

post-European l i t e r a tu r e  a re  th e re  to  be seen in  th e  c u rr ic u la  of 

u n iv e r s i t ie s  and high schools a s  w ell a s  in  p u b lish e rs ' f ig u re s ,

A stage  o f r e f le c t io n  where th e  u n iv e rsa l i s  reached through 

descent in to  th e  s e l f ,  or through overtu re  towards o th er se lv e s , 

corresponds, in  th e  l a s t  a n a ly s is ,  to  th a t  o f p resen t European l i t e r a tu r e  

where concern w ith th e  in d iv id u a l was a rriv ed  a t  a f te r  i n i t i a l  u n rav e l- 

ings o f pub lic  values and common r e v o l t .  A d e sc r ip tiv e  theo ry  o f p o s t-  

European l i t e r a t u r e ,  as I  have aimed a t  a r t ic u la t in g  in  t h i s  a n a ly s is , 

can only , th e n , lead to  a th ird  sy n th e tic a l stage  of re c o n c il ia t io n  

between a wizened Caliban and a re-educated  Prospero.
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Black A e s th e tic ,"  Negro D igest. 5-*6; a lso  in  the  same issu e  o f Negro 
D igest, fo r an ev a lu a tio n  o f th e  Jones-influenced Black poetry  o f the  
S ix t ie s , w ritte n  by Don.L. Lee, Sonia Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni e t  a l ,  see 
Carolyn M. Rodgers' "Black Poetry—Where i t ' s  a t , "  7- 16 ; in  th e  case 
o f c re o le , .see F e lix  M orisseau-Leroy, "La L i t te r a tu re  HaTtienne 
d 'E xpression  C reole, sonD w enlr,"  Presence A ffrlcalne. 66-55* Jacques 
Zephyr, "Les Probl&mes de Contact Entre l e  Frangais e t  l e  Creole en 
H a i t i ,"  B u lle tin  Annuel. French v l i i ,  Modern Language A ssociation ,
21-32; l a s t l y ,  see Senghor's re p ly  to  th e  c a l l  which goes unabated, 
mainly from th e  younger European-educated A frican e l i t e ,  fo r an a c tu a l 
" a f r ic a n iz a tio n "  o f l i t e r a t u r e  r a th e r  than  re ly  on w hat, p ra c t ic a l ly -  
speaking, i s  ra th e r  vague in  p resen t-day  A frica (the  re fe ren ce  i s ,  o f 
course, to  N egritude), "Le FVangais Langue de C u ltu re ,"  Negritude e t  
Humanlsme. p p .35$-363.

^Robert A. Bone, The Negro Novel in  America. pp.3$-63, p .66 .

•^See Addison Gayle J r ,  "C u ltu ra l S tran g u la tio n ; Black 
L ite ra tu re  and th e  White A e s th e tic ,"  The Black A e sth e tic , pp .65-66.
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