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INTRODUCTION




In Notes of a Native Son, Baldwin clearly enunciates
for himself what his concerns as a writer should be. He
begins by definihg his own position in America, "I suppose
the most difficult (and most rewerding) thing in my life has
been the fact that I was born a Negro and was forced,
therefore, to . effect some kind of truce with this reallity."
In reviewing his peculiar status as American Negro, he
justifies his literary claims: "I have not written about being
a Negro at such length because I expect that to be my only
subject, but only because it was the gate I had to unlock
before I could hope to write about anything else." In actual
fact, Baldwin's concerns as a writer are deeply connected with
Ameriéaa For, as he states this of himself; "I love America
more then any other country in the world, and, exactly for
this reason, I insist on the right to criticize her
perpetually... « I want to be an honest man and a good
writer."” It is upon these principles that Baldwin will seek.
to regtore life to America. He will not be a prejudiced
writer. He will lead his fellow Americansonto a vision of the
American redemption by his attempt to portray the complex '
problems of humgn life, and to show that the way out of it
rests upon the individual's struggle for moral perfection, or
as he puts it: "... one must find, therefore; one's own moral

center, and move through the world hoping that this center



will guide one aright.” Although Baldwin's cheracters are
black yet all of them are involved in the etermal struggle
for self-rehewal which is the fight waged against the

forces of destruction.

Ealdﬁin Eegins his quest by endeavouring to
break free of the ambiguity which surrounds the American
Negro, to strike eut through his writings. on the paxh
towards redefining the Black-American personality. In so
~ doing, Beldwiﬁ. however, desires to preserve his 1még1nat1Ve
integrity whereby the restrictive concerns of the social and
the raeiai, give plaee to the loftier concerns ef arte In
other words, Baldwin intends for himself the path of
aesthetic truth. Although most of his. characters are black,
yet they struggle to uplift the basic values of human
existence which have remained deeply obscured in Americg, so
that, although in his novels and short stories, Baldwin
maniﬁelates the American experience yet he does so only to
have a better 1nsight into America so as to remodel American
life upon the more fulfilling principles of human existence.
The artist, therefore, is specifically concerned with America,
only ae a vital meahs'to,that end which is the quest for
selfeidentity, erﬁto put it in Baldwin's own words: ‘

One writes out of one thing only - one's own
‘experience,.. Everything depends on how
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relentlessly one forces from this experience
the last drop, sweet or bitter, it can -
possibly give. This is the only real concern
of the artist, to recreate out of the disorder
of life that order which is art.

Most critics agree that after Baldwin's first
novel; Qg_ggl;_Lg_gg;ggg_ﬂgggtgig with its prophetic |
undertones of the Black.resxgence, Baldwin has not been
able to develop himgelf adequately»enough. In.many ways 1t
is true that*ﬁaidwin=has notvsucceeded‘in nersonaiiSing the
American Negro experience, so that there is a superfluity of
emotion and sentiment within the novels.' However, in every
novel, there is noticeable this pattern of the search for .
selfeidentity, upon which converges the true significance oi
life for ev‘e'ry' character-. The aim of this study is-not to
seek for anything technically new in Baldwin's fiction nor
to- relate him to other Black American writers, but to assess
what his novels have to offer in terms of what the adolescent
protagonist John Grimes. of the first novel, sets out to .
achieve for himself and ultimately for the American Negro. '
The essays also help to understand much of the emotional and
intellectual turmoil depicted in the novels.‘and they explain |

the issues that concern Baldwin's characters.

Baldwin's novels capture. the trauma of the

present generation. For a proper understanding of his



fictional aims. his chargeters could be sald to fall into
two catégories. ‘Oﬁt the'one hand,. we have them as mman
composites of the AmeriCan disillusionment representedyby
such figures ss Rufus Scott in Another: Countrz or David and
Giovanni in GiOVanni'§ Room. On the other, there are the

.representative figures of the Black creative consciousness

who can be singled out for their. ability to search deep
within themselves, the inner essence of life. They are eble,
successfully and artistically, to communicate their discovery
to their fellow-men, These are the potential embodiments of
hope in an otherwise unredeemed existence. They lay ¢laimg
to a better future by an acute sense of their Negro heritage
' which activates them into a closer understanding of American
history. They .are represented by figures such as Sonny in.
the(ashort story "Sonny's Blues“ or by the young couple.
Fonny and Tish in Lf Begle Street Could Talk. In so dividing
Baldwin's characters, it is perhaps easier to discern.Baldwin'
attempt to differentiate between the authentic road towards
personal salvation end the road leading to complete disaster.
This lies in the reader's ahility to recognise and to |
respond to those symbols of human. endurance. They are the
repositories of love in. the brittle American society, and can
be distinguished from the others by the inner presgsence within
them of the black motivating genius which always gives them a
reneved objective in 1life.



As one follows the thread,pf,Baldw;nféAgigtiohé;
quest’ for identity in the first novel, Go Tell It on the
Méunté;n,'éhe“observes the unfolding of the John Grimes
consciousness. ' He is an example of the Black Americen
béténtial‘for changéf/(ﬂeustands on the thréghqld of_humqn”
éXpérienCe, looking forward into the unknown. What he sees
'and what he feels are token reminders of the Black
invincibility, of its refusal to accept life's 1njustices.
In the following novels, however, one loses sight of John
Grimes' tenacity and the ruling tone is one of despalr,
Although in these novels, there are several charagters who
attempt to understand their ovn situation which can be seen
in the relationships that they try out with one another, and
which show that the struggle towards life is being attempted,
yet; on the whole, the three novels, inggg; s Room,
dnother Countrx, and Tell Me How Lo

the Train'

_Been Gone,
fatl to suecessfully characterize any one figure of hope.
They focus more upon the evils that are prevalent within the
contemporary Amer;Can society and which thwart the spiritual
growth of both black and white personality. Yihe sense of
personal responsibility which is deeply ingrained within all
the cherscters, end which geems to be the driving impetus
béhind the’Negro spirituals and blues quoted at intervals in
the-novels,-is. however, weakened by the conflictihg impulses

at work within Americaﬁ/’The three novels only point to the



blapk propensity for self-renewal but which remains

unrealized until the later novel, If Begle Street Coul_;

;23;5} There are no consistent embodiments of lové and.
‘hope 1n‘these hovels, and although there are characters
Tike Ida, Vivaldo and Leo Proudhammer, who fight sgainst
the currenx of American hopelessnesgf'yet they £adl to
sctualise those life-impelling instincts, which, as figuréd
inethe;r own iives remain mere catchphrases of a dead
“éivilizatibﬁff'HoweVér;:these novels provide the riecessary
" links to Baldwin's later novelj; for it is in these novels
that Baldwin focuses upon the dissipation that has get in
within the American character, to which the Black-American
is also victim and against which he struggles to fight and
to flee from. 1This¢ howe#er;«$s~not the entire story of the
Black American., After Baldwin has teken us into the heart
of ‘the Americen discontent and ‘vividly characterized it, he
projects the hope of the Black American in the later novel .

V(iffBe le Street Could Talk, 'through the young couple's gbility

to resurrect the simple values of life. These were th&uvilues
especially discarded with the disintegration of the family
during the urbanization of the American Negro, and which have
remained dead under the burden of the'American»pursuit-of
economic succesg? It is not that these 1ife-impelling values
are dealt with only iﬁ this novel. They have been playing on

the “edge of each character's consciousness. This may be seen



in the fact thet, et certain moments of their 1ives, all
the characters in Baldwin's novels, articulate their
inmmermost feelings and their innermost needs; thereby
mzking it known both to themselves and to the reader of the
seeming 1mpossib111ty of their ever being able to reach out
towards the simple but sustaining virtues of humen lovef‘
What has been focussed upon in the three novels preceeding

1f Beagle Street Could Talk, is the broken nature of American
1ife which confuse and divide all the characters, However, |
they meke almost heroic sttempts to understand themsélvgsd
The third novel, Another Country, bears evidence of the
American need to define itself in the relationships,both
black and white thet it portrays, which also reflects the

need to be sufficient in lové. It is in this novel, which
2

has been said to be the most eambitious of Beldwin's novels®,
that Baldwin mekes it clear that the quest for selfhood
virtually involves the entire #Americen country, For the
black charactef to understand himself properly, he must be
able to relate to Americe, end to his fellowlaiéricans who
may be white, to whom he owes nothing, but to whom he must
communicate his personal sense of 1ife and growth. This
self coﬁmissioned task will be the Negro's triumph over
himself, for according to Baldwin, love is the only force
:'thaf-is strong enough to battle against the oddities of life,

In If Beale Street Could Talk, ell the black characters are



sustained by the strength of such a love which therefore,
gives dignity and meaning to their lives and upon which
Fonny"s ‘end Tish's child will, in the future thrive upon.!

The collection of short stories, ‘9' o Meet '
the Mgn, echoes on a smaller scale. Baldwin's sensitivity |
to the Black #American capacity for spiritual growth and for
his ability to fight for redemption not merely for himself
but also .for his: American counterpart. The black character“
in the short stories contains seeds of'the Negrc '8 i‘uture '
discovery of himselfs: 4he short stcries help to deepen the
reader's understanding of the American Negro s need tc push
forward in life to find his true identity. They have been
written as if the characters themselves were telling their
own stories. The reader is taken into the inner realms of
each narrating charascter for a proper insight into the
problems that each faces. All the characters feel themselves
‘at one with the American destiny. ‘ghey defy the restrictive
laws of Americen society and their avowal of personal freedom
48 an assertion of their own faith in life. The last novel
-Just Above My Hegd, contributes little towards understanding
Baldwin better, It resembles the three ncvels of his middle
. period in that it represents bewilderment and confusion. Its
- characters are adrift in the unyielding American universe,

.....

themselves in the mire of American 1life, However,ﬂ Hal Montana,



e
as narrator. is representative of all that which is

| fulfilling and life-sustaining in Baldwin's fiction, This
‘has been\discussed,in tne»cnapter,deaiingpwith this novel.)

,anh book is linked to the other in that each represents K
jaspects of the American reality. ‘All;the\charaoters are.a
Apart of the divided AmeriCan consciousness,‘gyeryone-is :
vcaught within the crippling disabilities of Americas! Finally,
'although the maJority of Baldwin's characters are blagck, yet
- their, concerns are primarily that of individuals who are
~/desparately searching for meening in their 1ivess! . The nature
of their quest is: rooted as much. in the bleck need for -
acceptance as in theirwreeezﬁmtion of the dissolution of
values in the contemporary world. This mekes them keen upon
fighting for the change within the 4merican hearts Baldwin's
onaracters who are Black Americaps and who,have.their roots
‘in America@are subjected to the travails of AneriCan 1ifes!
,However, tney strongly feel that they are different from. the
White AmeriCan. They bear this responsibility that elthough'
Blaok, they are'a segment of the American community and’
therefcrei~naye.the task of rediscovering themselves as.

#merican citizens,
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The chepters that follow deel with individual
novels, they trace the spiritual growth of the characters

end attempt to assess what each book contributes by way of
explainihg the nature of the quest for seifhoodJ

ENDNOTES

1 Jemes Baldwin, Notes of a N

tive Son (Bostons The
Beacon Press, 1975), ref. éhaps: WAutoblographical Notes"
and /!!Everybody's Protest Novel",

_ 2 Charles Newmany; "The Lesson of the Master: Henry James
a%ddgames Baldwin®, The Yale Review, Vol. LVI (Oct. 1968),
Psl 47, ' o




Chagpter I

GO TELL IT ON THE MOUNTAIN - THE SEARCH FOR RENEWAL




1

The title of the first novel, Go Tell It on
the Mountaih, has about it é.sﬁggestion of hoﬁe,'but of
hope unfulfilled until the task has been completed so
that the 1telling® can be done. It, therefore, hints at
the imperative for action end thus spesks of hunan
dynamism. This will be the recurring theme of Baldwin'sg
fiction, His characters will project the search for
renewal which inevitably points to a universal aliveness ,
to ell possibilities of fulfilEntil, Central to the life
of every character in Baldwin's novels, is this persistent

urge to create oneself anew.

In Go Tell It on the Mounfgén, Bgldwin uses
theadolescent protagonist, John Grimes to initiate the

search for the self. As the youth develops into early
maturity, he challenges the preconceptions of the Black
world and attempts to find that which should be central to
life, but whiéh i1s missing in the lives of those around
him, He attempts to structure his life according to the
basic needs of his inner self, In effect, this puts him
opposlite to all that society endorses. From the beginning
he rules out the possibilities of compromise end his life,
as depicted in the novel, is one lonely struggle aggainst
the soul=k#lling doctrines of aAmerica. Incidentally,

three of Baldwin's essays, Notes of a Native Son, Nobody
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Kneﬁg My Name and The Fire Next Time, give an account of
Baldwin's adolescent experiences. They describe the
bewilderment that assails him in his early years:! This
matches the confusions of John Grimes in Go Tell It on the

Mountain. The eutobiographical aspect of the first novel,
- has been, commented upon by several critics1. However,
, George Kent observes that, “what 1s more 1nteresting“ is
- the artistic "transmutation® that,hes.been effected, and |
| the fepresentaxion, therefore, of personal experiences, as
"organised energies that carry mythic force in their
‘reflection of man attempting ‘to deal with destiny“~' VJohnl-
‘Grimes,is a representative figure of the American Negro who
secks to re-define himself. On a vaster level,tbe Hiovel

deals with the individual's fight for survival..

In this novel, Baldwin dwells upon the sociolo-
gical and spiritual influences that heve sheped the Black
character!, 50 that the quest for selfhood in the first
novel end.in the later novels,‘may be properly understood in
relation to the Black American milieu., The theme of the

quest 1n o Tell It on the Mountgn has also been remarked .
| uponnby several criticsB. V/e this novel, Baldwin shows us
that the need for renewal 1s.end;essly thwarted by the
‘peculiar and almost distorted circumstanees that surround the

Negro in AmeriCa.,‘/_In actual fact, Baldwin.characterises the
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oirenmstenoes into which John Grimes was born snd sgeinst
which ne will ‘have to fight to maintsin his inborm gense

of personal freedom. The novel enacts the disillusionment
of each saint who, 1n setting out to face life .creatively .
1s instead defeated by his own misguided effortss Ageinst
their nistories will be portrayed the struggling figure of

' .John Grimes. 'Tn‘r'ougn hi‘ﬁi Baldwin will attempt to Look back
into past history S0 as to re-evaante tne present stof f4efine
dthe concept of the black-self. -For, according to. him,; “The
country will not change until it examines itself and
'discovers what it really means by freedom" 4 " This will be
_the starting point fbr John Grimes' venture- into thie- unknown,
_ which is his own speeial ability to ut;lise his freedom to
enhance'himself»spiritueily; He slone will display.the
courage needed to move out of the constricting framework of
the Blegk community. Within the novel, ‘this may be seen in
John's inarticulete eXpressions of’dissatisfaetion and
__despair, in his. endless prebings about himself and ebout his
. own. destiny.v/bn the surfaoe, the novel enacts John's re-birth
Ajinto the religion. Surrounding him end inwoven 1nto the
-characterx Although eacn one oelebretesltne attainment of
,religious salvation. yet deeply embedded within all of them,
is the uncleensed burden of guilt and frustration. The novel
evokes a picture of Jehn Grimes'“trapped“ in the "pathology®
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of the country into which he was born. Yet John will enact
if not the whole, at least the beginnings of his attempt to
"1iberate® himself,? and to ask of himself as Baldvin dids

and if one despairs <« as who has not? - of
human love, God's love alone is left. But
God - and I felt this even then, so long
ago, on that tremendous floor, unwillingly =
is white, #nd if his love was so great, and
if he loved all his children, why were we;
the blacks cast down so far? Why? In spite
of all I said thereafter, I found no answver
on the floor - not that answer, anyway...6

This remains ah unanswered quéétion for every character in
the novel; for, although their lives are thickly layered with
‘religion, yet religion merely impedes their growth. The end-
product of each conversion is of a diminished dimension. Each
seeks h. s refuge from his inner complexities, and finds it in
the repressive faith of the Black Church.s Underlying all, is
the fact that every chargcter who is seeking to renew himself,
"1s inevitably overtsken by the strain of American existence.
The purpose of mentioning, end later in the chaptér, 1llustre~
‘ %ing~the broken nature of each character's life;, is to point
out that the quest for selfhood, whether successful or not, is
central to all. In small measures, all of them display the
determination to seek for the hidden sources of life.- This
beqpmes a convincing aspect of the John Grimes consciousness
for,V;n every step that he takesJohn Grimes pledges himself

- further on to the task of finding the better self which would

replace the subsefyient self of the old.-



For a better understanding of John Grimes end
of the Black "American's quest for renewal, Baldwin presents
:us with an entire generation of Black questors wh.o° having
fought for a more meaningful 11fe3 have had to lose all in
their hopelesg'gtruggle¢ ﬁIt shpgl& algq'ye understood that
John Griméé'laxtemﬁtlto refstructu;e‘his own life must be

upon a knowledge of the failure of‘bis blapk’ppedecessors.

' Thus, to root itself in the pregent ﬁbment, the
novel must go back to the past, to reassemble the history of
‘those‘salnts'who were nourlshed.by the etpléghof;a white
clvilizgfion,.and to trage_John's’ggneplpgy;.agAaléo tp fqggs
upph hiévﬁovemenp gWayﬂfrpmﬂﬂgrlem',QWQy from "all those
sisters: énd all those4chq;ch§s, end all those tambourines to
.enc0unter the "white wprld? that."had been contrplling him"
ﬁrom,tﬁe time-pe cpened_hlgl"eyeglpn tbe.wprld?,?A‘this.hag
an antoblographicél parallel in Baldwin's actual flight to
Paris to ask himself the question: who he was.av Go Jell It on
the Mountain deals with the period prior to the flight. The
novel eyokes thelpasﬁ,to evalpgxe itsvfailure, whilst brlqging
‘intq'conscloughess.the figure éf John Grimgg. John belongs to
the p:esept, fhat momenﬁ i?jti¢97 which, acpqr@ing to Bal@win,
ls‘foreve:Adyngmlc. There is hope then within John's span of
life, to reorieht.his people's vision towards "a new sense of

life's possibilities“;gvto free them from the miécqnceptions

\0\\15O
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of history, and to restore to them a "sensuality", that
Baldwin defines as, the agbility to "respéct and rejoice in
the force of life, of life itself, and to be present in all
that one does, from the effort of loving to the bgking of
breeds"'0  In other words, to ﬁean them away from the
narrowness of a Jealous Jehovah to a more personal and a

freer conception of Gods

I suggest that the role of the Negro in American
life has soinething to do with our concept of what
God is, ... to be with God is really to be
involved with some enormous, overwhelming desire,
and joy, and power which you cannot control, which
controls you. I conceive of my own life as a
Journey towards something I do not understand,
which in the going towards, makes me betters I
conceive of God; in fact, as a means of liberation
- and not as means to control others .¢.11

Although John lacks the 1nté11ectua1 maturity to consciously
put forward his arguments the way Baldwin does in his essays,
yet his posture of mute defiance represents the subversive .

instincf of the artist;, which according to Baldwin, disturbs

12 John is not committed to the falsificatiohs of

the peacé.
the past and, theréfore, cannot be controlled by it. Rather,
he is a witness to the possibility of Neéro éurvival in the
American wasteland. But, as yet, it still remains to be seen
whether John reaches fictional maturity in the later novels,
and whether Go Tell 1t on the Mountain, whilst aspiring to the
rejuvenated landscepe, does achieve proper fictional

development,
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Meanwhile, the novel enacts the historical
impasse between a Jealous Jehovah and the American Negro
which has repurcussions in the contemporary worldylwithin
the 1ife of the black adolescent John Grimes. The whole
story of Negro;enslavement to suffering end to the white
world is told through the polyphonic structuring of the
Charaoter'e eXperiences in the novel.' It also reveals the
American Negro s 1ndoctrination to Western theology. As
Baldwin manipulates the historiCal perspective, he also
brings 1nto focus the awakening Negro consciousness
symbolised in the figure of John Grimes. Very early in the
novel. John shows the beginnings of his own rejection of the
fallacies of a white God, which alienates - hls relation to the
institution of the Black Church and by implication,; to
Black~American attitudes. He will seek to re-define reality
for himself in relation to an immediate present, as he sees
it, and‘to the irrevocable past,wto liberate an autonomy of
the self.,. Not only does Baldwin autobiographically exploit
his own past, but he imagines a tableau of the imprisoned
Negro life evolving within the American context since the
Great Migration.'> This is the life that threatens the very
existence of a John Grimes. The struggle within the black
adolescent foretells of a quiekening of the Black American's
spirit as it seeks to find itself., It Will have to demolish
its unlikely alliance with a white dominated past, and a
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thréeateningly impoverished present to reconstruct
paradoxically, through the power of love and by strategy,
a better imege of itself, and ultimately of dmerica. The

following excerpt from Baldwin's Nobody Knows My Neme
illustrates this point with clarity: |

Whnich of us has overcome his past? -And the past
of the Negro is blood dripping down through the
leaves «.+ - But the past is'not special to the -
Negro., This horror is also the past, end the

. everlasting potential temptation of the human
race« If we do not know this; it seems to me; we
know nothing about ourselves, nothing sbout eesch
other; to have accepted this is also to have
found a source of strength = source of all our
‘powera But we must first accept the paradox with

joy,1,_

' The social reality of Go Tell It on the Mountain
- is shown to be under the fatal misbulé‘of the Hebrew law.
This reality consists of a ¢6mmunity'of socially-
underprivileged saints who need to compensate their sense
- of dispﬁssession-by a pharisaical rightness. Surrounding
them is the realness of'thé:one birthright they have claim
to, that of the colour bleck. This complicates their
regponses to the larger universe because of the associations
that history had made with this colour., In the novel, John's
father "ﬁad always sald that his face was the face of Satan,“15
Since the normal equivalent to the colour black is evil, it |
would be fatal for the Black american to cherigh any illusions
about his innocence. Part II evokes in flashback, the

obsessive nature of the Black american guilt, as each
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character makes his or her anguished :}ourney to the altar
of the Temple - for refuge end sustenance. - Gabriel and .
Florence, .as also Elizgbeth and Richard, have been revaged
by a common destiny and are helplessly crucified to their
10ﬁ.;iTheir kinghip with one gnother; rests on a common
transgression: that of the failure to schieve spiritual
integration end therefore, of the fallure to echieve
renewal, through personal relationshipiso that they must
return to the only institution thgt guarantees hope to
‘their sin-protracted existence. aAlthough like the others,
John Grimes, undergoes the spiritual ¢risis that would
qualify him to full membership of the Temple of‘the Fire
Beptized as one of its restored saints,‘he yet remains
unrestored to hiﬁself. The narrator recapitulates the

irresolvable crisis within John' soul

Yet, as he moved among them .. v something began
to knock in that listening; astonished, new born,
‘and fragile heart of his; something recalling the
terrors of the night, ... 4nd while his heart was
speaking, he found himself before his mother ..
And once again, he triefd to read the mystery of
that face ¢.. He wanted to comfort her ‘.. He Kknew
only < end now, looking at his mother, he knew
that he could never tell it = that the heart was a.
fearful place.16

After John hag felt the mysterious power of the
- BIack faith the residﬁal feeling mekes him no wiser; only
more,vulnérable to the afflictions of an indifferent uni-
verse, personalised in the figure of the unpardbhing



patriach:

- And he” felt his father behind him. 'And he felt
the March wind rise,. ... He turned to face his.

- ‘father, he found himself smiling but his father
did not smile.17 o

‘ ‘It is significent. that John's father has been the
influential figure in his life., But at the crucial moment
of John's conversion when, Gabriel ought. to .have spproved of
his son's return, the narrator ironically emphasizes his
velled rejectiena .He focusses upen John's ex¢ilement and
with it; a certain obdurate naivety of chareeter that is -
reflected in John's bewildered inability to simplify the
spiritual ecstasy that overtakes him. John's psychological
posture, piltches the archetypal struggleebetween the tyranny
of dogma and the‘loneﬁantagonist. These conflicting impulses
have been localized within the Black aAmerican context,1saﬁdfhave
been orchestrated within the ﬁeve;(;in the reenszctment of eaeh
charactef's past history. Aejthe cheregtereegeAin seé;thgﬁ a
frﬁitiees reheﬁal, there Isftde c;uc;ai gwéreness‘ghet the
terms of euch a.;;fe might surely be John's {egél inheritance
if onlyehe'COuld.escape it: |

Suddenly, sitting at the window, and with g violence
unprecedented, there arose in John a flood of fury
and tears, and he bowed his head, fists clenched
against the window=pane, crying, with teeth on edge:
"MWhat shall I do? What shall do?%19

But escape fbr John; would only be 1nto the clutches of a
white world, which has yielded nothing to his mother, father
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e
and aunt, who sojourned there in the mistaken hope of

brighter prospects. John encounters in his mother; his

unsolicited future:
And he knew again thet she was not saying everything
she meant; in a kind of secret languege she was
- telling him ‘today something that he must remember
and understand tomorrows He watched her iface; his
- heart swollen with love for her and with an anguish;

not yet his own; that he did not understand and that
frightened hlm.ZO

Between John and his mother; lie the "abyss‘“ of the "American
experience®, 21 from which ghe has salVaged nothing; only kept
in safe custody the gbility to 1ove. Elizabetn, of all the
others;, heroiCally spproaches her own kind of fulfillment.
But John's quest for rénewal eway from that institution which
his mother now endures and now pepresents, precipitates

traumatic conflicts within hims -

It was the roar of the damned that filled Broadway
see¢ Broadway; the way that led to death was broad
_eee but narrow was the way that led to 1life eternal
+s¢ But he did not long for the narrow way; where
all his people walkedj <.+« In the narrow way; «..
there awaited him only humiliastion forever] there
awaited him, one day, a house like his father's
house ... where he would grow old and black with

hunger and toils22

and which unwittingly aligns him with the contemporary American
in search of a.persqnal coherehce in life.

‘Keeping in mind the words of Ralph Ellison, commen=
ting upon how the éontemporary 4merican Negro ought to be

dravn, John can be seen as "that sensiti#ely focussed procesg
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of opposites, of good and evil, of instinct and intellect,’

of pession and spiéituality“23 « the whole complexity of black
skepticism. John. has to countenance a tortured conscience at
odds with itself and with its zealous compatriots. 4nd like
Young Men®*

 Stephen Dedslus in A Portrait of the artist

he stnuggles to authenticate the meaningful existence.
Although the novel does not ring out a positive conclusion,
yet in the nature of John's spiritual ordeal flickers the
impulse to confront reglity not in the way of his predecessors,
but spart from them and alone: "For he had made his decision,
He would not be like his father or his father's fathers, ‘He
would hagve anothei life.“zs

Significantly enough, the iconoclastic habit has
been entrusted to John early in life. 4Any psychological
formulq for the novel could be traced back to Thg F;ré Next
Time and to Notes of a Native Son. But whet is symbolic in
the portrayal of John Grimes s that, whilst John's elders
had their roots in an ossified tradition, John is moving away
from the confinements of thefmilieu, He suffers not only the
spiritual betrayal of his black superiors bﬁt also the collapse
of the larger American environment that should have infused
- hinm with a sense of living relationships. The nascent
rebellion launched within John Grimes, is symptomatic not only
of precipitating sociological factors, put of the rootless.



23

contemporary seeking to liberate the potential within. In
Baldwin's terms, this would meen- a renewing of the self .with -
Dionysian fervourj that which he defines in The Fire Next .
Time gs "sensuality® which is the ability to "respect and !

John Grimes; together with the other questors in.
Baldwin's later novels, seem? to share a common ancestry in
the figure of the epic questor of The WaSteland.' They will
attempt -2 blind pilgrimege that will teke them everywheréy _—
to cultural metropolises, end nowhere at ali.iback to
themselves. "I think now that if I had hed any intimation
that the self I was going to f£ind would turn out to be only
the same seif frbm which I had"spent:so much time in flight,
I would ﬁéve’stayed at hbme;27 | '

In the first novel, Baldwin restricts himself to
the primary phase of a growing consciousness, -that has not
as yet outgrowph the orthodoxy of its parent religion « of
the colour Bleck end of the Black Church - because it is
still uninitiated in the rites of worldly religions. In
John, the»inescapable<heritagé.of’cosmOpolitan di.sbelief
moulds his entire response to the “Universe. So (3also is the
fact of his Negro heritage that has bestowed upon him the
Zcurse of the agess "All niggers .had beén;cursed, eoe 8LL .
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" niggers had come from this most undutiful of Noah's sons"a.28
| 4nd the spiritusl ferment that lays cfaim upon his heart
cannot find any simple solution.. "Time was indifferent, ...
but the heart, crazed wanderer in the driving waste; carried
the curse forever.“29
o Metaphorically; Part III; the Threshing Floor,
encapsulates the soul's seizure by the Divine Protagonist; a
| ‘nightmare pllgrimgge into the recesses of elemepfal confusion
that bears irenic witness to the genuineness of the soul's
thifst for salvation end to the menifold contradictions that
waylay it. The ensctment has been symboliéally verbalised,
‘and heighténqd by thé emphasis upon John's complete isolation
and his individual response to it. Even here, John's
untried sense éf mission pressurizes him into the acﬂtest
participation that might yield him with a sharper sense of
truth.

Ah, down! = what was he searching here,  all alone
in the darkness? But now he knew ... that he was
searching something, hidden in the darkness, thatBo
must be found. He would die if it was not found.~”

. In John's upheaval lies the testimony of a personal and a
universal endeavour for the sight of the Father, and of
ultimate renewgl. The experience partekes of the mysticale.
John's experience of it, in the'present, 1s a mythic
representation of the visitation of a Retributive Father, to



a»member'ef the commmity of saints.. The novel embraces fhe
‘impenetrable-dimensions of the soul in blind relation to a
¢apricious future, as it seeks out for itself the illusion
of freedom; and of "change not on the surface but in the
depths ... change in the sense of renewal.",31
Each prayer for mercy agonises over the sins of the
past, end as the monentum for John's conversion gradually
4works 1tse1f upto a crescendo, in a minor key, the contribur
'tive histories of each character is manipulated into the
narraxive. Cnaracteristic.to all (except perhaps Gabriel) is
_tbe flight from the stable to the unstable, teking the
’uncharted road to the unknewn, and sociologically paralleled
in the urbanization of the American Negro.?? The departer
\‘enlists nophing to assist him, only an undiminished capacity
to lire, and fherefore, to love., Born into the forms of a
~ sterile religion which communicates itself throngh a
repressive idiom, these victims of a nisguldedrmilieu'attempt
to forge for themselves, .a viable cure, spart from theology
end away. from the storefrent church. In Baldwin's 1ater
novels, the flight awgy into the vacuity of cosmopoliten
disbelief, sees no returning. But in Go Tell It on the
‘M untain, in the lives of those, who are. a generation older
to John, there 1is the~de11berate, unquestioning return to the
Sanctified Fold: | |
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Let Him bring you low so He can raise you up."
And was this the way she should have gone? 'Had
she sbeen wrong to fight so hard? Now she was
~an 0ld woman, and all alone, and she was going

to die. 4and she had nothing for all her battless
ess -she was on her face before the altarsy crying
to God for mercy.33

Juxteposed to the spiritual return of the other characters

is the spiritual rebirth of John Grimes, which comes upon

him at the start of his career end unlike the others not at
the end of his lifes History for John does not seem to
forbbde a. stersotyped repetit;on even in the fact of his
conyersioﬂ,'for his is a youthful cénversion which, there-
fore becomes questionable in the light of a future still to

be travérééd. ‘The conversion is unable to negate;, as it has
for the other charstters John's quest for the better life.

In their inability to reconcile confusion and complexity,

the other characters subsume their senge of futility in a
~religion of retribution; within the fraternal clan of fire
.baptized‘saints. Their 6onversion, however, is not reductive
of the‘moral‘sign;ficance_of the quest. The emphasis falls
upon a drematisation of the blighted nature of each character's
search through the city of New York. although their secular
pilgrimége through a sih-infested universe aborts Divine Grace,
yet Baldﬁin draws out of their personal histories, the dynamic
nature of each character's struggle with himself and with his
enyironmen£ to seek withinvtheif spen of existence the

benediction of a freer and of a nobler life.. Florence,
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Elizabéthiand_Gapriel are shown to be the imprasaianable
soionsfofttbé occult traditions of.the"Blagkahuroh; and
by 1m§>‘11cau.on,; mﬁmg, of the amoral dictates of a white
society. Their inevitable return to it, nullifies their
pioneering potential. Tne Validity of their oonyersion
«reinstates the efficacy of the Blaok Church as an infinite
'source of control which does not in anyway indicate
Baldwin's condemnation of the Blaok American, only an
expression of his personal anathema to the Blaok Churoh;
and a graphic replay of the damaged Negro consoiousness
urecked by pride, hatx‘ed. bittemess, lust ... £0L1Y . ’
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corruption“ of which also. John 18 “heir“ to,”" and by the

‘subterfuge adOpted by the dominant white culture.,!

In the novel, the urge towards some kind of

-renewal lies deeply embadded viithin the Black Amerioan. Even
”Gabriel allows himself to be perpetually brought low in the

hope of reeonditioning a stupendously adverse souls. “But no
| child had ever wept such tears +eo They came from the deeps
'no child discovers, and shook him with an sgue no child
endures“ 35 Go Tell It on_the Mo tA‘n follows the linear
moVement of each charaoter 8 ‘quest towards an unspecified
destihy; But instead of the arrival at a destination, that
crux of what should normally be fUIfiIQment, there ig only
the self-defeating end.‘ The linear teakes ‘a turn back into
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the cyclicaliy self<enclogseds "As hers hed been; and
Richard's « there was ﬁo escape for anyone: God vas
everywhere. terrible, the living God....a36 The narrator
evokes the Negro ] vivid gense of doom from which there

can be no eSCape ‘and against which John's soul rebelss

John has not entirely moved out of the one-dimensioned
religiosity of his elders, besides-wnich end egzingt which
he will have to validat® the self, Whether the altar of
.Grace will continue to ramify his spi{itual documentations
in the iuture, remains fictionally unstated. ‘But the fact
of the conversion of literally having-"gone-through? could
be x:ead asf“pr;obable metgphor for. the-éoul's'passic}nate at_fempt
to reauvenaxeritselﬁa Bhoadly sﬁeaking. in the ndvels that

come. after Go ?ell Ithqn,the Mountain, Baldwin gbendons the

religiouéAarena for the‘iiﬁralism of the New World; -
struggling to stabilise its chaotic impulses; and against
which,-the focus\is upon the frenetic search for: renewgl
tﬁhougﬁ‘the sexual experiences The confinements of. the
religious have been jettisoned overboard snd the sexual tekes
its piace' ‘But these milestone endeavours in the other novels,
remain ineffectual. The majority of uncdnnected,liVes are
uncoﬁnected sti;ls unless one excludes If Beale Street COuld
Ialk which could be viewed as théfone; sustained life-
fulfilling statemenig that‘realist1Cally liberates a latent
capacity for proereative 1ove « through the .symbol of the child.
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The theme of the quest for renewal through
religion in Go Tell It on the Mountain (and through sexusl
encounter in the other novels) carries each charseter

thrOUgh; to the edge of a. spiritual exdiles

She 'knew through what fires the soul must crawl,
end with what weeping one passed over. Men
spoke of how the heart broke up, but never spoke
- of how the soul hung speechless in the pause, th937
void, the terror between the living and the dead.

and alone, confronting fathomless depths, they must either |
exploit to the point of blasphemy, in the sense of smashing
taboos, 1ife s possibilities. or make the journey back to a
‘binding orthodoxy. ’

The psmtern, of the quest for renewal, emerges
only as each independent entity congregstes before the:altar
of the Temple to‘attemptvto consoiioafe‘a heavily littered
past. The aocumulated embitterment of eech character has
been telescoped into an instant in time, when the soul under
the impetus of a revivalist fervour, surrenders its
complexity for the humility of the faithful. Divine Justice
is invoked through a,prophetic litany gounded at regular
interVals in the novel and more profbundly stressed in the
1est section, the Threshing Floor, as each charatter fulfills
the pre-requisites of Divine Grace; those of humility and
repentance. The irony, however, lies in the fact that although
eath charagter goes through the rituals of a spiritual baptism,



their inner 1nadequacies have not been cleensed. .The
vayWard soul of John, grappling in time with the timeless
conditions of humen mortality, more particularly grappling
with the essential roots of black 1dentity, projects the
desperate hope of regaining a.vital,sense of itself; now
muted,in‘the'liVes ofAthQSe'eogverteq, “Thefsenée‘of~
ultimatesrenewaivis'emphatically.end beéhape hietcfionlet
cslly dramatised by the characters thémselves., Jom,
however;.after the spirituelvdeluge,-1n<contrast to the o
others,_elicits the choric password into heaven rather '
half-hegftéalya What»the:nérrator‘élsovequally emphasizes
is the ineffaceéble‘qpality of John's eloneness; his
complete alienatioh, the sense of being outside the normal
flux of human affairs} reminiscent of Johnnie in_Baldwin?e
short story; "The Outing®: Quotsble from it with particu=
lar reference‘to John Grimes are‘thé'concluding'sentencesi
"But now where there had been peace there was only panic
and where there had been safety, danger; like a flower
Opened.“ja. For John, the gourney towards renewallhas only
begun. ' He is unsble unlike the ethers. to end his search '
in the encounter with the.Divihe, for the expefience has
only momentarily immobilized him39 not liberated him- so
that after his lightnlng convers1on, his earlier uncertain—
ties surface once again, and struggle to articuladte themselves.
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They were gpproaching his house= his father's
house: In a moment he must leave Elisha; «a'el
and walk alone ,.s with his mother and his
father, 4And he was afralds He wanted to stop
and turn to Elisha, and tell him ..: “Something
for which he found no words.,

f“ElishaP, sald John, "Elfsha®,

. e

John, staring at Elishs, struggled to tell him

. something more = struggled to say: = all that-
. could never be gatd.
Yet: "I was down in the valley"; he dared; L3
was by myself down there. I won't never forget.
May God forget me: if I iorget.“ho .

: That the friendship with Elisha stands as a secular symbol
:of hOpe for release is never made explioit. But, surround-
ing Elisha, is a certain vibrancy, ‘that of life. and évoked

in the early part of the novel. ‘when John and Elisha

grapple physioally with each other. Fern Marja Eckmen in

Bal win, qnotes ‘Baldwin thust

adolescence in which, according to its author,
horfsexuality is ?implicit” in the boy's
situation” end "made almost explicit® in his

~ tentative gropings towards a seventeen year
old Sunday School teacher".a1 AR :

Although this mighx be the implied truth, yet John has
alWays dlsplayed a.natural aptitude for seeking the love
that. has always been denied to him, Of all thé characters
 that John Grimeés comes into contact with, Elisha is the only
1 dne'éble to 1ﬁs§iré him with éonfidénce éndihope” and, it
would be naturel for John Grimes to seek him' for guidence

and friendship. In the later novels, such relatlonships
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become éQXUaifalliéncés,‘4For.the.present,,1t could be

sald that Johh'srquestvfor'renewgi.féreshadows.a-future@
which will  pliunge him into diverse experiences which mey

of mey not yield him with a better understanding of
himself;f Méanwhile‘tnefnovel re~examines the cléSSic
strﬁcture‘of:§159k~Americah~experiencewhich will . have. to,
be modified by the present-black~generation.{ The,novei
éeeksah-unCertaih future, but it looks ahead all the samey
through its adolescent offspringw‘who'haS‘imbibedg.despite
himself, ell the tragic end irfedegmable shortcomings of the
conscious Black émericen. The juxtépositioh of-ﬁersonal
experience between him and the gtheq chareacters, e%pecially
bring forward the fact, of the near impossib;lity of Negro
fulfilément in Ameriéa. Unknown to Jbhn,- but historically
evident in the other characters.'is the complex nature of
the Black American existence., However, the thrust of the
novel is forwards, always towerds life and as a symbol of
hope for the American Negro's‘felease, Jo@n ventilates the
fixed attitudes of his Black kinsmen,_so that the weight of
the entire novel, falls upon John's developing potentisl for
'Vfreedom. This inspires him with the capacity to sees, oute
wards and forwards into the unknown futuré that has yet to
be tapped. It promises more than the past and présent
disillusionments that have disqualified the Americen Negro
from participating in the creation‘of history aﬁd ultimately
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that of human life. Thig naturally implies, that the end
note is one of qualified optimiism,

It cannot be said that John's quest for selfhood
' ends with the concluding lines of the novel. He has only
succeeded in initiating himself out of the orthodox pattern
of Black-Americen 1life. Where the other charaCters have
already traversed the full course of a disillusioned life
and have made their way back to the Black community having
found no other alternative, John is only Jjust preparing |
himself for life:. His salvation lies in the future: 4As the
novel.awaits John Grimes' renewal, it significantly brings
the reader up-to~date with the suffering that John will have
to go through, the bgpelessness that he will have to fight
against and the knowledge that he will have to bear if he 1is
to constantly seek to renew and rehabilitate his own
identity; It is through John Grimes that the novel
Channélises the Black American hope for fulfillment and
creativitya In the end, one understands that the quest for
renewal is an undertsking that challenges the individual and
forces him to re-orient his vision towards the more

idealistic goals of life.
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After Baldwin's portrayal in Go Tell It on the
,Mountg;h of the'adoleseent hero's valiant effort to "wregtle
with himself?' end to understend his situation better, the
three novels that follow it carry tﬂe theme of,Balein's
quest for authenticity; to the more complex realms of the
artists' fictive imagination. They depict his ripening
concern with the Black american attempt to validify ani
unfettered identity; away from the waerped conceptions of the
black ghetto and apart from the black stereotypes of history.

Consequently, Giovanni's Room, another Countrx and Tel;.Me
How Logg the Trgin's Been Gone. reflect in their 1nner

construction, the extremities of behaviour whioh the N
1ndi§idﬁ51 in flight from his environment has been driven to.
This is- specifically illustrated in the entangled humen
relationships that fill the three novels. The purpose of
this chepter i1s to exemine the nature of these relationships
s0 as to have a better insight into the problems that the
American character has to face before he can hope to attain
knowledge of the self, The focus will be upon the nature of
experience in America, outside the boundaries of the Black
Churchs If in the first novel, Baldwinnis dealing strictly
with the pattern of Black American 1ifef2the later novels, the
arena has enlarged to include the whole of America. For the
Black-Americsn. the quest for selfhood would be insufficiently
pursued if he is to exclude his white counterpart from his
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area of experience. The second novel, Giovanni's Room, which
has only white characters in it shows us that the White
American is as divided within himself as the Black American.
Although the problems are individual to each, yet Baldwin
feels that they are a part of one another. Their individual
“struggle for self«knowledge points to a basic unity between
‘them and to the fact that they must forge a new relationship
"with one another, so as to?help'eéch other in the quest for
'the american identity. On a deeper lével, the quest for

‘sélfhood in Baldwin's hovels, concerns every individual,

.- Arrespective of colour. . The three novels have been. studied

together, for they enact the pain-filled experiences that

haﬁe toihe,undefgone if‘the individual is to set out in search
~o£ hLQSelf; The noiellexemplify thé_contradietopy

expériences éfladulthooq:and suggest thaﬁ{the course of
ﬂ;saivétionjlies only in the ability to .endure pain.’ Baldwin's
.; charécters are;not heroié,embodiments ef suffering. Instead
they,bear'the1distinctiye curse of sélf—coﬂséiousneésv This

‘ makesAﬁham even‘mbre awaré.of fheir sp1fifual-disab111ties, of
the gap that there is_bgiween themselves ss they are end what
they sﬁould,bé, The thrée,novels focus upon this genuine
inability of.tﬁé'Amefican'cbagacter.tq rise above himself.

- They échaint the reader with the American desolation. After
one has encountered in the three novels, the hopelessness of

. 1ife in americg, .one is better eble to eppreciate the worth
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of resurrective love in If Besle Stroet Could Taolk. Before
caming'to it, however, one must first come to grips with
the loneliness end despair of a people divided from itself,

Al%hough these novels do not equal the ertistic
,control that has been displayed in | o Tell It on the
untain, yet they do portray, through certain characters

and through particulgp relationships, the chaotic nature of
| reality outside Harlem: a reaiity which is é conglomerate of.
recial and 1ndividual £rustrationa Perception of this .
reglity is Baldwin's major concern in £he three novelss But

as his essays élso illustrate; Baldwin's concefn with the.
| imperative to meet it, irpeconciliably splits hig attitude

towards 1to

As a public spokesman he urges rebellion; while
as an artist his inner need is for acceptances
The one role demands social action while the
other denies the relevance of that action ..
While the idea of rebellion against the injustice
is dominant in the essays on the racial c¢risis;
the idea of scceptance of the ultimate existentisl
fect is there toos For the illustration rather
than the exposition, of these gpparently conflic=-
ting views of the human condition; Baldwin's
fiction is the most illuminating source.2 -

Howerd Harper points to the faét that the three novels do
.not provide solutions to the questions posed in Go Tell It
on _the Mountain, Rather, they illustrate the paradoxical

realization that, jcompromise with the American reality is



an apparent necessity for the dmerican Negro, through his .

nobler attempt to.love his fellow country-men and through
his acceptance of the historical circumstances .t.hat had -
treded him into such an existence. But his life however,
will attemptvto*concenive-of-itself-anewaa Advocating S
rebeéllion in plain statement in the essays, 1is comparatively
.simpler,thanidemonstrating“the complex ‘actuality of it in
the novels; and critics like Edward Margolies aré of the -
opinion that- "Beldwin's characters generally énd up more’
outraged and-submergedvthan~they-began“53 whilst Louis Pratt
states that, only a few of Baldwin's charascters "seem to

b To

have arrived at the goal of complete  self-realization®:
a large extent one would agree with these critics since*most
of Baldwin's characters are overwhelmed Qith the issues that
are eithei“ warring for acceptance or for repudiation. &t |
the most fnndenental 1eve1,:hOWeVer, the cheractershere
confused and suffer from an unaustified rejection ‘on the

basis of colour discrimination.

Rather than offer solutions, what the three novels
stress upon, is the fact, that, reality outside the confine-
ments of Harlem, is neither black nor white, but completely
AmeriCan, that self definition becomes possible only within
the Americean context. This would involve, as Baldwin sees
ity an .examini-ng'ﬂof attitudes, of going beneath the surface,
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9%6 top the source’ and to explore “one's own expOriences
Bvérything deponds on how relentleasly one foreas frmm

e

this experience the lost drop, sweet or bitter, 4% cen

goasibly-giveo»'This 45 the only real concern of ehs

aftist, to recreaste out of 1ifo that order wh;ch-is.er®“¢s

A somewhat lofty.clemavﬁbr~the artist's compulsive scoreh
gor the aesthetic idsal whica, when exemined in the idves
of all the charactera in thé taree nbvels. can Bo soen as
tho personel struggle for that, which Baldwin in Notas of

ghgggggg_ggg defines os the "moral center”, Every
character, even more than being politically involved 4n
expatiating upcn his sccial injuries, is more concernsd with

the pagsionste and somowhat mystical search for persenal
owuipoise. Logically then, ell ecetion in the thies novels,
stems from the inner ahd the psychological, rathne them tho
outer and the socizd mperstive for freedoms Thig plecos
the Black Americen ip direct cbnfrontation with the cosons
tial forces of 1ife egolnst which he will have %0 moagurae
onid discipline nis oun potential for freedom. Life has,
therefore, to ve fated only in terms of what tho Blaek
Anerican cen discover Zor himself; and as Beldwin himselg
puts 1t='

I think gll thedries are suspect, that the finnst
principles mgy hove to be modified, or mey evan :
be pulverized by the demends of 1ife, and ¢hat e
must find thercfore, one's own morel center and
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move through the world hoping that this centet
- will guide one arights: I consider that I have
.many resgonsibilities, but none greater than

. this a..
Theepobling plea for responsibility, is thwarted in the -
novels, by the pervasive nightmare of.American history which
| ‘has mutually Opposed the white conqueror to the blaok slave.
>h3AThe oneﬁxprefers to deny the ‘other his equally complex
h humenity. and the other, nourishes within himself, the "rage
of the disesteemed”; from which “internal warfare" 7 Rufus

L Scott 1n Another Coggtrx was " unable to extr1Cate himself, and

to which. his sister.Ida, was victim. But for'Ida Scott,
" Rufus' despalr, does not. achieve what she desiress which is a
rhtreneﬁﬁfefioh of personal affliction, Hers is the driving

:detefminAtion‘toesucceed;faf whatever cost. VJourneyingvthrough

| fhehkmerieah oonfosion'theh;'the Questingupilgrim, bound in

" honesty to himself, will have to éncounter as never before,
“that’Void;'within which,:lfke'thehearfboefore'the word was
spoken, the foundations of society are hidden. From this

void - ourselves = it is the function of society to. protect us;
but it is ohly"thie voids our unknown selves, demanding forever,
a neﬁ act of creation, which can saVe‘us“;sl‘ihe‘ﬁoseibility of
redemption for Baldwin's characters, lies in thelr ebility to
recreate 1ife out of cheos. although in varying degrees, the
‘instinet for life does mark eeoh'ohareéter in the novels; in

" thet they aspire towards oyercoming their situation, and
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although there 1isthe attempted struggle against death,
which- shows itself to: bemthe “emasculating effects of white
society?, 9. yet the characters are rarely able to success~
fully realize their potential for life.' The more convincing
.evidence, is the stalking“ note of "buried despair" 10 from
'_fleeing from America° and which has been interiorised within
him as a condition of the American dilemmaa: The only possi-
_ble solution lies in the courageous cohabitation of
}individuals graced by love and self-discipline. 1, But this
”is not the message of the novels, rather this is what Baldwin
.explicitly states in his essays. The novels do not arrive at
the integrated vision of his essays. They merely illustrate
the contemporary American existence fraught with pain. The
only hope lies in the characters ability to endure suffering
.But these are qualities,that elude the American character in

Baldwin s novels.

B Incidental to the fulfilling experience in
'Baldwin 8 novels, is the discovery of suffering. This is a
significant dimentsion of ‘Baldwin's writing, to which Louis
Pratt remarks “one is SCarcely able to avold the fact that :
"the search for identity is one of the primary forces behind
'all of Baldwinbs writings. For this reason, it has become |
| the theme upon. which a majority of the discovery is

&



Suffgring“.12 Lbuis Pratt indicates that the way of

‘humen affliction through which .all of Baldwin's charscters
must ﬁass, is the effectual catalyst for the change within -
them. However, none achieveés the classic pinnacle of tragic
sufigering. But this would not be the appropriate yardstick
for‘measuring humaﬂipotentfal;in'ﬁaldwin‘s novels.| fhe
nature. of suffering as explained in Notes of a Native Son,
is tied up with the hisforical circumstences that have
created and_thrown the white man and the black man, the
master and‘the sIéVeltogéther.“ The master has not the
ihhbéénce of his white counterpart in Europe, who is
oblivious to the existence of "black men®, '’ end for whom,
8Uilfbis-not a literal feature of hié:eve}y day existence.s
Incidentally, also, Charles Newman observes that the
conclusion df Another Country. is "magnificently unresolved®.
This irresolution points to the casmal nature of modern
tragedy % which exists in life, especially in American exige
tence,. as. a condition of human purblindness that results in -
an unrelieved frustration which nullifies all effort.) The
American Negro who faces fhis-reality; réaiizés,”that'he has

“arrived at this place in God's name®,

This then is the best that God (the white God) can
do. ‘If that is so, then it is time to replace Him =
replace Him with what? and this void, this despair,
this torment is felt everywhere in the West, from
the streets of Stockholm to the churches of New
Orleans and the sidewalks of Harlem.
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_The 5devastating-qne3tionﬁ of the “true meaning
- of man's hiéﬁory“.15 beQOQés.the'sole concern of the West,
- including the Americen Negro, wno has now become en

I'indivisible pert of it, since his unwilling acculturation

into’ the forms of western Iife.

« The general critiCal -opinion held about the three
A novels. ranges from an appreciation of Baldwin s sensitivity
to "the artistic conscience in its struggle with its Black

16 ~to a

"inheritance, in its aspiration to a human estate¥,;
denigration of Baldw_n's apparent ineptitude with the genre
of novel writing. 17 vBut 8s. Louis Pratt fittingly concludes:

“As contemporaries of Baldwin we- ere unable to assess the
impact that his writings will have on posterity“ j - Although
latking the objective distance of time, the unprejudiced

- response to the situations and characters ‘that Baldwin

| explores is pcesible, for this depends on the ability to

: reorient one's expeotations not in the vay of. technical skill,
but in one's sensitiv1ty to Baldwin's attempt to illustrate

' the dilemma of his bleyk compatriotss ‘His novels; might on
the surface be marred. by repetition and distracting details,
but the cnmulative impact of the Negro experience in america
as pertrayed in the novels, reveals the essential truth of
the baffled American, black or white, whose entry into his
country's drama, can find no logical conclusion, except in

death.
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The majority of. faceless White Americans in
~Baldwin's novels, have a dissipated”sense of life. They -
:do not "earn® their death by "confronting with passion .
“the 'conundrum of 1ife"', . In direct contrast to .them.. .-
stands the bleck wayfarer who is in perpetual contact with
'1ife end death, love and hatred, right and wrong,2°
symbolizing Baldwin's inexorable sense of human duality,
Most of Baldwin's black protagonists are gifted artists;
gifted with the insight into 1ife, so that they are able
to reflect as Leo Proudhemmer does, in Iell Me How Long
the Train's Been Gone; a sense of black dynamism,! These
6haracters, tell of the possibility of hope in America and
ultimately of hope in the human ﬁniverse.21

the a:tempt to revive the sustaining virtues of falth in

They underline

one another, hope in a future still to be traversed, and
ultimately, of the treanscending power of love. Baldwin's
novels cannot merely be dismissed as artistic blunders.

The significance of their meening, especislly arises, when
they are considered together as, revealing jgruths sbout the
Black American travail.

Baldwin's second novel, Giovenni's Room is smaller
in scope, in "not being cosmic ... But like the first novel,
the second 1s focussed on the subjective inner experience of

a single individual.'“22 According to Irving Howe, the novel
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is a flat feilure.23 It 1s a feilure if one reads it only
as a novel about.homosexuality because the centrai
experience in it, fails to evoke any lasting impreseion
about the genuineness ef;sucb a relationehip. Moreover,
1t does not trenscend its own subjectivity. 4nd as John
Aldrige statesrin After the Logf Genergtion: “Hahosexeal
and racial conflict seem to be the only discoveries whieh
the new writers have been able to make so far in the area
of unexploited subject matter®, ﬁe says further; that such
subjects are promising, only to the extent that they have
served to replece the "old subjects", but unfortunately,
most of these novels réplace "literary values® with = '
%gensational values®, The characters tee.“Quickly recede
into types rather than expand into symbols", 24 yith

articular reference to Giovenni' 3 Room only as a novel
about hoqgexuality, this statement would be applicable to
1@. But when one begins to seek for the hidden sources=o£
life denied to David, one finds eomething more than the
¢entral problem of hog@exualitf, dne encounters the flesh
and blood embodiments of a bankfupt era, David's acute
senge of human waste at the end of the episode?' cannot
entirely be overruleds S0 also.is Jacques' pa&hetie sense
of doom, and Giovanni's frenzied attempts at life, What
binds the novel together, and links it up with the theme
of humen futility in:the other two novels, is David's
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evident humility in the face of his own aberration:

And yet - when one begins to search for the
cruciasl, the definitive moment, the moment
which changed all others, one finds oneself
pressing in great pain, through a maze of
false signals and abruptly locking doors. My
flight mgy, indeed, have begun that summer =
which does not tell me where to find the germ
of the dilemma which resolved itself, that
summer, into. flight: Of course, it is some=
where before me ... and it is yet more foreign
to me than those foreign hills outside.25

'Although these are white characters that Baldwin deals with,
yet the nature oz David's atleime goes beyond the sociel
:jbarrier of colour. The hoqsexual experience in the novel
‘could be seen as avliteral indication of the fractured

: Amerioan personality, what happened to 1t, when, having been
- deprived of 1ts filial attachments by circumstances beyond
B its control, 1t seeks to resolve the crisis by itself, in
the only other way that appears possible to it. And as
David unhappily quotes to the. reader %"PGFHQPS. as we say in
America, I wanted to find myself" 26 It seeks for itself a
| new 1dent1ty and enters life with the incorrigible belief
that, all the unexploited possibilities of life lie open to
lite However, the °road of excess” traversed in Baldwin'
three novels. does not conclude 1n the palaoe of wisdom®,

'David, at the end of “the novel, observes 1n futilityx

When I was a child I sppke as a.child, I “

understood as a.chiId, thought as a child.
, et T, . .




by

2L long. to meke this prophecy come true, I
1ong oo to be free.27 _

: thereby voicing to himself the absoluteness of the void
wh;eh has megiaoned him" and which his girlfriend Hellg,

has elso consciously reaiized for herself:

<

- dAhy I'don't knowvanything about. happiness.
anymore. I don't know anything about

. forgivenesss  But if women are supposed.to.
be led by mean and there aren't any men to -

. lead them, what happens then? What happens

o ,then?28
Baldwin's explanation of David's sberrent behaviour, is that
hDavid‘eldilemmalis the’diiemma v of many"meﬁ‘df‘his

'generation; by which I do not mean sexual ambiValence as a

C crucial 1ack of sexual authority.“29 Whatever ‘may be the

'nexplanation,offered; John Lash, in A Eritical Evalugtion

' ccnciasiveiijputs ;t'thuéé}“Irdnicaliy'hOWever,ithe phallic
gods h'a‘venoi', abapl}ite anev}era fox‘f Baidviin,'s men ... they may
wes £ind esch other end so find a legitimate identity. But
'_i:he,y do not find a reconciliation with life itself vest® |
4'Ironicaily;so;'the phyefﬁai sta£e bf dieérder.ip Giovanni®s
room, seems to be pointing to the ihterhal’chaos ruling the
‘1life of each' character. As Giovenni vigorously; but
ineffeetivelj attempts to order his room, the characters
inhabiting the Parisien underworld, sre also ¢lamouring for
_the vital connection that would reinstate their lives. But

their undisciplined search for the ideal human contact has



only carried them underground, to be claimed by their
subterreneen instincts; furthermost from the profundities
of any definsble identity, which must teke root in the
simplicity of a love denied to Davids
" I wanted a womsn to be for me a steedy ground,

like the earth itself, where I could always be

renewed.’ - It had been so once, 1t had almost

been so -once. I could make it so again, I

' could ‘meke it reals. - It only demanded a shor"e,I
hard struggle for me to become myself again.3

" The absolute denial is made more 1nsistent by the futility
of David's envisioning power;~that he is able to see into
the human paradox but is unable to ‘help himself. which is
the peculiar predicament of contemporary man.32 Despite
its limitation of'subject_matter; the significange of |
Giovsnni'g Rodm1arises when it is considered along. with the
other‘ndvefée Together‘With ﬁgbther Cduntrx and Tell Me

How Lon the Train's Been Gone, they speak of the Americen

»frustration. o

- _”“I‘am‘the mgnggl-suffered. I was there%, The
epigreph to Giov§§g§P§,R§omftestifies to the 5weight“ of
experience that. the “fallen“ have to bear; the theme of
which, according to several critics, has been handled in a
mofe.complex waY,in;Agother Countrx. ,In,coming”to this
nevél wé find;thét heterbse#ual and homoéekual.relat;onships

gbound in 4t. But in the contéxt of what the characters are
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lcoking.gor. these relationships that are of ~predominant

concern in ;“othernCo"tr“ are merely partiel and
illusory solutions, that do not provide the enswers to the
-question figuratively put forward at .the very. beginning of

the novel. .

He stood there s, shivering in the rags of
twenty odd years, and screaming through the -
hornié Do you love me? . Do .you love? .:s the
question was terrible and real.33 _

-George Kent, iS.Qf the cpinicn‘than, the:relaticnships have
a_serious-purpcse, being/?tne instruments fcr the exnlicaﬁ
vtionicf{being,the metaphors for selffdefiniticnfn And, as
he continues, Baldwin is "too concerned gbout whether the
sexual experience provides a transcending 1ove»to’make
distinctions between the heterosexual and homoseyual
experience.“?a This. would be- too uncritical an acceptance
of the viability cf the relationships and would completely
tend to.trace the evolniicn cf being through these
relaticnships. ‘Howard Harper’s‘discriminating stand
provides e more definite. attitude: "the homesexual relation-
ships in Baldwin!s_ficticnﬁ are usually "transitory; they
lead only to. moments of illusion whilst. the heterosexual
relationships;-are "moreapainful,_but.deeper?.?s_ One would
be more in favour ofrﬁhe-latter;qpinion-eépecially‘after
Baldwin's fiction has.seen.fhe:comparaxive fulfilYment of

the heterosexual relationship in-If Beale Street Could Tal
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‘Meanwhile, however. the relationships in ggother Country,
1mark the oistracted efforts ©of the American citizen to
"understand himself and to come to terms with reality. The
isetting for the novel, is in AmeriCa, in New York, where He
forces of disintegration also at work in iov§£g; s Room,
prove’ to be the internal forces that have to be confronted,
wherever the place. In GiQVanni's Room, Paris, even more
than resolving conflicts heightens the sense of victimizar
tion to human irrationality. And self-disoovery as Baldwin
‘also finds out, is not a flight away from, but a grappling
.with, the death-impelling norms of American society. '

. The search fOr;a‘meaningful'identity is not merely
confined to the Black race in dmerica, but also t0 the white
race”livingiih close proximitv With its.Negro brother.
artistic sensibility, leads him’tofproclaim repeatedly, that
the country's need is for-theﬁrelatiVely'dthcious’whites and
tne'relat1Vé1y"conscious“bléqks"36-to'accept'each other.
ThiSﬂmutual endorsement of one another's éXistenceﬁWOuld be
the only mesns of universal rejuvenation. ' But, however
clear=sighted Baldwin‘may'be'iﬁjhis‘essays;-hisifiction does
not suStain'their'liberatiﬂg'idealism;[.ﬁs‘mOSt‘criticS have
'obserVed; aﬁd;.to quotelfrom one of them: "His intricate and

sinhoﬂs"stylé,'graceful“or‘apocalyptic‘as‘the'occasion--v
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requires, is:unmistékable; but his-materialsiseem to defy
‘dramatic control. The Black race and the white, straight
and inverted sex, wérldly and trenscendant concerns;
often break asunder in rhetoric, | fury or- sentiinentf.'"z’ 7 The
charabters1do,'sometimes get lost in the invblgtions of the
story and. they do portrgy the stereotype of the alienated
youth in search of an identity, But the fact that they

are either aspiring or professional artists, figurative
embodiments 6£ the conscious citizen in Baldwin's fiction,
atfempfing, despite the odds, to create life for themselveé,

underscores Baldwin's hope for the birth of the news

' In the essay; 4 Rap on Race, Baldwin dwells to a
large extent upon the defunctive reslity of American lifes
This is the reality, which influences and which entraps the
lives of all the characters in Baldwin's novels; and against
which Rufus Scott in énother Country pitches himselfs Rufus'
bitter warfare with the white world results only in the sgelf
defeating end. His rage; 1is the insensible reaction; which
is foolishly but tragically unable to riéé above itself;
against the implications of his victimizgtion: = "To smash
somefhing is the ghetto's chronic need®; explains Baldwin in
Nofe of a Native Son, but "most of thie time it is the members
of the gﬁetto who smash each other and themselves®.”C .Rufus

succeeds in smashing not 6n1y himself, but also his girl
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friend Leona, till finally alone, denuded of rage, he
faces the ultimate imediscy of a “white God"39 to find
‘nothing within himself, only the anguish that this
recognition has brought to the surface. I imagine that
one of tne reasons that. people cling to their hates so
stubbornly 1s becanse they sense, once hate is gone, that
. they will‘be forced to deal with pain®, 40 In Baldwin's
~ ternms, the violence of Rufus' anger, haS'éonsuméd that
‘natural propensity for love, which is the éupreme ¢riterion
. for the positive reconstruction.  For evéry.chafacter,
<.know1edga»efjﬁufu§f ahandonementvto complete desp;ir at the
beginning of the novel; brings them into a personal
confrontation with the perniciousness of the American
reality; and| which has been lucidly explained in Noteg of
a Native .Son: - ' - '
In ordef-féally‘to5héte white pedple; one has
.to blot so much out of the mind - and the.
" heart = that this hatred becomes an exhausting
and self-destructive poses DBut this does not
‘mean, on the other hand, that love comes easily
eos. It 1s really this, which has driven so many
people mad, both black and white ... And the

trouble finally, is that the risks are real even
1f the choices do not exist 41

For Rufus' sister, one amonbst tne striving many, to

_ continue_tg liyg.alone, undaunted and hopeful yet, without
heeding the‘threat 6f désfruéiion, already enacted through
her brotherds suicide, would reguire an almost impossible
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- heroism. Yet Ida Scott does struggle for an existence., But
the life promised her %s devoid of human trust. Like Rufus,

but better equipped for survival?

2 Ida moves awgy from the
narrow enclosures of Harlem existence, to seek thet which
Rufus sought for in the outside world. Theproven treachery
of this world, imposes its standards upon Ida. In order to
survive, she must defend hergelf from being assaulted end
anmnihilated by it. &nd in the scene wheh Vivaldo watches
Ida unobserved, there is revegled in her hearing, the
ﬁnyielding bitterness of the black race. =She nurses within
herself, the impersonal hatred which was also borne by her
black predecessors, thatﬁis always ready, poised for

destruction:

«es her face a dark mask behind which belligerence
battled with humility. This was in her eyes which
never for an instant lost their wariness and which
were always ready within a split second, to turn
black and lightless with contempt. Even when she
was being friendly there was something in her
menner, her voice, which carried a warning...%3

Although her life has been riddled by hatred and disillusion,
her resistence to it is strong enough to énable her to
approach, however skeptically, the emotional fﬁlfilément of
~love. At first, her alliance with Rufus' friend Vivaldo,
séems to be merely a matter of emotional expedience, when,
in the knowledge of her brother's suicide, she had urgently
needed human support. Baldwin does not strictly follow the
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ralationship to the end. Nor does he allow too revealing
and insight into Ida s psychology - so that the picture i
gethered of her, seems inconclusive. Yet her relationship
with Vivaldo, relatively succeeds where all the others
fail._ But like the other relationships that sbourdin the
novel, the Richard-Cass relationship, the Eric-Yves | g
relationship, the Ru.fuseLeona relationship end the Eric- |
Cass relationship, the Ida»Vivaldo relationship also ."
\reflect the "miserﬁ, confusion and despair“ha reigning over
the American character and which divorces people one from
the other. Through the workings of these relationships in
nnother Coungrx, Baldwin has been able to suggest the |
frenzied search for wholeness. But he has not exercised the
tenacity that was displayed in following the workings of the
~ Psychic mechanism of John Grimes in Go Tell It on, the

Moun tgin.‘ Although each relationship strikes a significant
chord in the human character,’they have not been deeply and
fhlly developed enough s6 as to be the energising means of
self-discovery and of ultimate reconciliation with the

univergse. The forward looking hero of Go Tell It on the

AMountain cannot ¢laim to have. tapped the sources-of‘life in.
this novel,. The.discovery instead is of the perishable
nature of human values in the Americen reality; more.E

specifically, in the city of New York, which is a city
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'“without oaees, run entirely ees fOr money“, where its
'citizens seem to "have lost entirely any sense of their
right to renew themselves“; 80 that whoever in "New York
'attempted to cling to this right, 11ved in New York in
'exile - in exile from the life around him, . and. this,
'paradoxically nad the effect of placing him in perpetual
ldanger of being forever banished from any real sense of
himself“ 45 In short; it speaks for almost every character
in the novel who has been endowed, fortunately or.
unfortunately, with the artistic sensibility, that camot
content itself with the melaise of bourgeeise complacencys
This perhaps, is the reason for Rufus' suicide. He had
ceased to believe in the creative response to his music;
for “no one hearda and since “bloodless people Cannot be
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made to_bleed“, self=violence seemed the only adequate

way to vindicate himself.

The'intermixing of black and white charactérs in
Baldwin's novels, seems to confirm his belief in the
composite nature of the American reality.. Besides, the:
obvioue.fictional-intent, is hot to document the struggle‘
of the Black-American; but to imsginstively create and to
manipulate charscters, both black and white, who have
enough visionary foresight-to make the courageous bid for
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freedom. If thé struggle towards a personal acceptance

of one another was one-sidedly embérked,upon;only by the
Anericen Negro, nothing would be écdomplisﬁed. The
Améficén reality, therefore, shows the struggle of each
charéctér to assimilate the constent reality of his black
or white counterpart and to which he must accordingly

adept his own standards. Fraught with fhese perplexing
conditidﬁs, most of fhé time the OOntemporaryvAmericén;.
;finds himself. entrapped within them. For Vivaldo, al
white ﬁéﬁﬁiﬁﬁﬁg,novelist, although the one important
"question® of his lifé was, how to "discover his possibili-
ties and became reconciled to them," akt7 this only serves to
remind him ironically, of his own disintegrating potential.
His relationship with Ida is an uneven quest for fulfili-
ment end it is not until the very end that both are finally
boufd together in knowledge, however, 1ncomp1ete; of one
another. Meanwhile, Vivaldo has to live out the.entire'
length of his own despair and his uncertain quest for Ide;
and‘Ida, her célculated resolve to defeat the white man at
his gamé and to‘strike up'a mercenary belationship with the
universe. Both are, however, deeply humbled at the end:

There was nothing erotic in it; they were like
two weary chrﬂdren. 4And it was she who was
comforting him. Her long fingers stroked his
back, and he began, slowly, with a horrible,
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strangling sound, to WQQPZ for she was stroking
his innocence out of him.48 _

Baldwin's sensitivity to human.hope lies in that which he
envigions to be;. the whife-man's:voluntary-option out of a
radicéifinnocéncé that has imprisoned him and thet has
chosen to deny:td-the black man his-Ameriqan'identity. To
a certain extent, and at the end of the novel.dea, efééCts
ViValdoisxawakening into knowledge. - She draws hiﬁ out)of
his enslévemer'xt from the -American ignorancez‘ to educate him
for the nobler responsibility of love. Vivaldoitoo,-has not
been entirely indifferent to the influenéeszof lifé around
him, and as he gravitates towards Ida; he indicates the way
of saIVation.f.This is, as Baldwin glso sees and e#presses
it in-one of his essays: "For one of the things that
distinguishes Americans from other people is that no other
people has ever been so deeply involved in the lives of
black men and vice-versa ... It is precisely this black and
white'exprience which may prove of indispenssble value to us
in the world we‘face toqay»"4944

_Whereas the Ide=Vivaldo relationship concludes in
a muted optimism, Richard end Cass, suffer from a lack of
connection with each other and with the natural rhythms of

human growthuv Richard’s(relaxivé;success as~aAhovelist,



only disproves him-as.a man. iﬁ'thé eyes OflCESS, Richard
who stands sccused ofﬁérasitisé, has been unable to bridge
the void in their marriage, which obviously deepened at the
moment of Richagd‘s arrival at material gain. It was Cass
who had not only manfully held the relationship together,

but ﬁho had made the unceasing attempt to heal Richard
through love. But as in the other heterosexual relationships
one's burdens cannot be foisted onto another; it can only be
lightened. When Cass voices her own misgivings to Eric, she
gives expressidn to her personal;ﬁ@ilemma:

I watched Richard this morning eand I thought

to myself as I've thought before, how muc
responsibility I must take for who he is «s.

I score him, after all, for being second rate;
for not having any real passion, any real daring,
any real thoughts of his own ... I had the
daring and the passion. 4And he took them all,so
of course, how could he tell they weren't his?

This brings the situation‘back to Hella in Giovanni'g Rooms:
"But if women are suppoéég;po be led by men and there arentt
any men to lead;them what happens fhén?“51 In a somewhat
similar siﬁuation, Cass ruhs off from Richard to a relation-

ship with Eric.' Yet, Eric can only wish that

_ He could rescue her, that it was within his power
to rescue her and make her 1life less hard, But
it was only love which could accomplish the
miracle of making life bearable = only love and
love itself mostly failed; and he had never loved
her, He had used her to find out something about
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himgelf. 4And even this was not true.52 o

The truth is that Eric is only biding his time before his
homosexuallpartner arrives in New York to join him there,

The permanence of this relationship also becomes questiongble,
because Yves, who is muoh younger will also "dream of escape"
one day. Individual destinies become inextricsble and yet are
deeply isolated from one another, in that all are eware of

| their personal responsibilities to life, but are unable to
help each other.‘ Ideally, the characters must forge for
themselves the Dionysian sense of the constant recreagtion out
of 1ife; but most of Baldwin¥s cheracters lack the clarity of
will to determine the course of salvation for themselves end

ere 1nvariab1y trapped 1n humanaconflicts.v

| The constant yearning for the transcendent ‘moments
of human experience, hes been italicised in the novel, by the
use of Biblical strains and snatches of song, which experience,
khowever, has proved almost impossible to sustain. The only
insistent “note" 1s the note of “buried despair“ Permanent

succour in Another Coggtrx, as 1n ionQQ; S Room is
ultimately denied. |

'~~Baldwin's-fdurth novel, Tell me How Long the Train'g
Been Gone has been regerded "es the most directly political
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novel in that the issues regarding the questions of the
relation of men to soqiety and to each other are more
dramatically and explicitly posed than in any of the preceding
fiction“.53 The reason for this, could be seen as one; by
which Leo Proudhammer, through whom the story is told, who is
an actor of maturity, and therefore, an artist with a
sizeable amount of experience behind him, whose intellectual
faculties have slso been sharpened, brings to the forefront
aspects of the American life which desire to be discussed and
.understood. He begins with the most pressing factor that of
'his own blackness as it relates to the whiteness of others.
In the words of Baldwin: "I have not written about being a
Negro at such length because I expect that to be my only
subject, but only because it was the gate I had to unlock
before I could hope to write about anything else.""s"4 The
unlocking of Leo Prgudhemmer's history could be said to begin
from the conscious look into the.ethics of Negro survival in
America. Besides being an ector, Leo Proudhemmer,
metaphorically embodies the spirit of the artisto> who, in
Baldwin's fiction, personifies the aliensted soul seeking to
Justify itself. Tell Me How Long the Irain'g Been Gone,
offers no bettgr solutions, nor are the problems it
encoﬁnters different from the ones already faced. If it is
_to be seen as displaying eny signs of artistic maturity,

then perhaps the single person narrator, through whose
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perspective the total picture is offered, is at least a
more organized method of telling the story then a novel
like pnother Country which has been too "ambitibusly“56
packed. -The hero's illness, is the gppropriate fictional
device; a refléctive moment in time, to enéble a look into
the past and future so as to be better equipped for the
present. This implies; a more concerted effort to deal
with the problems besetting the American Negro,.who still
has courage enough to pursue his own quest for fulfillment.
There is less of the frenzied search of Another Country -
and more of the realization that "the history which produced
one cannot be given away".57 In Baldwin's terms, this is

the necessary

acceptance, totally, without rancour, of life
as it 1s, and men as they arej in the light
-0f this idea, it goes without saying that
injustice is a common place. But ... we must
never ... gccept these injustices as common
place but must fight them with gll one's
strength,. The fight begins, however, in the
heart.?8 4

The focal centre of the novel lies W1thin the
deepening consciousness of Leo Proudhammer who has ‘
traditionally made his way to the top. The relived events
of his life mark the syndrome of American futiliyy.; But
futility in this novel is not as tragic as the overruling

de_spai_r which paralyse's human relationst_u.p and human




- endeavour in Another Country. The undercurrents of personal
doubt in Tell Me How Logg the Train's Been Gone speaks not
only for the Negro s perpetual sengse of danger even after
professional success has been achieved, but also for the
individual in search of meening and connection; so that, Leo
Proudhemmer is once agaln reminiscent of all the other
characters struggling towards “Bethlehem“ or towards the

. "New Jerusalem? In this novel, there 1s more of a distanced
| analysis of the fragments that have been recslled from the -
past,.andsless,of the frenetic.search for renewal of

~ Another CoUntrx: as if the character is utilising his illness
to consolidate the meaning of his life. But es the last
sentence‘proves about.the_inevitabilitYA0£ hnman_circumstancez
"Then, I ceme backs I first did the movie, Big Degl, not a
very good‘moyie, reallyg and then I‘did a new play, and so
found myself, presently, standing in the wings agaln, waiting -
for my cue."sg Withdrawal from the humen lot Ais never the
solution for Baldwin's characterso All of them are drawn to
the epicentre of human life which pre-supposes suffering and
. promises renewal thrOugh»human,iove. ‘But the ultimate
realization of that meaning, in the three novels dealt with

~ in this chapter, proves elusive to each one of them. The
thematic confrontation is of the fully conscious charaoter,
facing:tne phenomenal invincibility of creation and

destruction, and successfully or unsuccessfully reflected in
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his 1ife, in the social arena of day to day communications

In Telluﬂe-How.Logg the Irain's Been Gone, it
is as if Leo Proudhammer discovers the ultimate "aloneness®
of every individual, This is made clear in the conclud}ng
sentences yhen the narrative places emphasis ubon~the
personel pronoun: "Then, I went away to Europe,:e;Onew Then,
I cam beek, If first did the movie ... and then I did a new
play, and so found myself,,presently. standing in the wings
again, waiting for mymcue_“sé-o Just as the initiation intd
Self'awarenese, is in most cases externalmso”;ts realization
is en internal process to be perfected ealone. The ultimete
confrontation partly understood and partly realized-by Leo
Proudhemmer, is with the derk and unknown side of the self,
where the reauvenetive birth which will transmute human
travail, wil},issue from 1t?. Howeverlin_the thrée novels
discussed in the chapterg}Ba;dwin‘hesfnot been eble to

menipulate that moment of complete reneval.

'Neither Leo Préudhammer' Urelationship with
Barbara King nor with Christepher. seems to assert any very
‘ieetihg‘eleims upon”him That is the prerogative of his
profession. This, 1ronica11y speaks of the possibility of
the American Negro's success, but %t also implies that there
is something more to be desired other than professional gain.
This is something experience teaches Leo Proudhemmerw "If it
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1s true, as I expect. that people turn to each other in the
hOpe of being created by each other then 1t is ebsolutely

true that the uncreated young turn, to be created, toward

thelr elders“ 61

, Perception of the need for human ‘
1nterrelatedness seems to be the special contribution of
Christopher to Leo Proudhammer. Their relationship is more
in the nature“ ’of father and son'. elder brother' and yoﬁng‘er ’
brother, a. continuation of the relationship shared with his
own brother Caleb. But this again has not the ﬁner |
possibllities of heterosexual love where a polarised recipro-~
city opens up the possibility for a deeper understanding of )
human continuity. _With the fourth novel, Beldwin assesses
the possibility of life in 4merics, which reflected in Leo
Proudhammer, 1s found wenting.

I loved: Barbara. I knew it then, and I really
know it now; but what, I asked myself. was I
to do with her? Loves; ho : _protect. But
these were not gmong my poOss bilitics. . And;
since they were not; I felt myself, bitterly,
and most unwillingly, holding myself.outside
“her sorrow; holding myself, .in fact, outside
her love; holding myself Beyond the reach of
ny blasted possibilities. _

Throughout the telling'of his own story, Leo Proudhammer‘is
weighed down by a sense.of exile from hnman~1nVolvement; as
a resnlt of which, he has not been able to justify his own

mesgre role in it. "There was a sense in which it certalnly

could be said that my endeavour had been for nothing, Indeed, -
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T Had conquered the city; but the city was stricken with
Uplague”563- Once. agaln, as. in the other two, the novel -
concludes with a sense of 1ife, unfulfilled. That the
-erotic potential remains unrealiseti. is not so: much a.
faiiure‘on.the part of the characters, as in Baldwin's
spparent. inability to realise that potential in the

- personal level, and to translateﬁit:intq‘fictivevtermsJ,The.
failure; hbwever,<is alsoyindicative of the corruptibility
of the American attempt .to define itself.

\ . Th§ ;ehéwé; sbughi fbr byféveryIChéracfer,.démands
a total surrender of the self; a giving up of the old, for
prihéipiés as yet undiéédvéred, bﬁt nevef 1mprobabiea However,
the telling comment that,‘“any upheaval in the universe is
terrifying beCause it S0 profoundly attacks one's sense of

64

one' s own reality“ 1s applicable to almost every character
in Baldwin's three novels under consideration in this Chepter.
None of them ever succeeds in realising his or her-own
poteﬁtiél for the péwer@ﬁte i1fe;'It is’not that'renewal is
'1mpossib1é, but, they seem ungble to suétaih‘those mOmenfs of
achieved connection with each‘oﬁhér‘and with fhe universe; so
that the fall back into blindness and despair impels them to
blundér fhrough évery relationship. The failure of Baldwih's
cherscters in these three novels, elso tells something of the’
American abyss through which gll of them must passs In the
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end, each one of them, lives with the knowledge of his own
£2111bility; unable to help Ehimself, unable to rise above
his own situation, Baldwin does succeed, however, in
conveying the essence of the Negro exile in America, which
in the words of Julisn Mayfield writing sbout the Negro
writer, reinforces Baldwin's sensitivity to the Black
Americénﬁé.unjusttfiedveXpnlsion.from‘the country of his
birth:

He walks the streets of his nation an alien, and

yet- he feels no bond to the continent of his

ancestors. He is indeed the man without a .

.country,. And yet this very detechment may give

‘him the insight of the stranger in the house;

placing him in a better position to illuminate
contemporary Americean 11fe.65 ~

GIOVQEQ;'QHROOm, Anctger Countrg'énd Tell Me. How

Long the Train' are related to one another in

Been Gone.
the ﬁroblems that they confront,lwhich ere not only those of
the questing Negro's but that of the Amer1Can's search for
unity and his encounter with the bewildering complexities
that 1mpede him from complete ‘achievement. The novels do a
cross-section of the malady of contemporary dAmerican confu-
sion, and throw up as a consequence, a characteristic range
of experience and of human personelities, ‘indicating thereby;
that the way to selfareconciliation is only through
conﬁusion and anarchys which, however, never means that the

American character ought to be overtsken by them. - Those
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moments of lucid introgpection in these novels, however
inconsistent, are positive arrowmarks. towards human stability.
- They are the result ¢f the’Charasters'-enduring'allegiance
to life. The energy dispelled.in human warfere With the
fOPGeSwOfAIife and déath; séeks tofréctify:itself-once :
againain the priVacy of such maments;-sd that, experience as
portrayed- in the three novels, is justified in: relation to
the ultimate discovery of the value of the moulding
influences of human exisﬁence. As the characters strike out
towards-a'self-dgfined freedom, they mark the humen progress
towards solutions, More sustaining, in the three novels,
however, 1is the threat of éﬁtindt{dn'in'thé face of over-
riding perplexities. The characters have run the gamut of
American disillusionﬁeht. and fhe ndvelsilobk:forward to the
1iberating experlence of If Begle Street Cou;g ggg, which is
| not founded upon any baseless idealism, but upon a realistic
and stoical looking forward 1nto life.
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Chapter III

"GOING TO MEET THE MAN® - THE IMPERATIVE FOR
RENEWAL
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| The short stories restate in a concise-way,
the-conditions of Negro life in America. At the same
time, they sound Baldwin's firmly held belfef in the
poOssibilities of remaking the American future.. They are
thematically related to the novels for they also examine
those egpects of the American character that desire
change. The story=telling technigues of the short stories
are those followed in Baldwin's novels. . In fect; one of
the earlier short story, "The Rockpile® was the original
draft for the first novel Go Tell It on the Mountgin,
These stories clarify the issues that are of vital concern
with all of Baldwin's charecters, for, they question the
integrity of life in America end they look for the hidden
depths that will bring about renewal for the American |
cheracter, both in the personal and political sense. They
are importent to this study of Baldwin's quest for selfhood,
for they enact simply and briefly all aspects of the .
American reélity. The feadér‘is brought closer to the .
problems that all of Baldwin's charecters have to confront,
- for in the short stories, the focus upon the individual
ﬁrdbléms of every character has been done so directly end
clearly. Kg fhe same time, one is taken into the heart of
the Negro consciousness and one is made aware of its

unrealized power, walting to manifest itself for America.
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/éaldw;niqenxpgs each story around the human
image of bewilderment and pain, end coﬁqentratéé ﬁpah'£hé
nature of the American suffering, through~§haracﬁefs who/
are'sensitive ehough to articulate, either consciously or
unconsciously, their own predicament and who will seek
Within themselves and within one another'the way out of the
bonded-life in America.s The dissolution of the Americen
reality, finds perfect embodiment through figures such as
the white community in "Going to Meet'tne Man", who partske
of the barbarous lynching of a black mane This_is.an
gppraisal of the moral regression thet occured within the
white Americen, since his country's dependence upon the
institution of slavery. ‘But as the stories localize the
nature of the American dispOssession, they also re=locate
the curative centre, which lies both in the social and in the
spiritual piaﬁe, partly pregmatic and partly visionary in
charecter. This has been rationally explained in the
eéssays. In Nobody Knows My Ngme, Baldwin speaks of cracking"
the American image to "find out and deal with what it hides®.
Earlier 4n the book he likens 1ife to a furnece, and freedom
to the fire which burns eway illusion. If this were epplied

to his fiction, one would see the artist's genuine attempt to
| burn awagy the illusion of the American success, to make the
voluntary effort of taking a “hard look" at the reality of

the American "incoherence®, so as to reassess American.
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stendards.’ *Tncidentslly, the artist is the prime example
of that disciplined effort to’effeqt a purposeiul diséovery
within the American heart. Ult;maiely, solutions depend as
much upon the individual effort to cope with ane another at
the social level, as this'in turn depends for its success
s/upon a deeply exacting introspection that would unbind the
spiritual capacities of every individual in AmericaJ Thus,
in obogx Knowg Mx Nggg, Baldwin can vehemently staxe that,
the country "will not be transformed by an act of God; but
by all of us. by you and me ..."'2 only after he has
realized in ogeg of g Ngﬁive Son, the extent to which his
owm father was destroyed by the hatred which incapacitated
hin as an individusl and which shut_him_qfi from the
possibility of being ﬁoraliy fesuscitafed by ;;;ah relation=
ship. Baldwin chOOses to fight for his own 1dent1ty, not
to be swamped in "hatred and despair" 3 as his father wase
Most of the characters in the short stdries, reflect his
own atﬁempt{;c keep_theAhegrt ggee of hatred and despalr so
as«fo be strong enough ta battle W1th the'hazards of dally .
1life in America, end to work at reapt1Vating once again,
America's lost potential. Tng short¢stog1es‘emphasizev
Baldwin's faith in the rejuvenstive possibilities of the
Amepican‘chargdter. They'ﬁaké the agsthéticpbvertune to
the practicebility of the fulfilling life in America by
1maginative1y_gréppling with thevsources of the Americah



77

confusion, alresdy rationelized in the earlier essays,
 but ewalting gbalification through his fiction,

Although the thematic content is the same, in the
collection of short stories, Going to Meet the Man, yet
there is none of the unnecessary repetition that is to be
found in Baldwin 8 more ambitious novels 1ike Agoth

lCoggtrx and gg Abova Mz Hegg Each story is clearly
| 'structured to focus only upon a dimension of the greater
| American universe, Lmhioh is the subject of Baldwin'

o writings.l They touch only upon those aspects of the

| American life that they direct themselves upon. " The

: repetitive actions and dialogues which normally saturate
his novels have been minimised to the extent that the
stories function more by implicetion than by explicationa

‘_‘The characters exist as suggestive embodiments of

| creativity or destructivity. The black musician in
“Sonny's Blues" is understood to be a symbol of hope,,
the white sheriff in “Going to Meet the Man“ is a
.‘ end youth in “The Rockpile" and in "The Outing“ :
represents the callowness of inexperience. but which hopes
:to be ultimately liberated £rom,its environment.' The

short stories indicate Baldwin s potential for creetively
reckoning with the veried challenge of American 1ife,




This is reflected in esch story, in his deep emphasis wpon
ffdé;rééognitfon‘of'the“confUaion'ﬂboth pﬂblid~aﬁd;priVaié“ﬁ
ruling the lives of his struggling characters who are
fortunately, slwsys consciously end constantly attempting
ﬁlto find themselves,' Wheh'sometimes. some of the gtories
show some cnéracters‘gaccumbing to the wayward influences
0f their surroundings, ss in the case of the whife-lover
Paul in "ComeOut the Wilderness", there are the other
prototypical figures of maturity end hope in the other i)
stories, who eQualiée this gense of hopelessnesss] They
prove to be the'Tegenerative figures; figures who on the
other hend imply, that the lost might onée again £ind life
for themselves and that the capacity for self=rénewsl need
»never*be'surrehderédﬂ On the whole, the images of hope |
predominate in the shorﬁrstories.*'Ultimately.while the
short stéries ‘expose the fallecles upon which Ameriéa has
built itself, they redirect the resder's vision, through the
suffering writ large upon the lives of every charascter to a
clearer understanding of the spiritusl requiretients needed

o remeke AmericCa.

‘The short stories are intensely lyricgl. They
tap the essence of ﬁhe Black experience in America, riven
by innumergble conflicts with the white world as in. "Previous
Condition“; or with the Bleck Church (as in the "Outing® and
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The Rookpile“), which 1s essentially an institution that
merely appropriates the white man's valuess or even with
the elienation ffom the self asAin the garly part of
ScooY‘e 1ife in "Somnny's Blues". More profoundiy the:
v/iyrioism-erisesvout of the black man's deep recognitién
- and acoeptance of his alienated. 1ife in »America,, of his
- ,zindubiteble staxus as: American citizen5 and . of his chosen
,responsibility to work for moral . perfection within himgelf
and within: other..s tooa -This lyricism 1s .elso depehdent vpon
the,idioml thet-Ais deeply embedded .wit;hin:."the Black American
conseience which secks outlet in its folk expressions ‘fn
the short stories, it'speaks-through the'erray of hards
sufferinc personageso. This relates them 0 the kind of
,£olk wisdom found in."Some gospel songs? and in "Jjazzf.
A¢cording. éo Baldwin in The Fire Next Time,~“in all jezz,
and especially 1n the blues; there is something tart and
Aronic, authoritative and: dou.bl.e-=-edged"6 It &s as if 4n

- the collection of short stories Goin ,t°~Meet~t'e»M n,

-Baidmny'follqws the teﬁhniques-of,jéiz music, and of the

: blues;,-.'.wmchﬁerbauze their sentiments from the depthé of
himen expez;"-ienc'e.- | "Only people® who heve been "down the
line", says Baldwin, "know What this music is sbout®’s, In

~Nobady Knoxg}_s.' Mx Name, he expresses the same but in different
wordss  “In "a'-‘way;, ‘the Negro tells us where the bottom is:
beCngg he 1is there .o -.8 - Despite his knovwledge of the
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déspeiring depths, the black men is able to articulat® an
enduring optimism through his songs and through his
personal life. This courage to deal with suffering has
béen receptured in every story,.of which the underlying
insistence is upon the option for 1life, the imperative to

geek renewal.

In the short stories, Going to Meet the Men,
Baldwin directs his ebilities more towards exploiting on a.
figurative level, the illogicality of life, es is
especieally experienced by the American Negro; to express
both hope and despalr, as well as to show through various
charecters the complex range of his awareness of the
unevennes of Negro experience in Amer;ea. In less vocal
terms, but more poetic in exprgssion, end depending much
upon undérstatements, it could be seen that the collection
of short stories form the reservoir of Baldwin's E;éative
ability. They hold in stock, latent embodiments o£ .
charscters like Jesse in "Going to Meet the Man® or the
urbang Mr. Davies in “Come_Out the Wilderness®, who hints
at.thevpotentia;vfbr tragic recognition. These will later
be tgken up or have slreedy been exploited for ﬁse in the
novels, so that Somny's nerrator-brother in “Sonny's Blues®
looks forward to the elder—bréther-narrator in Just above
'Mx_Hegngr even to gggthoudhammer's brother Caleb in
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Tell Me How Long the Train'sg Been Gone; whilst the
Rirth=Davies relationship is charged with the possibilities

of achieving what Fonny end Tish will echieve in If Begle
Street Could Tplk., Needless to say, John in- ‘@he <Bockpile",
has slready found full justification as the adolescent hero

of Go Tell It og tge Mountg;n. These characters 1n the

short stories, 1mp1y that they contain overtones of the

:‘multiplicity of American existence as depicted 1n the

. novels. They also play out, but on a lesser key, the quest

,for renewal and provide a concise .and 111um1nating

catalogue to the types of charaoters to be found in the

novels.‘ They indicate that persistent concern for

preorienting oneself out of the historical confusiond 4s in

the novels, the central dilemma of the short stories, is as

_Peter, one of the oharaoters 1n the short story “Previous

Condition“, enunoiates it “"I didn't seem to have a place®. 9
The only alternative left for every charaoter. is to attempt

: the fight for self-.justiﬁcation, to seek for a proper

plaoe and to find his role 1n the American universea

From "The Rockpile" to “Going to Meet the Man®,

the stories span the pheses of a maturing oonsoiousness.

.There seems to be no evidence however, of Baldwin

1ntentiona11y systemizing the stories. All the same, the
first two, "The Rockgile? end "The Outing®, deel with the
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transitory stege between boyhood end early manhood;..in
short, . the period of awakening into knowledge. One -
‘encounters: as in Go Tell It on the Mountain, not.only the.
obstecles of religion end of race that are the prominent.
fééiuresuof»theiblack ghetto, but also forebodings of
sexual entanglementaa‘ ?he uneasY presagings of. the future
‘is manifested in “The Rockpile“ 1n John's extreme 1soletion,‘
and in "The Outing“ in Johnie s inability to sublimate his
',.thaugnxs in religious humility. The fatner-f;gure in both . -
stories stands for the overweening destructivity of the
orthodox ‘and the fanaticalg qualities ascribed to the = .
:novelist's own father in Noteg og a Ngtivg Son, and which

has fictional culmination in Go T 11 It on t'e Mo» tain. In-

the first novel, the 1rony haa been finely sharpened to -

| bring home the unbridged gep between the depresadng
actuality and the illusion of fulfillment. Although there
is not this 1ronic perfeetion 1n the earlier two storiee, yet
they do-conclude openeendedly, dn the -sense that they,ape
‘1nconclusive about the rift between father and sond On a
broader level, the personal conflict becomes the conflict
between authoritarian religion and boyhood 1nnocence seeking:
a more palpable lovea This 4s the fbcal point. cf-interest
in both’storiee,_ They are a step back to ‘a particular time

in the past where Baldwin. examines tne causalities that have
led to the spiritual torment of a black "John® or a black
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"Johnnie®? and which divides them internally; the result
being;eithef’a hazardous withd?awél from the religious
communality of the saints into ébsqlute~freédom, or to a
pledging together with them of suffering and of worship in
obedience to their misguided ‘elders. But this inevitabi=
1ity is hot within the limitéd scope of the two stories.
Whaz'nas been more polignently enacted, is the black youth'é! 4
inagbility to accept tmque'stio:ningly, the authoritarian
dictates of an already obsolete univeréé;'figured through
the'guilt-ridden, fanatical elders of the black combnnity;
Consequently, "he tekes recourse to the self, the only
institution that will legalise his unformed and yet to be
understood yearéing; for encouragement and ful filiment of
Asomé kind. Even at this infant stage, the younger
protagonists of the two stories, like John Grimes in

Go Tell It on the Mountain, only simulate obedience. Théy
are unconsciously merking time until they ere old enough to
break away from the réétrictive conventions of the black
11fe so as to seek the personal convictions that would help
l/;h'eay mark thekway in which the
bleck man, if he is to survive with his soul untreammelled,

them stand on their own.

N _ v
must choose for himself., The young participants are acutely
alive to the poésibilities of the unencountered world. They
. are 1gnorant of experience, but they enticipate a future |
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based uwpon a complete break from the past.

With the third story, ‘“The Men Child“ Baldwin
moves within the realms of a child's consciousness.
wnatever happens, whateverlis perceived, is impressionise_
tically recorded according to the childrvictim's artless
‘“'perception of the adult world surrounding him, Eric 8
;'“gimplicity juxtaposes 1tself to the adult complexity of
nis mother, his father snd his father S friend Jamle who

is inseparable from his brown and yellow dog. The story
| hinges upon Baldnin’s uncanny 1nsight 1nto the frozen
capacities of the white world ironically played through
Erio 8 dim grasp and his naive unawareness of the failure
of the human entity around him The more adult conscious=
ness of the ertist expeses the nullifying unreality of
the child's environment, through Eric himself, who becomes
4 the unwitting victim of e eociety barely able to adjust
,itself to ‘the besetting oroblems of adulthood. The
opening paragrapn, exposes the spiritual disintegration
that has already orystaliized the humen faculties of Eric's
parents, and of Jamie., One reads that'

L eee Eric 1ived,w1th his father, who was a faimer
- and the son of a farmer; and his mother, who had
. . been cgptured by hig father on some far=off,
‘ublessed, unbelievable night, who had never since
‘burst her chains,' She did not know that she was
chained any more than she knew that she livedin
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~terror of the night - One child was in the

churchyard, it would have been Eric%s little
- sister and her name would heve been Sophie ol
then, not long ago, there had begun to be a
pounding in his mother's belly «ss But then :
again his mother had been sick.... and when she
© " came back the pounding was not theré any more,
. nothing was there any more. His father laughed
less, something in his mother's face seemed to
have gone to sleep for ever.10 A

The blighted energy of love, is symbolically illustrated
in the. failure of humean birth in the story. Eric is the
different.when-it bears vlolently down_upon,the murdered
figure of the boy. .

'I’have to go', he ‘repeated, -andy ‘as- Jamie moved
. Ytowards -him the tight ball of terror in his

bowelsy in his throat, swelled and rOSe. exploded,y -
- hé opened his mouth to scream but Jamie's fingers
‘gc10sed around his throst: He stared, stared into
Jenie's eyes.11 ‘ o

Whatever the motivee, Jamie s murder. ls a form of violence,
of a type with Richard's suicide in Go. Tell It on the
_Mountain or. wlth:Giovanni's death impulse 1n Gigvenni'g
Room ‘or even with Rufus Scott's sulcide in - Another Country;
vpersonalized aspects of the American. despair that blindly:
seeks to vindicate itself. even in the most unprincipled of
wayse In the short story, the violence has already been
apprehenqed_ip\Baldwln'e:account of E:lc's instinctive
recoil”f?om Jemie, whegg‘"Jemie ealeed:ﬁls eiee and looked
at Erlé‘and oes Eric had looked into Jemie’s eyess! Jamie
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smiléd that strange sﬁilevof an old man and-Eric moved
closer to his motheébi12 In her weary recognition of
Jemie's debilitated manhood Eric's mother also reacts
against Jamie. Her négetive response signifies the mor@;
collepse of Eric's world:s ’ )

"Eric caught her regard bent on Jamle; ... He

could not read her look, -but it reminded him

of that moment at the birthday party when he

had. looked into Jamie's eyes. She seemed. to

be looking at Jomie as though .,. she were
discovering, with some surprise, that she had
never really liked him but .also felt, in her
weariness and weakness, that 1t did not reelly .

matter now" 1z

| Baldwin.replays ell over again, the terrifying

‘nullity which the humen imege in his fiction is stemped with
" and surrounded bys His focus 1n"The Man Child" &s in the
1ast story, “Going €0 Meet the Men® 1s upon the white.
Peality that 1s,derid ofyemetional‘secunity._~The deceptive
social normalcy is only surface deép., Behind it lies the
sevageness of the Americen spirit. This menifests itself in
Jemie's ‘actual .murder of Ericj thet point when the underground
instincts assert their power. Nothing about the nmurder has
been explicib1y de£1neda hThe_narrative merely-fqllows\the
~train of events, as if Eric's consciousness were still
,reeording what waé a#tually'happening to him. Eric's future,
- his hope of inheriting his father's farming land one day, is
displaced[by his sudden deéth and Jamie, the murdérer
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disappears 1nto the night. It 1s as if Baldwin ends the
story thus, to emphasise upon tha American indifference
towards one another. The story plumbs tre depths of the
Amerlcan negativity to stress more deeply upon America s
need to renew itself and to rediscover the moral signifiw

cance of 1ove. o

As vas discussed in the second chaptery Baldwin's
novéls do not state the- explicit answers, they. merely hinﬁ at
solutions. While revealing the fallible American reality,
Baldwin obliquely suggests the urgentnecessity for opting out
of it. The responsibllity for this, . is Carried out by the
figure of the artist in "Previous Condition" "Sonny s Blues®
and “This Morning, Thls Evening, So Soon®, In “Previous
Condition". in Peterts exilement from the. American lifey; lies
~ the unresblveddilenna of the Negro who discovers for himself

what the American life has shaped him for:

. I’m worried gbout what's happening to- me; - to. 5
© inside.,. I don'"t welk the streets, I crawl.
never been like this before, Now ‘whensi:I- go to
. a.strange place I wonder what will happen; wﬁll I
be accepted, If I'm accepted, can I agcept??

These are. qnestions that assail Peter when he 1s told to
ieave the room of a hotel rented out only to whites, but
which was.obtainedlfor him by his Jewish :rienda_ There is
irony in the’fasfvthat;ihis friend is a Jew, who is at best
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therefore, acceptsble because he is whitei The entire
story centres around Peter's vehement despair. His life
repegts the failure of many of Baldwin's protasgonists; |
and when he begins to see into his ownrpersecuteé
existence, he feels "betreyed ... beaten as a person",
becguse he has “no honest place to stand."15 Peter's
story is a fictionsl excerpt from the lives of anyone of
Baldwin's black protagonists, who are always consciously
articulating their doubts and fears, and in the course of
which, they penetrate through the ugliness of the American
- experience to realize finally, that, they are the unwanted
rece. 4An example of this, is Peter's expulsion from the
hotel: "'I can't have no coloured people -here ... I don't
have nothing’ egainst you, but you gotta get outgt“16 This
outright denial of the black man's proper statusvin
dAmerica sparks off a violent reaction. Peter represents
the ruined figure of the Black artist whose liberation
critically depends upon his country's awareness of its

' failure to negotiate harmony between its people, as much as
this also depends upon its concerted effort to actualize
unity;«_ln all his essays, Baldwin restates his countrymen's
needs. But, as he explains himself in Noboy Knowg My Name,
his white countrymen are too obviously bent upon preserving

their innocence'! to be sble to see into the living
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conditions of the fallen multitude of blacks around them,
“who like Peter, find abode only on the pefibheries,of the
American soclsl justice. Where Peter despalrs ebout the
possibility of ever being able to communicate with the
"easy going, hard drinking, flotsam and jetsam® people of
 New York and wonders "4f I was sble any longer to trust
anybody. Not on top, where all the world could see, but
underneath where everybody 11ves“,18 Sonny, in the nezst
story, taﬁes this u 28 a challenge upon himself; to create
the living consciousnéess within himself end to be the
living exzmpler of that inner unity through his music, which
is the communicating agent. Sonny goes under only to come
up agein, not in triumph but better fitted to live his life
all over again:

“Sonny's Blues" has been narrated by Sonny's
elder .brother, He endows it with the perspective of the
sensitive brother well past the zenith of his own youth, |
which allows him a clear sighted look into the life that
his younger bbother is now meking for himself. - The young
-aspirants of the early short stories, "The Outing® and
"The ‘Rockpile® meet in the struggling figure of Sonnys' The
remarkable fact about Baldwin's characteré, is their
singular ability to attempt to undefstand life and also to
- make the effort to live creatively, despite_the~odds egainst
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Condition“ becanse, though Peter is emotionally crippled

'yet, he 1s not dead, and the story which touches only upon
.a.particular phase of Peter 8 1ife does not conclude with

any dramatic collapse in the life of Peter itselfq Although
Peter realizes that he does not seem to have a %place“19 1n
the White American system, yet his despair 1nd1cates the
depths out of which the Black American must emerge to forge
better and newer standards for himself. This partly explains
why most.qf-ledwin’s.characﬁers are. artistss Thsy belong

to that category of men who are unable to live out.ths drab
and ﬁhe pibsaicliin’life,,but mustAmake-ﬁhe repeated endesvour
$0 reach their own creaﬁgvevcentresoh,slthaugn most times they
fail, yet their failure marks the eanointment of. o deeper
.diseovery,of,themseives..Theyfchalk out. the way to self
knowledge and personal rejuvenation. Baldwin's short stories, .
demonstrate.thef;snifold quickening of the Black=American spirit.
Each story bears the mark of a sensitive consciousness bent upon
its search';or t;uth within the American labyrinth; so that .
figures like Sonny, who hsve,beén scarred by experience, - and,
therefore, proved to be of human make, stand emblematically
Justeposed to the bewildering life, as figures approaching the
essence of that knowledge which Sonny himself confesses to be
existing in %3ll that hatred and migery and love®, 20 His music.
is the outcome of knowledge heavily paid for in terms of humen
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suffering, It fulfills its potential at the end vhen it
communicates its meaning through the responsive and

_apprecietive audience of Sonny's brother:

. Then: they all gathered- around Sonny and Sonny
. played. Every now and sgain, one of them geemed
- 40 say; amen, . Sonny's fingers filled the air .
with life, his lifgyl But that life contained
so many others ... Then he began to make it
his «.. I seemed to hear with what burning he
had made it his, ‘with what burning we had yet
to make it ours, how we could cease lementing.
Freedom lurked ground us and I understood gt
last, that he could help us to be free if we
would listen, that he would never be free until
ve did 00021
At such a point, the music'becomes an autonomy of the
‘1iving ‘and communicating power of perception. It is the -
wé;itieal point of awareness for both artist and audience
alike, for it communicates the artists' discovery to the
audience, end transmits the response of the sudiénce; in
greater dimension back to the artist. In course of the
exchange, it touches upon the universal in hhman lifed It
establishes a jmusical rapport, howédver, momentary, that
quells confusion and genuinely hopes for perpetual renewal,
through a responsible and personal connection with one
another. Contrasted to Sonny's trenscending capecities, is
the collapse of Rufus Scott 1h'£gother Country which becomes
. the failure of his music, through the imperfect sublimation
of his suffering, In other words, the efficacy of Somny's
music, lies in its transmuting power. - The artist, who is
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hgt euly_the_maker-of.musie anéfpoetry. but the responsive
indiviuual; stands at the creaxive centre° he will

accomplish the change.' Baldwin's use of the blues, his
graphic description thfough Sonny's life, of the depths

that it touches and of the heights that it can reech, show
up the double-edged wisdom attributed to the sAmerican-Negro s
stoic ability to live even whilst accepting human adversity.
This is the abiding force not only behind Sonny's music, but
behind most of the short stories as well. It suggests both
the depressing and the 1iberating. the real and the ideal,
but leavesrit to the recipient to understand the significance
of beth,'se that be migutvalse eventualize fulfilment of some
-soft,‘semetime,’ Tse short stefies are beth_fictionally
inte:estiug and:morally,educative, each stpry'a;parable of the
_black-endeavoup.ao fight for the change of heart within
himself‘and.within‘other Americans as wella

Tha»nekt‘story, "This Morning, This'Evening,

- So Soon®, is peised upon the ave of the protegonists return
to dmerica. #s he makes a final tour of Paris, he reckons
with himself upon the reslities that the return to 4merica
portends: "I think of all the things that”I have seen
destroyed in Amerieas_all'the things that I have lost there,
sll the threats it holds for me .end mine”.22 He dwells upon
the fact that he would never have married .his Swedish wife
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. Harriet, if in America, becauset

1f Harriet had been born in americs, it would
~have taken her a long time, perhaps for ever,
40 look on me-as a man like other meny if I -
had met her in America, I would never have been
able to look on her as a woman like all other
women., The habits of public rage and power

- would also have been our private compulsions.
and would have blinded our eyes.

. Looking into the conditions of life in America he has the
~obJjective adventage of the outsider, beCause of his

. voluntary exilement away, whilst still remaining its native

_ son, . Where the "Man Child" and "Going to Meet the Man"

:~syﬁbolica11y play out the American tragedy, in "This Morning,
This Evening, So Soon"; the protagonist, who is also a

-singer and therefobe-, .an artist; mekes a stxfaightéfo;‘ward

AaﬂalekﬂOf America’s prIVate deformities.

Once one had become 'Pete' or 'Jamie' or 'Bill!
all that could decently be known was known and
any suggestion that there might be: further
depthg, a person; so to speek, behind the name,
was taken as a violation of that privacy which
did not, paradoxically, since they tristed it
80 little, seem to exist among the ‘Americans.!
They epparently equated privacy with the
unspeakable things they did in the bathroom or
the bedroom, which they relsted only to the
analyst, and then-read about in the pages of
best sellers ... Nothing was more familiar to
them than the sight of a dark boy, singing, ...

. It was under cover of darkness, my own darkness,
that I ¢could sing for them the joys, passions
end terrors they smuggled about with them like
the steadily depreciating contreband. Under
cover of the midnight fiction that I was unlike
them because I was black, they could steadily
gaze at those treasures which they had been
mysteriously forbidden to possess and were never
permitted to declare.24
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ABaldwin writes his essays. Coming from the depths'of one
bitterly exploited but, now settled in life, in regpect
of emotional fulfilment, it has the trencnancy of “the black
spirit which approsches neality aware-of:its tragic
shortcomings. "Thé pﬁotagdnist'who hééialready distanced
himself from -America need never return to it. 'HOWever,‘aé
the short story implies, and as is repeatedly Sfated by |
Baldwin, 2 flight of eny kind, 1f it is to have & meaning=
ful .end, must terminste in the return to Americe; the
coming to terms with one's blackness snd re=discovering the
’American integrity. For,‘élthough'ﬁhe ffuth is that, -
“evéryone'svlifq*is always shapedxby races, churches and
armies”, yet "everYohe‘s'iife begins on a level where races;
armies, and churches stOp" 26 This is what the protegonist
has practically attempted and has ideally sought for, in
his gongs, but all his eﬁfort was expended-away from the
americen homeland, i‘n'P'axiisian surroundings 'ami'dst' an alien
Cultupe."The,actual tegt, lies in his refﬁrn-to Americay to
the disillus;Qned and deépairing'country, where‘life must be
found and:re-creéted‘dnde agaiﬁ:'

The significance of tne story rests upon the
protagonists imminent return to America° his feelings of

uncertainty towards his own country, his preparation for the
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mature:confrontation with 1t, and in the ooupage'he
displays in realising for himself that once 1n America he
might have to remodel his 1ife and addust himself to the
standardS;there,~ But as Baldwin says in Notes of a Ngxive
Son, "truce® is the "best one can hope for", This is not

e way ofnsurrendering oneeeif,to oircunstences_bpt.Of
properly'identiinng oneseli,with Ame:ica_as an'American
‘NegrO'and‘taking‘pride in Just thate "I suppose; the most
difficuit (end most rewa:ding)‘thing'istmy life hes been the
fact that I was born a Negro and was forced, therefore,r to
effect some kind of truce‘with'this reality"§27 The
pratagonist of "This Morning; This Evening, So Soon",
displays Just such an ettempt to understand himself,‘to be
wholly in touch with the centre that. will forge his identity
anew. His return to America vitally rests upon his ability
to understand his own predicament, and to gear himself

towards something positive.

There are poignant oveb-tones of tne indelibi-

N la.ty of the white man's betrayal in®Come Out the Wilderness",
underlying what seems to be a contemporary enactment of the
American frustration. Ruth, the Amerj.Can Negro; and Paul,
the oon of t{he whité fanaeters“-, are trepped in a relationsghip
betokening the ektra—liersonel conflict that hes existed
between Bleck and w.hite Anericens; It is pernaps significent
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. that: Paul, remains unrelentingly_1rrespcns1b1e; deliberately

a,innbcentgand.natnnally.inclined.towards.thewguiltiess .

. American pose, which has already had natural.repercussions

;-in-the}intermittent explosions of.¢r1mina1,rielence.and_,

- prolonged. sexual devietions in the_countrm.'fThis,is.as

- #1lustrated 4n an;earlierfshort.story..1n tnemenchild Jamie,
who ‘has regressed.from. his natural propensity for the fulfil-

. ing humanraction Ainto the defensive saVageness of. the mcrally

.. deranged, who finds fulfilment only through the. negatlon of

ano'ther LI

o The title of the story is derived from a gospel
’song: “Come out the Wllderness/Come out the Wilaerness/How
~did you feel when you come out the wilderness/Leaning on the
Lord?“as. It speeks with the ardent staplicity of a religious

faith that belxess the tragic complexity. alreadJ encountered,
of the‘American wilderneesg in which bcth Ruth and Paul are
trapped. ﬁuth's past bears'a definite imprint of the

: American Negro's search for emotional. harmony, with its -
subsequent disenchantment, in Ruth's advent upon America S,
predomlnantly white metrOpolis, New York. In New York,  her
personal troubles become less manageable, because the sense
of unpootedness end her feelings of estrangement which were
unresolved when‘shelfled,away, take,better hold of her, ' The

realm of.personal.relationsnips which would have crested her
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-anev, is marked by unfulfilment from the start. She cannot
draw hope. from her environment; it reflects only the broken
reality of America. Neither is she pre@pargg..nor'is she
equipped to meet with the ongbming'disagtgr.in the shépe of
Paul's indifference., 4s it igf\igélbu:denibf'aﬁ uncleansed
guilt, the burden of a “crime she‘eould‘ﬁot remember"29
becauge it was not hers, lies»buried deep &ithin-hér. And
Paul, who ghould have released her through love, had "power
over her not because she~was:£ree-but bepauée she was
guilty. . To enforce hisi@wér,over,her he had only to keep her
guilt awske., This did not demand malice on his part, it
scarcely demanded perception = it 6hly demanded that he have.
as, ‘in fact, he overwhelmingly did have an instinct for his
own convenience®® This is the entire legend of the white
master's treachery, repeated and re-produced all over agai;x.'
On jHe one hend, the relationship perteins to Baldwin's
vision df the American.r&néwa;; that‘repgwal.for'him,

becomes possible only in the black and white boming together.
On' the other hand, fne,relationship isja‘trévesty of the W
values'that,Americg_professes to‘have gurtured and to uphold.
There 1s however, the hope of release in the figure of the

' black executive Mr, Davies, who seems tolbe abiev%o kindle
Ruth's dorment cépacity for lbve; because he has retained the
essential integrity df his'Negro heritage, which disélays
itself in what Ruth realizes to be, the deliberate affectation
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whenever possible%, of the “illiterate speech of his youth®
in order to keep 1n4touch with himself,>' end which
deliberately fqrces‘the uneasy response from Ruth: "she was
responding to him with_parté of herself that had been buried
so long she had forgotten they existed".32 if the white
character, in the collection of short stories, Goigg to Meet
the Man, anifests the denuded potential, the Black American
seems to be groping towards some kind of self affirmation.

This concludes in ﬁ%gmgmﬂutftbe.wi;ggnnesgf, on a note of

qualified pessimismg that, although Ruth finally represents
the abandoned women, walking briskly ®through the crowds to
hide from them and from herself the fact that she did not
know where she was going“,33 yet it is she herself who
initistes her own self out of the domain of Paul's influence.
Though she is ultimately alone with the unutterable American
dead=énd, in which ®the sons of the masters were roaming the
vworld, looking for arms to hold them. And the arms that
might have held them = could not fbrgive",Bh yet her illimi-
table potential for life Was already been fatefully tepped by
her black counterpart; so that, although the end emphasises
Ruth's complete aloneness, redemptive love has already figured
itself in the form—of Mrs Davies. What is implied; is that
her liberation must take place, but, elsewhere, on a different

‘Plane. - Of all the stories, "Comé Out the Wilderness®; acutely
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" enacts the limits which the Black Americen despair’ cen be

*put to but, which, wheh confronted with the possibilities
;of'lbie;'qannot:nélp but reach out towards the promise of.

renewal. Perheps, this is reading too much into the

" Ruth-Davies relstionship. ' However, It is an actuality,

" oné that prepossesses Ruth's future., The tilt of the - -

.. story, as in fact is most often the case with Baldwin's

"' piction, 18, towards a possible regeneration. -

The . last stbry, \."_Going to Meet the Man“., delves

- #into.the trauma of the American experience sand projects the

" dominant emotions of fear snd .of mistrust, which underlie
all America. . This has .been internalised within Jeésse, in

' 'his traumatic initiation into adulthood through the
ritualisfic-sadism of his spiritual educators. "These men
-were his models, they had been friends to his father, and
they had taught him what it meant.to be a man. He looked

" to them for courage»nowﬂ,Bs..Jesse is caught in the racial
crossfire and is unable:. to iegitimize his country's end his
own inconsistencies gagainst the Black American, so that the
‘rational energy of human behaviour within the story, becomes
totally disrupted and . aggreyates even more, the.tension
between white impersonator and black victim. What the vwhite
man would clearly like to do,: is illustrated in the final .
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pages of thevstory, in the confrontation.between the

tortured black and the sightless innocence of the white
community, bent upon Justifying itself through mman
oppression., More often; in the novels the savageness is

shown to be more subtle and more refined, conveniently
suppréssed,by,the white,cpagacter and kep€ Jgsﬁ'below the
su?faﬁe.'Butfusuélly;lita'psychologicél_ef:édts outrun
itself. "In the beginniﬁg (:f' the .;toéy, thi; shows itself
through Jéssé's S@xﬁal impotence, which is more a mental
vconditioﬁirather'than bidlogical'ﬁeféCt,~and more a reflece
‘tion'ofﬁg;e‘defégtedlenergies of the White American. Although
the end tells us of Jesse's achievement of‘sqme kind of union
with his wife, yet the union is purely physical, non<regenc-
rative, the Vioieht outcome of Jesse's need for réassurance
éoncerhing his status in_iiiei Once sgain; as in the earlier
and later novels, the story is in the form of a flashback,
upon Jesse's life, and &e gain insightAinto,the.éhabtic inner
life of en indiiidualﬁ 'Human,ﬁéryersity as it exists in
"Going to Meet the Man", is a sub-human aspect of the vicious
cycle of the ‘American fé;lure, It is curable only by what
is implied through Baldwin's images of the crippled
potential;.tq@t:we_alspid;rgqt éur attention . with the
writer, th:pugp-rthesélcngragters, upon:\what,,he sees and

vportrays, .80 that we mnay also. recognise the profound
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the writer, ‘ac¢ording to Baldwin. He is the one person
eéquipped to see into the “interior life“ of people. to
focus - upon their selfedeceptions and spiritual necessities,
and to communicate whis knowledge to those lesser informed

or: less able 'to ‘seeg because, as Baldwin states in

Nobody Kndw ‘My" Names ° “Though we do not wholly believe it

yet; -the: interior life is a real life, and the intangible
dreams’ of people have a tangible effect on the world“ 36 It
follows ithen, that saIVation can only lie in the black and
white awakening into tho knowledge of each other, so that M
Vpersonal responsibility, so obviously missing in characters
like Jamie and Jesse, will be shouldered by all alike. To

quote from oné of the essaysz

“Everything now, we must assume.is in our handsj . we -
have no right to assume-otherwise, If we = _and now

" I mean the relatively conscious whites and relatively
conscious blecks; who must like lovers; insist on, or
create, the consciousness of the .others = do not

_'falter in our duty now, we may be able, handful that
we are, to end ‘the racial nightmare and achieve our

~ country, and change the history of the world.37 -

The last story indirectly asserts this statement, bj its
fictive measurement of the lost vitality of the American
character through the figure of Jesse."As novelist, Baldwin
follows the way of his’ artist - characters, who attempt to

understand the impliCations of being AmeriCan through their
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diverse ways, and who reveal that, in the understanding is
the way out of fhe confusion. Ultimately, each story,

challenges the individual, irrespective of colour, to take
‘g2 hard look at the freilties of humankind, to encounter
kthem within himself, through subsequent self-examination,

- 80 as to forge the neweri@self.

.- The short stories msp out the ereas of Negro
experience in America,’ In the course of their narration,
they reléasg.the essence of Bla¢klcreativ1ty,4ioga$ed at the
centre of,Sonny's,music,'and at the heert of his struggle
for moral justice: _They‘dustify,the human necessity for
the suffering thap will forge fhe spirit.of the new,
Baldwin sttempts nothing different in the short stories. If
? at all, he succeeds in re—empnaéizing his own felt necessity
for chénge;Abut, 1n qrder to change "a-situatioﬁ", or even
to change oneself, “one has.first td seg»it for what it is%,
.-This has been the attempt:of allzﬁhe short storiés which has
- been to explore the depthsof the Black‘gpnsciousness;} For
-the Americen Negro, this takes shepe in his realization of
the "fearful paradox”, ﬁbat, the "American Negro caﬁAhave
‘no future anywhére,lor‘any continent, as long as he is
unvilling to sccept his past®, for, the “Negro has been

formed by this nation, for better or for worse, and does not
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belong to any other - not to Africa and certainly not to
Islam“4 However, the acceptance of one's past is "not

_ the same thing as drowning 1n it, it 1s 1earning how to

| use it" 38 1, short, Baldwin unearths the lost dynemisn

of the Blacks in America, by fictionally activating the

Negro s 1ost awareness of his own moral 1ndependence. The

final message is, tne call to every 1ndiv1dual to rechan=-

nelise the human potential, tOWards new beginningso
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1f Beale Street Could Talk, successfully reworks
the theme of the Black american hope for release, and states

his arrival at selfhood most effectively. Its success is to
'be considered in relation to what Baldwin has to say in his
earlier novels, that America's redemption lies in the inner
process of self discovery. Beginning with John Grimes in

Go Tell It on the Mountain, the search for self-definition
cohcludes with Fonny and Tish, the only characters who
ectually remain alive to the posgsibility of life;, while
struggling with the destructive agents of American existence.
In the other novels, the characters have either been
partially or even wholly defeated by the conflicting passions
of Negro life in America. In If Beale StreetCould Talk,
-Fonny and Tish effect their own self-discovery, by their deep
recognition of the fact; that the Black 4american who is an
"exile" in America, cannot, therefore, "live in America under
terms on which Americans“1 offer him his life; so that for
the American Negro, for Fonny and Tish, who defy the
assimilation into the American mainstresm, the only alternative
left, is to opt out of the way of their blaeck forbears, to
acknowledge to themselves, the autonomous spiritual "center®
reigning freely "inside“,2 and to attempt to preserve it and
to keep it wholly alive.
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The novel, rests on the irony that, Fonny, who
"wasn't anybody's nigger? and who had found his own "center®
within himself, is however, condemned by the standards of - -
Wnite-america because of his ingbility to compromise himself.
The greater American reality is intolerant of the convictions
of the black minority, and Fonny, who differs from Rufus
Scott,in another Countrx?, had found soﬁething that he could
do, that he wanted to do®, which thus saved him from the
death that was waiting to overtake the children™ of the age.
Although the other “kids“'had-succumbed'to-the}plague‘of o
self-hatred, having been told that ®they were'nt worth a
shit?, falling like “flies“ and congregating on the ®garbage
heap of their lives®?, Fonny has already saved himself from
it, preserved by the fervour of an imagination that has not
been dulled by slavishness. That he is able to function -
normally, is proof enough of the implacability of the life
driving him from within, énd which finds creative outlet in
his wood Caivings:"he_started working as a short order cook
in a barbecue joint, so he could eat, and: he found a basement
vwhere he could wOrk oh his wood“é3~ We are reminded of: the
fact, that Baldwin greatly emphasizes the necessity for, the
imaginative and “interiOr.life“h of a people to be alive to
the outer and practical demends of life, to rightly mould

them gccording to its highest decrees. This functions on
the (§GFface as the social Sadspitability of the individual. It
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points to the fact that, Fonny's inner artistic temper

stabilizes him as 'a man.

Fonny is the natural expatriate fighting for
Yedemption on the personal and exggarpersonal lével.g.AS“the'
novel on the one hand dépicts'Fonny's imprisonment, on the
other, it makeé us consc;busiy aware, througﬁ‘the figure of
the child, that the power for self-renewal functions
independent of material considerations. Life has; therefore,:
to be constructed if it be positively realized, upon the
highest realms of the imagination; the point beyond the
restrictive norms of society where the individual is at
creative perfection, Within the novel, this points to the
conjugal harmony that Fonny and Tish have been gble to realize
for themselves. It has led them into the depths of their own
selves and of each other, and as Louis Pratt statess %"the act
of copulation becomes a movement towards life; it becomes a
creative act which ultimately celebrates the continuity of
the human x.‘-a.ce“.5 This is the only novel in which the human
relationship achieves permasnence because it trenscends the
physical to move within the nobler realms of personal ahd
’mutual responéibiiity: It is only in this novel,fithat the
concept of love has been categorically stateéed as being a'.

%decree®, one by which both Fonny end Tish must abides In
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the other novels, Baldwin examines a complexity of love-
frustrations. ,Théxidéal of love to which all his characters
attempt to move towards does exist, ‘but 1t remains unree-~
};;ed, In this novel, Fonny and .Tish accept one another,_
simply, wi&houyAnepou:se,tq"the_inte;leqtualisms>of*tneir
times.. In keeping themselves free of it, they are-eble to
function on the 1nstinctual ‘and creative level and are’
therefore, able to realize their innate capacity for loves

‘@there was a hardness. in him I had barely sensed
before, Within this hardness moved his love;

- moved .as: a terrent or as 4. fire moves; above
reason, beyond argument; not to be modified in
any degree by enything life might do. I was his,
end he was mine - I .s. would be a ... dead girl
should I ever attempt to challenge this decree.i6 -

‘ N Baldwin 8 characters must endure the pecularities
of their lot. But it is ‘only by their absolute submission to
suffering that they can hOpe to be ‘renewed s0 as to redefine
their‘potentig; source of strength in love and in the
struggle to accept one another. The point of arrival is not
a simplisti¢ fulﬁ;lment'pf selfhood; It is achieved only after
the characters have been metamorphosed by their courageous
perticipation in the ordeal of human experiences Thus
considered, 1f Beale St?eet/CQulg;Talk represents Baldwin's
fullest attempt to fulfil the requirements of life put' forward
through John Grimes in Go Tell It on the Mountain,
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| ‘The novel is relatively short. It is simpler then
eny of the other novelse _59@§Ver;Aas depicted within the
novel; the habdships'that‘Fonhy has to face, reflects the
unredeemed American existence. which has always been enacted

in Baldwin s fiction, end which figures in If Besle Street

Could Talk at’ the sociel level, in the American failure to
dispense with Justice. Fonny and Tish must remainq eitbep
indubitsbly dependent upon the whitevmenf s caprice, or they
must effect freedom for themselves wholly on their own terms.
Their commitment to life, "arises naturally and prefoundly out
of their instinct for love, which is the life impelling force
behind the novel, but which has never in the other novels, |
taken on the 1mmeesurable depths of If Beg;e Street Cgulg
Iplk. Baldwin's earlier fiction only partially suggests it
through half-filled figures like Blizebeth in Go Tell It on
thg-Méuntg;g, eh thrOughvthe Ide=Vivaldo relationship in
Another Country,' Uhlike the other ‘novels, Lf Beple Stree%v
‘Eoulg Talk affirms the integrity of the love-achievement of
two individuals. On the surfagey Baldwin renders into

fiction, the besetting enormity o6f the probiem of the black
man's rejection end his sense of exile in Americad More
deeply, it reflects the Negro s sharpened awareness of his
unmitigated sense of his uni que identity and of his right to
live and to create life for himself in America.-
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.‘ | This is the point of all trouble for Fonny end
for Tish for, their 1ove exclusively defies the unframed '
recism of the white worldo But as the story deve10ps, there
is the unmistakable sense of something shared. of a
togetherness 1n suffering, that thelr persecuted existence,
also becomes that of tae other blacks surrounding them. The
young couple are the paradigms of black hope in a white
dominated universe. Where the earlier novels abound in all
types of 1ll-concesived relationships, Lf Beale Street Could
Talk, leys clsim to its future by vitelly endorsing that,
which usually lies unknown and unecknowledged at the root of
humen existénce. This ¢an be seen in the character's
recognition of the virtue'of‘human enduresnce. The couple's
ability to endure suffering forges their potential for
growth,: lFonny and Tish, are borne along in quest of the
indeflnable permanence, in quest of each other, and of the
vital mechanism of human love. The ruling problem within the
novel is that which has already been encountered before,
which lies in the obduracy of the white Americanq' In the
novel, it pertinently figures’ in the form of’ the hysterical
Mrse ROgers; who deliberately atcuses Fonny of assaulting her.
| Fonny becomes the archetype of the oppressed, inopportunely
present at the unfavourable moment and convicted of something
he has never ever attempted. The stereotype of the white

Oppressor pursuing his black victim is enacted before the
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reader. However, 'the sense .of personal and racial
stabiiity*ia omnipresent. within the novel, even,ifn;t, _
resides only at that. future ddate when the child will be
born;‘ae this in reality depends upon the individual
aliveness to the possibility of humen birth. Fonny and
Tish. actuate this greater propensity for human stability
through their growingawareness of, their preparation for,
and: their acceptance of, the living processes of the child
that is forming within Tish.'-Fonny is elways seen to be
‘on the offensive, fighting to assert his own claims upon,
elife, willing himself to keep the “appointment" uith his |
child.” - Much has been sacrified and hoped for, for the
cause of the childi' Every character,lexcept Mrse Hunt and
. her daughters eagerly anticipate the future through the
unborn child. ‘The child is a significant embodiment of

.. lifes . It is the ideal figure of black redemption, for its

- pirth challenges the racial doctrines of Americag The values
. 0f freedom and of hope that 1t upholds are those already
outlined in Baldwin's novels and essays. They. are the
sustaining principles of life in If Beg;etstreet”Ccnld Talk,
able to elicit humen depths despite the thwart of
circumstances, nThus,‘quoting Tish,we,encounter.that life

which is: founded upon the‘transcendent'values_Qf humankinds

I had found someone to love and I was loved and
he was released and verified .:% Our laughter in
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+that Kitchen, then,'was our helpless regponse
“to a miracle séo in spite of all that hung :

* gbove. our 'heads, ‘the child was promised safetys,
Love had sent it, spinning out of us, to us.
‘Where that might take us, no- one knows but now,
my father, Joe, was’ ready.8

‘The impetus behind the npvql,,comes from.eégh character's
awereness. of his personaifresponsibility.' Nowhere in any
of the other novels, is there this sense of filisl unity
and _of Se“xuaJ, harmonyy wh_ich .harbours the only hope left
for America., Whatever confusion migbtireign outside;
inside, ‘within the love-plenitude of Tish's family, lies
Athe centre of personal stability, which shows itself on the
vsurface in its more common. aspect of human love; and of a
sense .of responsible inter-dependences To~quote\Louis Pratt

once agains.

. .The 'story presented in If Beale Street Could Talk
is indeed a love story, though not in the tradi-
" tional sense. On one level we have Eros as.a -
personal force. It is the physical and emotional
response that leads -to -the individual -self-reali-
zation of two people, Fonny and Tish. - However,
the love story, when viewed from this perspective
is merely peripheral.- Beyond these confines of
‘individuality lies a communal love. The feelings
of affection and mutual concern shared by the
" members of the family are diragcted not towards
individual self-fulfilment, but towards a familial
-love .which, by the®nature of its collectivisn,
transcends the individual component of the emotion
12 grdergto reveal a Vaster, more compelling aspect
of love,

Where the other novels and even a much later novel like

Just above My Head spells defeat in one way or another,
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If Be‘,e,Street<¢oy1 Lalk, is the metaphoric enunciation
of a reality which is’empowered to resist defeax,_tofshake
~the foundations of the‘ﬁmegican‘life.forf;tlto‘be;fofged
~anew, by the inevitable end inexorable foroea'of oreaxion
‘like the birth of the black child, The presencé of the
child is a dynamic entity within the novel, one that
subjugates death and despair because it becomes a deepening
constancy, a promising reminder to all that can still be
hoped for, even in the reigning profusion of misery. The
novel concludes with the birth of the cnnd, waich
reagssesses future possibilities: “... the baby cries and
cries and cries and cries, end cries and cries .and cries
and enies,,like it meane_to wake the,dead?;19i This plagee
- the ultimate significance of the story in its truest
perspective; that, alﬁhougp Fonny{s,fathe:.AFrank, is
defeated and deadjfoUndJ“way up 1n the'rivey; in the woods,
sitting in his car, with the doors locked, end the motor
running“-11 although the outer chaos seehs to be gaining in
upon every charaater, yet there are the others, who endorse
their hopes of finding full_jueiification on“the American
continent by their determined ap£icipa£ion of the birth of
the black child. | |

The novel moves towards a specific point, tha point
of emotional release, which Wwill be precipitated by the
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actual birth of the child. ' From the very beginning, the
birth pangs of the new arrival has made itself evident
within everyone around. It is the causé of much of the
upheaval that will uproot the realities of the white man
end plant in their stead, its "slow? but "triumphant?

12 a significant consequence of the graced union

formation;
that 1s able to restore life to the oppressed. The story

is evidently symbolic of the personal schievement which

seems to have eluded all of Baldwin's protagonists in the

other novels end which has only remained partially discovered.
It speaks with simplicity, of Tish's deepening knowledge of

her potentisl for the role of motherhood. She is a life=
endowing figure, the most fulfilled embodiment of the role

of the Bleck American women in Baldwin's ficfionﬁ~ Egpecially
in 2h age where, "the relationship between the sexes, which

has apparently never really been as fixed as everyone always
claimed, is now very definitely in a state of flux" and where
it is very difficult for a man to know exactly what the terms
are; to know how he is to be related to a woman®", and vice
'versa,13 Fonny is still in possession of the finer possibilities
of womanhood.‘ This would seem on the one hand, to be an

" overstatement of her charactef,i.But the narrative itself, is
deliberately marked by Tish's emergent sense of responsibility.,
"Her fidelity to fhe life-restoring powers, is carried out
through her love for Fonny, her deep committment to the chilad
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and ‘indirectly, through her senge of'reepone;oilityrto the
biabk:community,"In_this,sense¢:sho 1s the QOnsnmmete |
artist, neither willing nor able to fit'hereelfjinto the
abject pattern of Black american existence. She is“ ”_
herself aware .of .her own difference from the others who are
merely-“imitetionﬁ.pieces, so "free that they believedin
nothing; and didn't realise that this illusion was their
only truth and. that they were doing exactly as they had
been toldﬂajg She has already. aedapted herself uncompromi-
singly, to the. incarnate mystery of life within her. On a
deeper level,  she represents that crucial awareness of the‘
black identity that is alive within her .end struggling to
define itselfi . This infuses the novel with Tish's positive
‘sense of purpose, her option to fight .for her child end for

‘her husband...

' Underlying the hotbed of American recielism
~:agingm everywhere 1n the novel, is the evolution of a life
, determined to be set free. It has 1ts spiritual centre in
- the love-union of Fonny and Tish and it acquires significance
: only through Tish's maturing response to it. It is that
. pristine embodiment of life in f Beg;e Streeg Coulg Talk,
as yet uncorrupted by human adversity and, therefore, alive
. with the Black American potential for freedom.‘ It is the
.'most perfect result of the commitment to which Baldwin wishes
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the Black Americen to make. It is, in the truest sense,

-the commitment to love. #As he puts it in __g_gggg_gggg
Zgggg'"lové“ as he means it, is “not merely in the personal
senge but as a state of being, or a staﬁe'of grace = not in
the infantile 4merican sense of being made happy but in the
tough and universal sense of quést and daring and érowthﬂ.nB
In ectual fact, at the end of the novel, Fonny end Tish, who
have familiarised themselves with the pain of human
separatioﬁ‘and human division, ahd'who have endured humilia=
tion, have already traversed the road beyond gny conceivable
point of mental collapse. Rather than seek easy éscape throﬁéh
religious platitudes, through cynicism or even through an
overt sentiméntality, Fonny end Tish chose to stake their
1ives for a better future on the American continent itself.
They forfeit their freedom for their spiritual progeny. Their
discovery is, simply, that of one snother's unlimited
resources, which is the cause of their involuBtary response
to the greater call to lifes The 1ife which, according to
Baldwin in Nofeg of g,Ngéive.Son, is the Americen Negro's sole
"birfhright which he is struggling to recognise and meke
articulate?" This 1ife contains the "echoes of a past which
he has not yet been able to utilize, 1nt1mations of a
responsibility which he has not yet been able to face".‘ Ih
ghort, although it is the life of complete aiienation, |

reflected in jazz music and in songs usually worded thus:
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"Sometimes T feel like a Motherless Childﬂgiﬁéfyet it is

‘a life that is pregnant with change and growth, Individual
responsibility in the novel, lies in reclalming the inner
vitality of ‘that life which now. seems to have been lost.

, - The whole idea of change centres arouhd the
,unbgrn,cnildqq'Baldwin gzves.impqrtancq:to‘tbe‘child,,who is
a figure fighting for survival in the present, but who is
alSo responsible for ﬁhevfuture.making.of Blagk,American.
history. The path of complete renewal rests entirely with
,its17-A Its entry into the human universe, but.more
specifically into the Amenican4universe, depends upon the
adult ebility to‘fagilitate¢itsfcqming.;through,a.recompen!
sing faith and love.  Finally, it is the éﬁestion that
Baldwin asks of himself in Notes of a Native Son, "how to
prepare the .child for the day when the éhiid would be
despised and how to greate in the child - by what means? = a
stronger antidote to this poison that one had found for .

oneself,“ja

that uncondit;opglly‘chailenges Forny and Tigh
to struggle for the native rights of the child, so that it
might enter the world in full assertion of 1tselfy ALl

- forces have been channelised for this ultimate pronouncement.
The pattern for the Black #American release, given logical
reasoning to. in all the»essayég'must wqu 1t5é1f out , through
‘@ figurative parallel in fiction, Baldwin is genuinely
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concernad with finding a practical solution,notzqniy.foh‘

the Black American release, but also for the creative
releése'of,all4men. For him, etceptance of the "black face"
is seminal to, the salvation.ofﬂAmerica.and\ultimétely to .
that of the whole worldjg__ﬂ;j.:ﬂnd~1 have a feeling that
the.oné problem, the problem of colour in this country; has
dlways contained the key to all the other problemss It &s -
not an isolated, particular, peculiar prob..l'em,;.; It is a
symptom of "all the problems in this country, 4And, in a way -
this is indicated by the reaction in the country and finally
in:the world; to the civil rights,movement‘ia.“ZG If, as he
continues to say, "the domination of thefuwhite world over the
rest of the world is a short accident OflhiStOngza the blegck
man; does have the veritable right to claim the power to life
for himself. Quoting Baldwin once again, ®at the risk of
being ... sounding a little fanatical, one has to ..: insist

a little on the importance of the black problem as a kind of
touchstons®2? As he sees it, the Bleck American, who is
prepering himself for the spiritusl rebirth of his race, is
already passing through the consuming fires ofvexperience,
and;learning by this nobler necessity, to give himself up to
the demands of a future based upon love. <Conclusively, then,’
"we" (the blackman and whitemen) "are going to have to learn
from each other or else we will both be destroyed“ 25 America,
in short will have to recognise the spiritusl validity of the
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black child before it can hope to liberate itself.

This instinct for perfecting life, is at its

| peak in the love-relationship of Fonny and Tish, and finds
justifieble fulfilment with the child. Its survivel would
depend upon its preeessor?;§ability to shake off their

- 11ll<famed prejudices and their criminally overtazed values,
for the values of life thet this child would bring with it.
It 4is the living emblem of continuity. ~It"dramatically
'realiseS“the unborn potential for love. - The antagonists to
it, are Fonny's mother znd sisters, who haye'immpbilized

. themselves within the verbalisms of an:adOpted”religiona
Theyfrepresent the type of black fanaticism egﬁﬁnét which
John Grimes in @o Tell It on the Mouﬁtr gﬂﬁas struggling.
For them;-gpiritual sustenance, pre—eminently figures itself
in their servility to the white gods. They ‘sre naturslly
ill-equipped to meet with the ravageé»of their time=bound
-existence, " They suffer the collapse of their borrowed

- veluess ‘In effect they have perished within the confines of
a deluded universe. .

| . For the Fonnbeish relationship to be appreciably
understood. one has first to look 1nto Baldwin's plea for the
American Negro! S,right toflive in freedom_in America; and

which has been expostulated upon by all his characters.
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Although the novel is not in any way innovative of newer
téchniqués or néwer forms of experience, yet it urgently
| reflects Baldwin's ideal of freedom, in the sense of the
hardeearned sbility to look at "one's image of oneself
and what one actually is®, end to meke the deliberate choice
';of‘beco@ing “what,yéu,réail?'are“."BaldWih points out that,v
ﬁli“freédom;1§ ndtiSOmeth;hg that anybody can be given; freedom
\Kis sometﬁihg'beoﬁle teoke and people are as free ss they want
“to be".?? The lives of Fonny and Tish are justeposed to the
" 1lives of all the other characters in Baldwin's novels. For
them, there is the sense of something found.‘of a love=
motivétéd‘existen9e5~that freely sacrifices itself for the
wellhbeipg of another. Fonny and Tish have smelted down the
impure and weakening properties of life and refined their
‘innate capacities for personaIAfulfilmeﬁéé ‘What follows
within the novel, is no longer the blind and impeded thrust
towards- selfrdefinition, butfithe discovery of the self and |
its proper relation to others based upon a love that has
‘alréady withstood the trials of human experience., There is
that certainty within the novel, thaé; however much one
suffers, however much one has to see, the continuity of life
remains unbroken, so that the way of the child, is the way of
all who believe in its resuscitative power. Sharon, Tiéh’s

mother, reminds Tish of the illimitable potential of loves
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. 'eee Try to remember that, And: the only way -

ggxgning ever gets done is when you make up
- your mind to.do it. .I know a lot of.our. .

loved ones, a lot of our men, have died in
prison: but not all of them. ~ You remember
that., 4nd you n't really alone in that
. .bed, Tish. You. got that child beneath. your S
heart and were all counting on you, Fonny's
_..counting on you, to bring that child here safe
and well., Yo the only one who can do it but
-you're. strong. Lean on your strength.'. . .
'I don't want to sound foolish but, Just; -
remember, love brought.you here. If you trusted
love this far, don't panic now.'26 T -

The novel concludes with the birth of the child, symbolic
evidence of the 1rrespressib1e forces of life underlying all

human existence.

The*next'novelg-Juggiabove MifHegd,VSeems
deliberately unaware of‘théfloveépossibilities endorsed in
ifBe lelstreet Coul T‘lk.‘ It ‘exists as Af it were merely

taking over ‘the theme of the quest for the self, from Leo

Proudhsmmer in Tell Me How Long the Train'

g Been Gone; the

novel that directly precedes Lf Beale Street Could Talk. The

story is focussed upon the lives of a few youthful
characters, who seek to renew-themeelveSJthbough'personal
relationships,. through music and Ultimeteiy thﬁough 1oyeJ
411 the contradictory aspects of American life are present
within the novels It is‘fbe'iengthie3£'ofﬂBaIdwin”s novels

and contains within it the unresolved complexities of
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American civilization.' The reésultant emotion is
uninteiiigibiéf‘ All'tﬁe‘chéractqu'are apparently victims
of oné enother, victims of the frustrating cycle of the
Americaﬁ'chabé, and vicfims of their own‘emotidhsﬁ The .
pattefﬁlof‘r;fé.in‘Just_Aﬁoﬁg My Head, is the same as in
Anothier’ Country; jouth is afflicted by the delusions of the
‘selfbséeking'generation before it. The novel bear's evidence
of‘the"innér.éoliapse of egery indi&idual, repreéentetive of

"the death~in-life existence of modern civiliz@tipna

The story is a flashback upon the life of

Arthur Montané end his friends., Hal Montana, his elder
brother, is the narrator, the only character who seems
genuinely alive to0 the greater possibility of love, in that
~he has preserved his own,mérriage, and has been able to give
his ch;ldrén proper parental care and understggding, something
which most of the father - figures in Baldwin's fiction have
been unable to do. His.presénce;~howeyer, is as nebu;dug as
the values that he represents. It is as if in this novel,
‘Baldwin kas not been sble to reconcile his hopes for the Black
~ American release, with the evident hopelessness of the
Aﬁerican reality. Whaﬁ.seems,moreAreai, is the Xonflict of
values thet is breeking up the totality of life in America!
Hal Montana, is keenly aware of‘the.frégmented-life and as he
deliberates upon the death of his own brother he is brought
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face to fece with his own life, with the question. of the
eegtrality.of 1ove and death to. it:.

voe It was not meant to be. my story, though it
i's ‘far more my story than I would, have thought;.

- or might have wished., I have wondered more. than.
once, why I started it, but.= I know why., ‘It is

'~ a 'love song to my brother.. It is an attempt to.
face both love. and death.

~~ I have been very frightened for" I have had
to Strlp myself nakeds One does not like what one
sees then, and one is afraid ¢f what others will
seetr anddo. To challenge one's deepest, most
‘nameless fears, is algo to-challenge the heavenss
It is to dreg yourself, and everyone and every-
thing and everyone you love, to the attention of He

fiercest of the gods: who may not forgivn your
impertinence, who may not spare you ...

Hal Montana explores the abysmal depths of
Arthur's existence and comes up with the‘only intekligible
reality whiéh is that oflnuman.suffering. 'ThLS'may be
inte:prefed as the only consistent evidence of-life in the
novel. But the chafa§ters are ovef susgeptible to it and
instead_df’allbwing theméélvés to be transmuted by it, they
cut off aLl bossibilities of growth by their-inability to
agcept.it'whoily. Thus Arthur Montana dies a lonely deaﬁh‘
inside a bar in Paris; asway from home, eventually succum=-
bing to the disturbancéAwithin, which is the fateful malady
of'the_American'despair, to which Rufus~Sc§tt in Another
Countnz was4Victim ofs”. Arthur Montana had sought reprieve
'through music'apd thrOugh_homosexual al;iances, which,
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however, remain as tenuous as all the other homosexual
relationships in the other novels. It is unable to

restore Arthur to himself; his private confusions remain
undivorced from him., Julia seeks éScape from her incestuous
father in a different 1ife sltogether. She has somehow
salvaged part of herself and is capeble of sincere
retrospection. Arthur's three young accompanists, Red
Peanut and Crunch end their lives rejected and unfulfilled.
fhe novel narrates the life histories of the Black American
youth spawned in the ghetto and fed upon "anxiety, bitterness
and'guilt“ which ®continue to breed their indescribable
complex of tensions®. In Jusgt Above My Head, Baldwin never
shows us the prectical way out of this confusion, but in

the essey Noteg of a Native Son, he qualifies himself thuss
"what time will bring Americans is at least their own
identity. It is on this dangerous voyasge and in the same
boat that the Americen Negro will make peace with himself

and with the voiceless meny thousands gone before hi.m"...28
All the characters ﬂaVe, in one way or another, been defiled
by experience; and although they are embarked on the

fvoyage® to self discovery, yet somewhere they have lost
touch with the metegifirphosing power of suffering., This is
not to say that the chéracters ere mere puppets, deﬁoid of
humanity, or of the ability to grow, it is only to point out -
that, most of them must of necessity perish within a self-
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enclosed existence, unable to make the living contact with
others becéuse'they have hot been;able to transcend their

own sufferings, The novel is not an affirmation of the

self or of personal stability in the way that If Besle
Street Could Talk is. Instead, it reveals the emptiness
that sﬁrrounds every character and which has been Baldwin's
main concern in gll the novels. It turns beck upon what

has already been courageously proved in If Beale Street
Could Talk. Much of its philosophy was formulated only

after the damaging experience had been undergone, .and only
after Hal Montana had already informed us about the death

of Arthur Montana at the beginning of the novels In If Beale
Street Could Talk, each character takes up the call %o life

- by a sincere commitment to personel ahd deeply moral
objectives. They do not side-track into racial or political
discussions as do the characters in the other novels; who
consequently 1oée themselves in their attempt to find the
right attitude towards life. In Just Above My Head, the
charaecters mutely ensgct their failure to come to terms with
America. They tell their stories differently from that of
Fonny and Tish, and where Fonny and Tish are able to tep the
sources of love, characters like Arthur and his young frignds,
Red; Peanut and cmnch are filled with the bewilderment which
is the only recognisable realitysleft in America.,. Their fight

is only a weary reaction to the harsh existence.’ Théir
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relationship with one andther and with the. universe is
marked by a nullifying despair. However, contrary to all
this, £s Hal Montana's underlying sense of personel |
responsibility, which, even though passive, is.at least
able to guide the reader morally, so that, whatever has
heppened within the novel, the values. of l1ife are those that
have been genuinely~personalized in If Beale Street Could
Tolk and strictly upheld in all the novels. .It would be.
fitting at this point to quote a few lines from Saadet Bozkurt's
article_on-James‘Baidwip:u-

Nevertheless, the latest staege of Baldwin's

_ career as a noveligt does not rest on a note
of desperation and pessimism. -On the-
contrary, it is an exhortation to perseverence
and endurance, and to perception and realiza=
tion. Since most of what happens in Jugt . ,
My Head is recounted by Hall in retrospect, we
see .that memory 1s at once a burden end a joy.:
This perception leads to the reglization of

- the self. The discovery of the self results
from suffering; perseverance, and enduratice,
but it should be followed by an even greater
strength of will to help men fece the :
consequences.

As wé follow the narrative we observe that the recollection
of the past for Hal Montana is glso .a way of knowing himself
better. Memory of the past will,sharpen'his'ccnsciousness

o will , o
of the present. It/equip him for a responsible future thus:

Now, watching ny children grow, old enough to
have some sense.o0f where I've been, having
suffered enough to be no longer terrified of
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suffering, and knowing something of Joy, too,
- I know that we must attempt to be responsible
for what we knows .Only this action moves us,
‘without fear, into what we do not_know, and
what we do not know is limitless.3O

These lines reflect the idealism upon which the
entire'book'has‘been founded. However inx_ggﬁgggggggjﬂx_ggg_
Baldwin has placed too great en emphasis npon the frictioning
experiences of America, details of which have merely over=
shadowed the hope for fulfilment. The last novel cennot be
read as s development from Lf Beele Street Could Talk because
it does not in any way deepen the meaningvof tha.discovery of
love. Beldwin haSrnOt portrayed'the full sighificance of
personal achievement in this novel: It is as if in this last
novel, by focussing more upon the disillusioned American life,
he is indirectly pointing the way towards which America will
move or for that matter, has already moved, if 1t does not
make tha effort to remake 1tself. .The hove1~only depicts the
failurevof tha‘Amemican reality and to quote George Kent once
sgain: ... since his first novel he has not evolved the
artistic form that will fully release and articulate his
obviously complex awareness" 3 Baldwin's complex Lawareness
of the deeply human problem of the struggle for identity, has
not been properly harnessed, even in this last novelm The |
complexity of thelhuman_situation in ‘this novel, although

clearly emphasised upon, does not however, rise asbove the
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stereotype of the American suffering, because no character
has been presented as being singular enough to be able to
discover and to actualize the hidden depths of the self.
The characters then, merge with the unidentified millions
of suffering Americans who all have the same story to tell.
Despite the sense of personal discovery ‘in. ;;nggigdgtgggg
' oulg Talk, ust Above Mz Hegg reads only as en exposition
of the falseness of American 11fe. .All that cen be.gathered
from the novel; is the embitterment of the black youth who
are beingsystematically destroyed by their own fallure to
cope with the hard realities of 1ife in Americas With the
death‘of‘Arthur Montana the novel Ieawes US with a sense of
the finality of the destructive powers at -work in Americas
The novel has nothing definite to offer 1n the way that

f Beale Street Could Telk does because the characters have
_‘not the 1nbu11t strength and visionary foresight of Fonny and
of Iish to struggle for the acceptance of the blackman in
America,Aand.ultimately-to hope for~avdeep1y human causes

\
The quest for self which has beenfgﬁfthe main

concern of all the novels, reaches 1t‘culm1nat£on in

If Beale Street‘Coul Talk. In it, the characters have been

’endowed with the strength and tenscity of will to fulfill.

themselves creatively,"The story represents the crux of

personal achievement, where individual love functions as the
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motivating source of freedom and of creativity for the .
entire Negro race. The simplicity of the novel contrasts
'with ‘the complexity of the other novels. There is only
one relationship which is the chief concern of the . -
narrative, and which in contrast to the criss-crossing
relationships to be found 1n the other novels shows itself

to be undefeated by the onslaught of the American affliction

' withstand corruption.j The characters grapple not only with

the destructive forces of America but they .elso grapple with

one another, seeking to mutually revitallze their almost .

deadened sense of hope. This is especially brought out in

' the novel in Tish's loyalty to Fonny, vho would have .
otherwise been destroyed by despair, and which tekes her: to

the jail-house twice a day to visit him there:

. eee And Fonny knows that I will be there. It is

- very strange, and I now begin to learn a very
strange thing...+ Every day, when he sees my’
~face, he knows, again, that I love him, and God
‘knows I do, more and more, deeper and deeper, -
with every hours "But it is'nt only that. It
means that others love him, too, love him so
much that they have set me free to be, thered He
is not alone; we are not alone .es

4 4And I understand-that the growth of ‘the baby-

: 48 'connected with his determination to be free.

. 80, I don't care if I get to be as high as two - -
,u.housesa The beby wants out. Fonny w ts outa

. #nd ve are going to meke it in time,J2. :

‘The forces of life in the novel are active, never

passive ‘as in Just Above Mi‘HeaQQ ‘They are”perbetually o
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fulfilling the basic human need for acceptance and for
recognition, It is es 1f Baldwin shows us another side to
the American life which can exist in the country and which
in If Begle Street Could Talk, is pictnred as the stronghold
of human integrity. Whatever else Baldwin might choose to

. portray, 1f Beale Strect Coulg Tg& has succeeded in giving

substance to those values which his essays are always seeking
for in society and which his characters.are always yearning
‘towards in their struggle for life. |
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The assessment of Baldwin's fiction rests
upon the understanding thet he is a Negro novelist writing
from within the Americen milieu. He is, therefore, subject
to the demands of Americen history. This is merely to
point out that the literature of the americen Negro, which
has had to teke a subordinate stand in the mainstreem of
American literature, and which has had to deal primarily with
the social deprivation of the Negrp,‘has reached a point when
it must firmly groﬁndﬁitself upon aesthetic principles., It
must transcend the lihiting frontiers of social §rotest end
move into the unmspped regions of Negro art: This would mean
that 1t would justifiebly present the complexities of mmen
1ife_and subordinate its non-literary comgerns to the |
literary claims of an “artfcentered Negro fiction“.1 It must
root itself Qithin the American experience because of the
nature of its history, in which its people, who have been
nurtured upon the American soil and who still have an
important role to play in the future making of American
history, would reflect the diversifying characteristics of
America. #Accordingly, Robert Bone in his outline of aAmerican
Negro literature, anticipates the literary future of the
Negro thus: '

Freedom for the Negro novelist is not a simple
concept to define, In negative terms, one can

assert with some confidence that the problems
of racial conflict and of white characterization
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are the principal obstacles to freedom. On& these
~problems have been solved on a sound literary basis,
the Negro novelist will be free to develdp to the
. 1limits of his capacity. Without a doubt, notable
' progress has been made in this direction as more the
. younger writers have learned to respect the difference
“between social controversy eand art. In the'long rum,
an art<centered Negro fiction will evolve free from the
'crude nationalistic propagenda of the past and the
subtler assimilationist propsgenda of the present.2

This naturally concurs with Baldwin's programme for an "arte
centered® fictioh which would only depict the "beauty", “dread®
and “pcwer“ of humanity.3 This speaks of Baldwin's inherent
understanding of the necessity to depict in his fiction; only
the complex humsn sgsituation; so that although his characters are
blaek, yet they live out the trauma of the life of any individual
who has been deprived of meaning in 11fe.

B In its deepest sense; Baldwin's fiction deals with
the alienated self. This has also been the_main,concerns of
‘medern.litersgure‘whlch also deals with the fragmented life,
Although blackiliterature pertinently relates itself to the
actual £ragmentst;0n ef tpe AmericanpwegroAlife, which in a sense
'makes it aiiinitive to modegnlliterature, it depicts the quest
for selfhood primarily amongst the Black Americanﬁ. But, this
could be said of it, that, the black character is akin to his
counterpart questor 1n the modern world. wno sééks to define
the self,;tq»myth;cizelthe worth of a_new;y-discovered life by
imbuing it with a. sense of personal symbolism. Baldwin's black
¢haracter begins the quest for selfhood by a;personal
confrontation with himself as he is, and consequently
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by reassessing his own pOSition in America 80 as to know
4himse1f better and to uncover the spiritual dimensions of
his own race.- The black questor like the modern guestor
is also in ‘search of a personal meaniné in life. Living
within the confines of America and partially mouided by
the west he seeks tc reshape his life not according to the
rules of history, but to articulate his existence out of
his unique position in America, so es to “fashion out of
,his experience that which will give him sustenance, and a‘
voice" 4 This would be his proclamation of that life which
found embodiment in Sonny s music in the short story,
“Sonny s Blues“ and through the symbol of the child in

If Beale Street LCould Talk. The black renewal rests upon a
recognition of its own spirmtuaI}Validity which for Baldwin
,signified the ebility to live the unfettered nfe, according
.to the unwritten and yet to be recognised laws of the Black

personality which was maimed by Oppression and fear.

AS was pointed out in the introduction, the second
cateogry of Baldwin’s characters who are alive to themselves,
represent the staiWarts of Negro faith. They actualize the
principiefof hunan'lowe andAthey endow hope to the senseless-
ness of life by being participants in the work of bettering
the American environment. They are the agents of full

consciousness in Baldwin's fiction. Their lives incorporate
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the meaning of failure and success, of life end death, of
hope and despair, which reached artistic culmination in

the life of Sonny, who was able to fulfil his potential
creativity. He pOSsessed the tenaoity of will and the
integrity of motive to reanimate the meaning of his own
life, to- distil its essence into music. Baldwin depicts
Sonny's hardawon‘struggle.against his own inner sense of
defeat and sga;nst the more material powerssbf destrqstion
that aredpreyalent within Ameries; Sonqy'sdmusie speaks of
this perennial fight against death, It is the only viable
alternetIVe for those in seareb‘of themselves;-for it is in
their'fight sgainst death thatdthese characters ere brought
closer to the ectual meaﬁing‘of life. This meant their
ability-to acknowledge their own centres of creativity which
was hidden deep within and which was a blend of deep
suffering and deep Joy. These factors comprised the totality

of each character®s quest for selfhood.

However simple this might seem, the suffering .
that the quest for identity engenders, reflects the human
inability to reach the centre of personal stability directly,
without undergping the crisis which would ‘involve a recognition
and en aceeptanee of the vicissitudes of human destiny. For
the 'Negro, ~this>wou1d zﬁe,an the aCceptancie of his peculiar
position in.America,dof.the role he has to play in it, in
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order to save his country's diminishing sense of lifes

This is the migsion that Fonny and Tish set out to fulfil
for themselves and for their fellow Americens. Baldwin's
earlier novels which document the tedious struggle for
existence, also reveal the incesscant internal warfare that
the american character both black and white, is caught
within, These novels measure the depths of humen degrade=-
tion out of which charecters like John Grimes or Ruth of

the short story "Come Out The Wilderness®, those symbolic
embodiments of life, must struggle sgainst and fight to rise

out ofs

Baldwin's plea for the artist's right to find his own
"moral center?, is sometimgs superseded by his apparent
concern with the humiliation of the Negro in Americas'
Racislism plays an important part in all of Baldwin's novels.
However, Baldwin realizes that the coming to grips with his
Negro identity would be the first step towards securing a
place in the larger American universe. Sometimesg however,
such characters as are to be found in Another Country and

11 e the Train's Been Gone, lose themselves in
the politics of racialism, which mar the novels artistically,
so that between the conception end the actual presentation
lies the unbridged geps There is much still to be desired in
ﬁaldwin's fiction. His fictional contribution lies more
towards charting out the direction in which Negro literature
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is to move' that is, Baldwinls fiction shows us that the
-sources of 1ife and of: self-discovery for the Negro in
America, lies in the vital elements of’ jazz music and the
-blues, and in tne kind of sensitivity that marks the black
musician and the black artist in his novels and shor't
stories.‘ This trend towards a re-discovery of one's racial
uniqueness has also been noted by arthur P. Davies. He
observes:s . - . |

'From the twenties on down to the present, the _

‘Jazz musician, has been popular with black <ax

writers, but he has never before received the

. kind and the amount of attention now given him,

In these days of black nationalism and ,

"negritude®, the jazz musician has acquired a

nev significance. He has become for meny Negro

writers a symbol of the spontaneous creative

impulse of the racej he represents black

Toriginal genuis%, something that is not 5

indebted in any way to middle Cclass culture.
Devies mentions that, Rufus Scott in Another Country is
emblematic of the Jjazz musician, But, although Baldwin was
- definitely conscious of the Negro creative potential, yet
with Rufus Scott he was not able to realize:it fully. As
artist, Baldwin was motivated by a personal need to expliCate
£he meaning of his peculiar 1ife.6 This is the quality that
marks most of hisucharacters. .They attempt to find meaning
and to articulate the difff¢ult human situation., They belong
to that cateogry of the exiled individual whos
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liwalks the streets of his nation an alien; and .
yet who feels no bond to the continent of his

. ancestorss. He is indeed the man without a.
country. 4and yet this very detachment may give
him the insight of the stranger in the house,
placing him in a better position to illuminate

- contemporary Amerigan . life as few writers of
the mainstream caﬂ(ﬁ?

Julian. Mayfield speaks of the special privilege that theA
smerican Negro has, who by his peculiar relstion to the
Americen continent, gains special insight into it.: From

hie ventage point, not only has he the objectivity to
raveal America's hidden reslities, but slso to drew upon
the strength of the Negro understanding of itself& This
.will enable ﬁim'to act; positively and creatively to

?_ remake-Americaﬁé; future. Ideally, this has\been the
special attpibute of the conscious Negro artist in Baldwin's

novels end short sﬁories.

o Baldwinls characters who are launchéd on the
road to self-discovery; reveal aspects of the contemporary
Negro character who has been set adrift in the Northern
cities of America; They are the younger generation of Black
Americans born after the war and into comparative freedom
and 1eisure, but whose frame of reference will slways be
towards Harlem, that perennial centre of Negro survival in
the history of the BlacklAmerican.‘ Harlem plays a pivotal

‘role in the lives of Baldwin's characters. They seek to
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define themselves by it and through 1t, and 1t is the o
-older. more experienced Harlemite who will initiate the
young blacks into the white world. Harlem. however, is
no cherished centre of human growth. “All over Harlem,
Negro boys and girls are growing into stunted maturity,
trying desperately to find a place to ‘stand; and the -
wonder is not that S0 many are ruined but that so many
survive. a8 Although most of Baldwin's characters escepe
from Harlem, yet even for the most successful of them,
rehabilitating their Black nmerican identity would mean
bridging the psychological gap between Harlem end the
white world. This pertains to the Negro discovery of
himself, based upon an ecceptanoe of himself as he is and
of his understanding of his past ‘and present position in
Amer1Ca 80 as to re-model” his life upon the living princi-
ples of self-discovery. Baldwin anticipates Negro fulfil- -
ment throughtthe young protagonist John Grimes in |

Go Tell It on the Moggtggn and dramatiaes it through Fonny
and Tish in g Begle Street Coulg Telk., In the int ervening

novels are the half—fulfilled figures of creative
reconstruction who await fictional justification An the

1ater novel.

It could be stated that Baldwin s fiction

reflects the cultural dilemma of the younger generation
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Negroes.  Harold Cruse in The Crigis of the Negro
In%ellectu'l; explains the Black Americen situation thus:
AS long as the Negro cultural idenmity is in
question, or open to self-doubts, then there
can be po positive identification with the
real demands of his.political and economic

existence.. Further than that, without a

. cultural identity that adequately defines

" "himself, - the Negro cannot even identify with

- the American nation as a whole, He is left
‘in the 1imbo of social marginality, alienated

. and directionless on the landscepe of America,
‘in a variegated nation of wnites who have mot yet
decided on their owhi, identity ... Thus the

"problem of Negre cultural identity is an’
~unsolved problem within the context of an

" American nation that is still in the process
éf formation.9

Baldwin's novels, especially the novels of his middle period,
depict the éonditions of having to live within the driftless
americen universe. ALl the charscters sre trapped in it.

Some of themiflounder towards some kind of self-reconciliation.
A handful of them, like John Grimes, Fonny and Tish, challenge
the.American‘countri tS accept them on their own terms. The
battle that they wage is a two=fold operation, fought against
the 4merican society, against its social prejudicesi end
agains% their own selves, to constantlﬁgput‘themselves to the
challenge of re-creating values afresh. This depends upon
their ability to ohjectify the past, to Seafch it closely for
a better un&erstanding Qf‘the complex present. This would

also reflect upon the strength of their.creative ability, which
would héve to keep itself gbove the depres§ing actuality of
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“American society, so as to function with clarity and

insight. The majority of Baldwin's characters have been
unablé to do this. They allow themselves to be denuded

"~ by the strein of American social life and are, therefore,
unable to find that which Baldwin terms as the ®"moral
center?., However, this is an observation mede only on some
of Baldwin's characters. The rest of them are constantly
seeking for the vital components of a love~filled existence.
They have a common identity with their white counterparts in
the modern world who are also in search of the values that
would give meaning to 1life. The main part of their
discovery comes through to us in suggestive symbols of hope
as in the young adolescent protagonists of the early short
stories, “ThelOuting“ and “The Rocpile®. The final message
of Baldwin's novels, is something to be gained only after one
has .journeyed through the pain that afflicts Americs, only
after one has seen the failure of some end the comparative
success of other charactersy so that Baldwin's"noVels'must
be considered as an entity depicting the difficult process of

self-discovery.

Whether Baldwin's fiction will have a lasting
impact upon Negro literature, remains undefinedi But this
much can be sald of it, that, what it offers to its readers
is nothing conventional, nothing stereotyped; It refleécts,
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through its sensitivity to the bleck artistic genius; a
contemporary swareness of the power of its own “negritude®
which has a substantial message to offer not only to America
"but to the entire humen universe. Much of its success rests
ubon this percebtion'Of itself, Critics like Nathan Scott
Jre has this to say of the black writer: "And thus for the
black writer to explore and exhibit the rich complexity of
Negro life 1s for him not.only to assist his own people
toward a deeper understand4ng of themselves but is for him

also to be an agent of self-discovéry for the nation at large.“1o

Finally, it ought to be pointed out that, the
quest for selfhood has been the main concern of black
literature. . This can be seen in the movement of its literary
history, which has always depicted the different staeges of the
Negro cultural awekening, and which in the early part of the
century cuminated in the nafionalism of thé Negro Rénnaissance.11
"~ As the Black American; however, began to regard himself as a
significant entity; the identity crisis became a complex
struggle; one that was fought against an easy absorption into
the American mainstream; for the white acceptance merely bortendé&
a black cultural submergence. This would mean America's
- complete denial of black origi;sQ The contemporary Negro, as is
reflected in Baldwin's characters fought for the primacy of the

black self=consciousness, which became his sole criterion for



145

1ife in America.. .

\ 1 The ultimate meaning of the quest for selfhood
~in Baldwin s fiotion, rests upon both historioal end
personal factors. The faot of the Negro s alienation, ‘wihich,
according to Baldwin 1n ﬁ__ggngg_gggg,12 1s a symptom of all
the other problems 1n the oountry, becense 1ts effeots are a
universal reminder to the maﬂern existential dilemmes points
to the urgent necessity to seek for change. Baldmin’
chsracters, who are more or less eduoated or sensitive
.artists, bear the cross of this unhappy displacement. At the
centre of their lives lies this knowledge that. they have
been rejected from Amerioan society. They begin life with a
din sensitivity to this, but its full impect 1s felt later in
life, only when that knowledge has already orippled them, or
_even annihllated them as it has for Rufus Scott in.ﬁggt

Co untry. The only Justifieble medsure of personal success
for the American Negro lies in his ability to aocept alienas
tion end to live despite it from the depths of his entire

, being.‘ This faoility for 11fe is what Baldwin in Ihe Fire
Next Time terms “sensuality“,13 which is the equivalent of
the Dionysian‘intrepidity. 1f Beale Strgeg Coulg Tg&ﬁ
crystallizes these ferces .of creation which are deeply rooted
within the black psyches
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‘ Baldwin concerns himself not only with the
black character but also with the white characterd In
depicting the white man as he is, Baldwin has perhaps
been able to bring clOSer SR the actual fact of America's
need to renew itself, for the white man as he sees it, is
as much 1n need of personal rejuvenation as his blaeck
| counterpart. The fault lies as Balldwin reiterates
throughout his novels and short stories, in the white man's
_inflexibility, 1n his inability to change. He 1is riven by
E the eontemporary loss of}fgith.and. therefore, unsble to
find complete integration for himself,,lét alope help his
' Black counterpart.. However, in gnother Country, Baldwin
suggests a hopeful coming together of the black and white
personality in the Ida=Vivaldo felationship.’-ﬂis novels and
short gtories contain prefigurations of aA'mer‘icAa's future |
discovery.of itself, in which the characters ma{k the
movement. towards life by their ability to activate the
dorment sense of black respoﬂsibility which works not only
towards the black restoration but which is also aimed at
changihg the entire American continent. The plack-charagter
who sets out to discover the possibilities of love finds,
that his quest is inextricable from America's search for
self-discovery; end in Baldwin's words:

I love America more than any other countiy in
the world, end, exactly for this reason, I 14
insist on the right to criticize her perpetually.
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This defines the role of the Black American as the spiritual
legislator of his American homeland ‘

On a broad perspective, ‘the quest for self in
Beldwin s fiction would naturally inyolve the entire ¢
.American country. It was to. 'the American continent that the
black slave ‘had to forsake his identity and it will be in the
AmeriCan homeland that he will - seek to establish himself once
again. - Baldwin's coharacters attempt to assert the resilience
of the black spirit which will fight, not to destroy America,
but which will fight to create for 'itself and for the American
country a higher, ‘more meaningful code of existence. However,
there are times when characters 1ike Rufus Scott who, weakened
by their traffickings in the mercenary American 1ife§ succumb
to it. They fail to personalize the exemplary values of love,
which will give them inner stability. Their liveS'are uy
typically that of the foiled American. They haVe not the
ability to refashion their lives according to their inner
conyictions, and in the death of Rufus Scctt in ﬁgothgr
Coun tr ’ one sees what usually happens-when the black
character is sapped of the fulfilling energies of 1ifes) But,
thig is not the final picture one has of’ Baldwin '8 characters.
Although the quest for i self might lead some of them
_astray, there are the others beginning from John Grimes of the
firstvnovel, Who live through the bitterness of being black



148

and rejected but who are able to withstand the corrupting
influences of America so that they liberate for themselves,
practically and creatiVeiy, the private values of a love=
 based exlstéhceﬁ! Ultimatély the quest for self becomes
synonymous with the quest for love. ‘A11 of them know that
‘this'is the sole constituent of 1ife which Will dignify .
ekistenice for themi However, to most of them it' remains
‘fdrevér'éiusiVe'énd being”unécqualnted’wiﬁh'it; tﬁey~try out
- Ways of reaching it but. are led instead into 1ts dark reglons,
as was ‘the case with David in Giovenni's. Room. -On the other
hand; - there. are charssters’ like Fonny end Tish Wwho are the
urmistakable ploneers of hunan love in Baldwin's fiction. By
it they define themselves,.their relastion to one another and
to thé rest of .Ax;i'gric~a;&‘ It is only in the freedom of love
. that the Black American cen Hope to release himself from his
" bondege ﬁbjfhe wh1te world to find the truest formiof'selfb
exbresgibﬁ-.; Functioning from within it end through it, he

~ will restBre to himself all that was hidden and lost; all that
was denied to him, so that his life will be a meaningful
Journey “tOWards éomethingw he does not yef undetstand but
Ywhich’ in the going towards“ makes him "better?, 15‘ ~_For the
- reader, the one perfect example of this journey las already
been ehactéd.;n the lives of Fonny énd Tish who are bound

- together in a love which impéls them forward into a greater
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JnndeRStanding:o£<themselvesias'individuals:cepebié Ofl"
fulfilment.. This indicates the movement; aelready &harted
out through John Grimes in the first<nove1;-ayay from’ black
.fanaticisn into en afflicted universé end finally to a
.sincere recognition Of'%he“personel validity of love.) It is
upon’ this basic premise of life theat Baldwin s characters

sét out:to find: tnemselves.

l B
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