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I N T R 0 D U C T I 0 N 



In Notes of a Native Son, Baldwin clearly enunciates 

for bimself what his concerns as a writer should be. He 

begins by defining his own position in America, "I suppose 

the most difficult (and most rewarding) thing in UlY life has 

been the fact that I was born a Negro and was forced, 

therefore, to ·.~effect some kind of truce with this reality. n 

In reviewing his peculiar status as American Negro, he 

justifies his literary claims: "I have not t'lritten abol1t 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 Wll.ock 

before I could hope to write about anything else." In actual 

fact, Baldwin's concerns as a writer are deeply connected with 

America. For, as he states this of bimsel.f; 11 I love America 

more than 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. n It is upon these principles that Baldwin will seek. 

to restore Ufe to America• He 11till not be a prejudiced 

writer. He will lead his :fellow Americans onto a vision of the 
/ 

American redemption by his attempt to portray the complex 

problems of h.uman life, and to sh.ow th.at the way out of 1 t 

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 
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will guide one ar.ight.'" Although Baldwin's chara¢ter.s a.re 

black yet all of them are .involved in the etezonal str~gl:e 

fop self-renewal which ,._s the fight waged aga+nst the 

forces of destruction •. 

Baldwin begins his quest by endeavouring to 

break free of the ambiguity which surrounds the -Ameriean 

Negro, to strike out through his writings, on the path 

towards redefining the Black•American personality. In so 

doing, Baldwin, however, desires to preserve his imaginative 

integrity whereby the restrictive concerns of the social and 

the racial,. g;ive place to the loftier concerns Of att. In 

other words, Baldwin intends for himself the path, of 

aesthetic truth., Although most of his. characters are black, 
. . . .. . 

yet they struggle to upli~;t the basic values of human 

existence wbich have remained deeply obscured in 1Amer1ca; so 

that, although in his novels and short stories, Baldwin 
. ' 

manipulates the American experience yet he does so only to 
'\ 

have a better insight into America so as to remodel American 

life upon the more fulfilling principles of human e~stence •. 

The artist, therefore, is specifically concerned with America, 

only as a vi tal means to that end which is the quest for 

self•identity; or to put it in Baldwin's own words: 

One wri tea out of one ttUng only - one's .O'\'lll 
·experience •.. Everything depends on how 
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'relemtiessly one forces from this experience 
th~ last drop, sweet. or bitter, it can 
possibly give. This is the only real concern 

. of. t;he ~~ist1 to recreate out. of the d.isordet 
of life that order which is art. 1 

Most critics agree that after Baldwin's' first 

novel, Go Tell It on the ·Mountain with its prophetic 

l.mdertones of the Black . .v;_e;Si#Jgence; Baldwin has not been 
. . ' 

able to develop himself adequately enough. In many we.Ys it 

.is true that ·Baldwin 'has not succeeded in personal! sing the 

-Americ~ Negro· experience, so· that there is a super:f'll,lity of 

emotiori and sentiment within the n~vels. However, 1n every 

novel, thei-e is noticeable tbis pattern of the search for . 

self~identity, upon which converges the true significance of 
~ . . ; 

life for every character. The aim of this study is not to 

seek for anything technic ally new in Baldwin's ftetion nor 

to relate him, to other· Black American writers, out to e:ss,ess 

What 'his novels have· to offer in terms of what· the adolescent 

protagoriist John Grimes• of the first novel, sets out to. 

achieve for himself and ultimately for the .J\mer~can 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. 

~aldwin' s novels capture the trauma oi the 

present generation. For a proper understanding of his 
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fictional aims, h,ls char~~ters could be said to fall into 

two cat~gories. oti': the one hand,. w~ have tb.em aS b.uman 
~ ' • • J • ' 

c:;omposites of ~he Mer!cali disillusionment represent§_tl:(bY 
. ' . . . -~ . ,, . . ' ' •. . ' " 

such. figures as :Rufus scott in ·Mother· Country; or David and 
.... ' 1 

Giovanni in Giov~'st Room. On tne other, tb.ere are' the 
. . . . . . 

representative figures.of the. ~lack creative consciousness 

who can be ~ingled out for ':ttieir.Eibiiity''to se~Qh deep 
. . . 

wi.thin.themselves,the inner essence of life. They are able, . . . 
. '· 

successfully and artisticallY; to. communicate th9f.t• discovery . . ' . . 
~ . '... ' 

to tb.eir fellow~metlJ These are the potential. embodiments of 
. ' 

nope ~- ~ otherwise ·unredeemed existence• They l:aY claims. 
. . . 

to a :bettet'. ft.1ture by an acute sens'a of their Negro heritag-e 

which_ acti va,tes them into a closer understanding. of American 

h.i.story. They .are represented by. figures such ~ Sormy in-
. . .. 

the il}'short story "Sonny's. Blues" or by the young couple, 

Fanny and Tisn in If Beale street Coutg Talk. In so dividing 
~- ' : ' ' . . 

Baldwin's characters, it is perna;ps easier to· discern Bal.dwin' s 

attempt to differentiate between the authentic road towards 

-pe.rsonal salv~tion and the road leading to complete disaste,. 

This lies in the reader's abilitf to recognise and to 

respond to tbose symbols of human endurance. Tney are :tne 

repositories o£ love in.the brittle American-society; and can 
. . . ~ 

be distinguished from the otners by the inne;r preeenc;e wJ;.thin 

them of the 'black motivating genius which always gives them a 

renewed objective in life. 
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As one follows the ttwead ~:£ Baldwin' '8 t1qtion81 

quest· for identity in the . first novel,, Go Tell It. on. the 
' . . .. ' . , ' ,-_ 

r'lount8in, ina ·observes the Unfolding of the Jo~ Grim.~·s 

consciousness. · He is an example. ot ~ne B~ack ·.Aine~ioan 
., . ' • I • ' •' : 

p$tentie.l ·for change·~ He. stan4s on the t~ef3hold of h'LUilen 

.experience~ looking ·forward· into the ~nown. What. he sees 

and what he feels ate token reminders of the Bl~ck 

.1nvih~1bility, o~ its refusal to aocept life's injustices•· 

In the following novels, however, one loses sight of John 

G~imes' tenacity -ana the ruling tone is one of despair.i 

Although· in these novels,. there ate several chataQ,ters who 

attempt· to understand their own situation which. can be seen 

.tn the relationships that they try out with. one another; and 

which show that the struggle towards life is being attempted, 

ye~·l on the whole, the three novels, Giovall!l!.' s .Room, 

tmother Countrx, and Tell Me How Long th.e TraJ.n:• s .Been Gone; 

fail to successfully characterize any one figur~ of hopeo· 

·They focus more upon the evils that are prevalent within the 

contemporary American society and which thwart the spiritual 
. . . ~ 

growth. of both black and white personality. The sense of 

personal responsibtlity wh.ich is deeply ingrained within all 

the characters, end. which seems to be the driving impetUs 

behind the, Negro spirj. tuais and ·blues quoted at ~nte.rvals in 

tne novels, is• however, weakened by the conflicting impulses 

at work within Americar The three nove.ls only point to the 
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b~ack propensity for·self•renewal but which remains 
. . . 

tmrealized until tb.e l.ater noveli If Bea1e Street·Cou1q: 
.. ·v---- . . . 
~-. · There: are· -no consistent embodiments· of .love· and· · 

nope in these ilovel's. and. although there are cnara.C~ers 
like Ida,· Vivaldo an9. Leo· Proudb.anuner;,. who "i'ignt against 
. . .. '· . . . v""" . 
the· current of Ame.rican ·hopelessness; yet~ tney· tail.· to 
acrtualise those 11f&-tmpelliilg instincts, · whicb;. as fig\il'ed 

in their own l1ves ren1ain mere catchphrases· of: a· dead 
. .'/ . . . . .. 

. 6lvilization,: However, 'th.ese novels provide th.e necessary 

\inks to Baldwin's later novel;· :for it. is in tnese: novels 

that ·a~ldwin focuses upon· the ·dissipation that has set .tn 

within th.e American·cnaracter, ·to· wbich the BlaQk~American 
. . 

~a also victim arul agai,nst· which h.e struggles t.o figh.t and 

to tlee from. This; however •. is not ·:6he entire story of the 

Black Ame~ican• 'After· Baldwin haa t.aken us ~to the heart 

of ·the JUnerican discontent· and ·vividly charactet.ized- it, b.e 

projects the hope o£ the Black American in the later novel . 

v"r.f Bea1e Street Could Talk, through the young eouple'·s ability 

to resurrect· the ·simple values of U£e• These were fh~~}J.i_$:lues 

especially discarded with the disintegration of the fami~y 

during the ur~.enization of the American Negro. anQ. \'lhtch· have 

remained dead under the bUrden of th.e -American ·p\ll"sutt ·of 

economic success{ It is not that tb.ese life-impelling values 

are dealt with onl.y in this novel.o They nave been pl~ing ·on 

the @~.dge of each charaetE}r·• s ~onsciousness. This· maY be saen 
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in the fact that. at oerta1n moments of their live.s, all 

the characters in Bald\dn' s novels, .articulate their 

innermost feeUngs and their innermost needs,, th.er-eby 

making it known both . to tb.ems.el ves and to the .reader of the 

seeming impossibility of their ever being . able to rea.Qh out 

. towards ,the simple but sustaining virtues of human l.ove,·~· 

Wt}a.t h.as been .focussed upon 1n the three novels preceeding 

I' .Bea1e Street Coul·a. Ta1k, is tb.e broken nature of Ame.rie.an 

life which confuse and divide all the cb.aracters•J However, 

they make almost heroic attempts to tmderstand themselvesol 

Tb.e third novel, Al}qther Country. bears evidence Of tb.e 

4ulle·rican need to def.tne itself in the relationships both 

black and white that it portraYs, which also reflects the 

need to be sufficient in lov$-~ It is in this novel, which 

l'>.as been said to be the most ambitious of Baldwin'·s novels2, 

tb.at Baldw~n makes tt· <:;lear that the quest ·for s.el.fnood 

virtually involves the entire knerican country. For t.he 

black character to tmderst;pld himself properly, he must be 

able to relate to ·America, and to his fellow 'i\mericans who 

maY be white, to whom he owes nothing, but to whom he must 

cOmmunicate his personal sense of Ufe and growtl:l.] This 

self commissioned task will be the Negro's triumph over 

himself; for accorc.Ung to Baldw.1.n, love is the only force 

ttl~ is strong enough to battle against the oddities of lifeo 

!n If· Bea1e Street Could Talk, all the black cha.ractt;trs are 
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$US'tat.ned by the ·strength· of su~h a l.ove ~~en ttwrefore~' 

gives dignity· and mea.D.1.ng -to th.eit l.ives and upo~ which 
' 

Fonny' s ·and Tish'~s ·child will, in the futW;e ~hr~ye upon.1 
' ;' ·' . - . ~ . 

. ·' 

T.he col)l~gtion of short stories, Go~ .fo Meet 

the Man• echoe$ o:n. a ~al,le:f' ~c~e, Baldwin's sen$1tivity 
... : 

to the Black ~er1can. C@attty f9r spiritual growth and for 
. . . . ·. \ ' . ~ . ' .. . . . . : ·' ' ; . . . ' ' ' 

~s abi'lity to fight for ,redemption not merely for himself' 
••• ,· ' • • • • • ' •••••• ' ' ..... ' •• • 0 • ; • •• • • • •• .' .' • : •• 

r.eader' s understanding of tne Juner~can Negro's need to push 
. . ·' .. . . 

forward in. life to fin~ his ~rue,ldentity~ They have been 

written .as if the cnaracters themselves were telling their 
,. • • ' ,; ' :.; j • ' 

own stories·., 'fhe re¢er ~s. taken into the inner re.al.ms of. 

each narratillg .~nara~ter for a proper _insight into the 

problem~ that _each faoes. All the characters feel; themselves 
. .,/ . . ' 

at one· with the American destiny. They defy the restrictive 
. . .· . ·, 

laws .of AmericE!l'l society and their avowal of ·personal fre.edom 
' •' ! ' 

.is an assertion of their own faith in Ufe.'· The last novel 
J " ' . ' ·. . . •• ' •. • ' • . 

. . . . 
-Just. -Above rtly Head,· contrib~tes little towards understanding 

Baldwin better •. t.ft rese~bles t~e. t~ee. nov~ls of. his. middle 
.. . . . ' ' . . :. . : ' . 

. period. in~I~b.at. it. r~presents bewilderment and confusion.\ Its 
' . . .. ' ' ·': . ' 

.. character.s are adrift_ in, the unyielding American uni vers~, 

u~e+f!!ssly putting up the show of a figb.t and finally losing 
. . . . . . . . . . . 

t~mselves in the mire of American life. However,. Hal Montana, 
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// 

~ narrator, is r~prssentative of. all. tb.f3.~ which is· 

t'ulfilling and l!fe•sustail'li~g .i!J. Ba1dl,"il1' ~ ,fi9tion·.) . This 
'. ' - ... 

. b,as be.en discus:aed 1il the chapter d~~.iM with this nov.el.! 
' ' ' ' . . .. .. . : . . . . . . 

Everything considered, the. nov~ls f.all int~ 
. . ~ ' . ' . ' . . . . ' \ 

the larger pattern of the Black ·AI_nerican ~earcl'). ;for selfhood. 
. ' '. . . . . . . ' 

·~··.·····' . . •' . 
. Each book is linked to th.e ·other in tha~ each represents · . . . . . . . ' ~ . . 

aspects. of th.e :Ame.rican real.t ty. .AJ.l the. c;haraete.r.s are. a 
. . . . . . . 

. . .,-
part of t.h.e divided :American conscio~snE!ss, everyone ·is 

. . 
. caught w~ th.in the v.ri.ppUng disa.b1U.:~1es .of >Ainer!ca.~ Finally, 

. ' '• . :- ' '' . . - . . 

although th.e majorJ,ty· of Baldwin's chEli':.ac.ters ate blae.k, yet 
. . . ; . . . . . 

. their. , conce:rn.s. are priiila.rilr that .. of indi vi.dual.s :\~ho .ate 
.. . . . ' .. ' . . . . . . . . . 

/ci.e$Parately search.ing for meaning in th.e.i:r lives•\ . The· nature 
• •• • • • • ' f : • • • • • ~ • • • • ' • • 

of th.eir quest. is ·rooted as much---~n .the .t?lack need fo.r · ... 

a.~c~~tElllo_e .. as in their ~re,<ii.3''fi.~tion o~ the. d,lsso.l~tion of 

va;Lues in the c~:mtemporary wor~d. This make.s them keen upon 
: . ' ' . ' . ~ ' . ' . " . . . 

fighting for th.e change ,wi th1·n the :Americ.an. .h.eaft·•! . Baldwin's 
. . . . '. . . ' . . . ''; . ' . . 

characters wh.o a.re Black -Americans and who have. tnei:t roots 
. ' . ' . ' 

.in .. Am7rica@~e subjec~ed to th.e trav¢ls. of Amer1.can. life'•! . 

However·, theY;·: .stl;'ongl.y fe~l tbat tb.ey are !iiffe~ent t:rom. the 

Wn:t.te American. T:~ey l)e~ this respon~b~l~ty that. eltho-ugn· 

Black, they are a segment of tne American Qommunj, ty and 
• •• • ? • , I • 

therefore, have the task of r~d1s~over~ng themselves aa; 
'. 

American citizens. 
' . . . . ' - . 
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The cb.apters that follow deal with indivtdual 

nQvels, they trace tne spiritual growth o£ the characters· 

and attempt to assE;tss what each book contributes by way of 

$Xplaining the nature of the quest for selfhood•l 

ENDNOTES 

1 . . 
JalJles Baldwin. Note~. of. a N&tive Son (Boston: The 

Beacgn Press, 1975), ref. ~haps: dAutobiographical Notes" 
and, ill:Everybody' s P~otest Novel". · 

2 . . 
. Charles Newman,. "The Lesson of the Master: Henry J alJles 

and James Baldwin", The Yale Review, Vol. LVI (Oct,, 1968), 
p.l 47.. . . 



Chapter I 

GO TELL IT ON THE .. MOUNTAIN - THE SEARCH FOR RENEW<AL 
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The title of the first novel, Go TelL It. on 

the Mountain, has about it a suggestion of nope, but of 

. hope unfulfilled until the task llas been completed· so 

that tlle "telling" can be done. It, therefore, llints at 

the imperative for action and thus speaks of lluman 

dynamism. This will be tlle recurring theme of Baldwin''s 

fictiono His characters will project the search for 

renewal which inevitably points to a universal aliveness 

to all possibilities of fulfil~n~t~~ Central to the life 
0 

of every character in Baldwin's novels, is tllis persistent 

urge to create oneself anew •. 

In Go Tell It on the Mountain, Baldld.n uses 

~headolescent protagonist, John Grimes to initiate the 

search for the self. As the youth develop~ into early 

maturity, he challenges the preconceptions of the Black 

world Snd attempts to find tllat which should be central to 

life; but which is 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, tllis puts him 

opposite to all tllat society endorses. From the beginning 

ne rules out tbe possibilities of compromise and his life,. 

as depicted in the novel, is one lonely struggle against 

the soul-ki1lling doctrines of -America. Incidentally, 

three of Baldwin's essaYs,. Notes of a Native .Son,, Nobody 
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Knows My Name and The Fire Next Time, g!.ve an accomt of 

Baldwin's adolescent experiences. They describe th~ 

bewilderment that assails him in his early years•! This 

matches the confusions ()f John Grimes in Go Tell .It on the 

Mormtain• The autobiographical aspect of the fi.r~ novel., 
. 1 

. has been. co~ented upQn by several crit1cs • However, 

G.e()rge Kent ol;>serves that, .~\'lb.at .. is more. i~terest~~n is 

the art:i~t~c ~tr.ansm\ltatiol)" that ,has. been effeqt.ed, and 

t.he representati~n,, therefore, o~ personal exper~ences, as 

"org.anis~d en~rgies that. ce'fry mrthic force in their 

reflection of man attempting· to deal with des;ti;nyn. 2 John 

. Grimes is a representative· figure of the iUnarican Negro who 
. . 

se~s to r~dafina himself.. On a vaster level . tb.e ·riovel 

deals with the indivi.dual' s tight. for survival ... 

In this novel, Baldwin dwells upon the sociolo­

gical and spiri~ual influences that have shaped the Black 
, . . . . . 

character,. so that tne qUest for selfhood in the first 

novel and in the tater novels; may be properly unqerstood in 

relation to the Black June'f.ican milieu.- The theme of tb.e 

quest in Go Tell -It on the Mountain. has also .been remar~ed· . 

tg>o~,by several critics3. vfn this novel,. aaldwin shows us 

that the neeq for renewal is endlessly thwarted by the 

peculiar and almos~ .distorted ci.rcumstanc.es tha-t surround the 
v. Negro ~n America. In actual fact,. Baldwin .cnara~terises the 
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eircun1stances into which Jotm Grimes· was borrt and egeiinst 
·, 

whJ,cn tte will· nav:e to £1ght to m81ntain his inborn sense 
... 

of personal freedom. 'l'ne novel enacts the disll:~usionment 

·~f .each saint who, in s~tting ·out to· face life .creativelY. 
. . ' 

·~s ·iriste,e.d defeated "by ·.b.is own misgUided efforts•} Again·st 

th~r histories will be pOJ:'tr'a;Yad· .tne strug-gling figUre Of 

Jotm Grimes. ··Through him B~ldwirt will. $.ttempt to look back 

into past history so 8$ to ~e•evaluate the present 1i;)Q'f~ine 

t~a ·c.oncept of the black~ sal£. . For, ·according ·to .. him,~ "The 

country will ·not change until it exSinines itsel·f· and 

discoV'~rs what it reall.Y :means bY.freedom11 :.
4 ·This will be 

'. ' 

the st~ing point for Jotm ·Gr~es' venture~ irito the-unknown, 

\"lbl.ch is his own speoial 6bility to utilise his freedom tc;> 

enhance· tumself spiritually. He alone wil~ displ~- the 

courage needed to move out of the constricting framework of 

the Bl:ack community.- Within the. novel, · thi~ maY be seen· ~n 
' ' 

. :JC>hn' s 1.narticu1ate expressions of· dissatisfaction and 
' . . . 

despair, .in his .endless probings about himself and about his 

. ~wn destiny. Jon the. surfac~, the nov~l enacts Johri.' s re-birtb. 
.. ~ . . 

. ·in.t.o . ~be rel.igio~·· Surl'ounding . him and inwov.en irtto the 

n~rat~ve, are the futile life~hl.stories of every other black 

c.nare.cter·. · A1 tnough each one celebrates the attainment of 

rs].igi,ous salvation.. yet deeply e~bedded wi tbin' ail of them, 

is the uncleensed burden of guilt and frustratJ..on.! Tile novel 

evok-es a picture· of John Grimes "trapped" in tile "patho:t.ogyn 



- 14 

of the country into which he was born. Yet John wiil enact 

if not the whole, at least the beginnings of his attempt to 

-"liberate" himself, 5 and to ask of himself as Bald1tlin did: 

~d 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-, And if his love was so great, ~d 
if b.e loved all his children, why were we; 
the blacks cast down so far? Why? In spite 
of all I said thereafter, I found no answer 
on the floor- not that answer, anyway ••• 6 

This remains an unanswered question 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 _ ::> refuge from his inner complex! ties, and finds. it in 

the repressive faith of the Black Church-.- Underlying all, is 

the fact that every character who is seeking to renew himself, 

- is 1nev1 tably overtaken by the strain of Junerican existence. 

The purpose of mentioning,. and later in the chapter, illust.ra.­

ting ·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 

beqomes a convincing aspect of the Jobn Grimes consciousnes$ 
/ - ' -

for,_ in every step that he takes- John Grimes pledges himself 

further on to the task of fi~~ng the better self which would 

replace the subsen~J,ent self of the old.~ 



For a better understanding of John Grimes and 

~f the Black· Amer.ican • s quest for re~ewal,· Baldwin presents 

·us with an entire generation of Biack questors who, having 

fought . for a more 'meaiu.n8ful lifet' have had to lose all in 

their llopeless struggle. "It snould also be ·understood that 
.' ' . 

John Grime's' attempt to re•structure 'his own life must be 
; . ' . 

upon a knowledge of the failtire of his black ~predecessors. 

' . 

. Tnus,. to root .itself in. t.he present moment, the 

novel must go back to the past, to reassemb:J.e th.e history of 

those ~aints who were nourished .by the etllics of a wtl1, te 

civiliz~tion, and to t~aoe: .~ohn' s geneolo~YJ .~ . .a~·so to focu.s 

Upon his movement awa.y. fr?m Harlem; awaY from n all those 

sisters.:~ and all those churches, and all those tambourines to 

encounter the "white world" that "had been controlling him" 
' ' 

from. the time he opened llis ".eyes on the world" .1 . This. has 

.an autobiographical parallel in ~aldwin' s ac~ual flight to 
.. . . 

Paris to ask himself the question: who he wa.s. 8 Go. Tell It on 
' ' ,. .. . .. ' ' ' - . ~· 

the ~ountain deals with the period prior, to the fl.ight. The 

novel evokes t~e past to evaluat~ its f~lure, whilst bringing 
' - . ' .' ~ . . . '; 

into. consciousness the figure of John Grimes. Jo.hn belongs to 
' . . ~ . . . . . 

the present, th~t moment in time, which, according to Baldwin, 

is. forever dynamic. There is nope then within c}'oh1l' s span of 
" . ' ' ' 

lif~, to reorient his peopl~'s vision towards "a new sense of 

Ufe's possibil1t1es"; 9 to free them from the misconceptions 
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of history, and to re:;Jtore to them a "sensuality'', that 

Baldwin defines as, the ability to "respect and rejoice in 

the torce of life, of life itself; and to be present in all 

that one does, from the effort of loving to the baking of 

bread. n 10 In other \'II'Ords, to wean them away from the 

narrowness of' a Jealous Jehovah to a more personal. and a 

freer conception of God: 

I suggest that the role of the Negro in ~e~ican 
life has something to do wi ttl our concept of what 
God is, ••• to be w~th God is really to be 
involv~d 'IJi th some enormous, overwhelming desire·, 
and joy, and power which you cannot control, wbich 
cqntrols you. I conceive of my ow.n life as a 
journey towards something I do not understand, 
~b.ich in the going towards, makes me better•! ·I. 
conceive of God; in fact, as a means of liberation 
and not as means to control others ••• 11 

Although Jobn lacks the intellectual maturity to consciously 

put forward his arg\.unents the way Baldwin does in his essaYs, 

yet his posture of mute .defiance represents the subversive . 

instinct of the artist, which according to Baldwi_n,. disturbs 
' 12 1ihe peace. John is· not committed to the falsifications of 

the past and., therefore; cannot be controlled by it. Rather, 

tie is a witness to the possibility of Negro survival in tne 

American wasteland. But, as yet, it still .remains to be seen 

whether John reaches fictional maturity in the later novels, 

and whether Go Tell It on the Mountain, whilst aspiring to the 

rejuvenated landscape; does achieve proper fictional 
' 

development •. 



Meanwhil~, the novel enacts the historical 

impasse between a Jealous Jenovah and tne American Negro 

which has repurc~ssions in tne e~ntemporary world,_ within 

the Ufe of ~tte black adolescent Jo~ Grimes• The whole 

storY, of Negro _enslavement to suffering and to the white 

wo,rld is told through. the polypnonio structuring Qf tna 

character's experience~;? _in the novel.· It also reveals the 

American N~gr.o' s indoctrination to Western theology. <As 

Baldwin manipulates the hifStorieat"J?erspective, he also 

brings into focus the awakening Negro consciousness · , . 

symboiised in tne .figure of John Grimes. Very early in the 
. . 

novel,, John shows the beginnings of his own rejection of the 

fallacies of a white God, whiol:l alienates-· nis relation to the 

institution of tne Black Church ~ by implication, to 

Blaek-Junerican atti tudeso He will seek to re-define reall ty 

.for him.self in relation to an immediate present, as he sees 

it - . and to the irrevocable past,··to liberate an aliltonomy of 

the self.. Not only does Baldwin autobiographically eJtploit 

his own past, but he imagines a tableau of the impl;'isoned 
' ' 

Negro life evolving within the American con~ext since the 

Great Migration. 13_ Thi$ is the, life that threatens the very 

existence of a John Grimes. The struggle within the black . 

adolescent foretells of a quickeni.rig ~f tl:le Black -Amefican' s 

spirit as it seeks tQ find itself. It wiT:l have to demolisl:l -·· 

i.ts unlikel,y alliance witn a white dominated past, and a 



threateningly impoverished present to reconstruct 

paradoxicallY; through the power of love ·and by strategy, 

a better image of itself; and ultimately of Am.er~ca.~ The 

following excerpt from Baldwin's NobodY Knows Mx Name 

illustrates this point with clarity& 

Which of us h.as overcome ~s past? -And the, past 
of the Negro is blood dt1pp1ng ·down through th.e 
leaves •.•.•. But the past ·is ·-not· special to _the · 
Negro. This norror is a.J.so tne past;· and tlle 

.. everlasting potential temptation· of ·the human· 
race. If.we do not know this;. it seems to me; we 
know notlling about ow-selves; nothing about each 
other; to nave accepted this is also to have 
found a source of strength .o. source of all our 
power4 But we must first accept ~he paradox ~lith 
joy.1 . . . . . . 

The social reality of Go Teil ·it on the .Mormtain 

is shown to be under th~ fatal misrule· of tne Hebrew law.; 

This reallty consist's Of a commuriity of socially­

undel'privileged saints who need to compensate -their. $ense 

of .dispossession by a pharisaical rightness. surrounding 

them ·is the realness of the· orie birtnrigtrt they have claim 

to, that of ·the colour black. This complicates their 

responses to the larger· universe because of the associations 

that nt~sto:ry had made with this colonr:/ In the novel, John's 

!ather "had always said that his face was tb.e faCe of Satan~" 15 

Since the normal equiValent to tne colour black is evil, 1 t 

wouid be fatal for the Black -American to cnerish any illusions 

about his innocence. Part II evol,<es in flashback., the 

obsessive nature of the Black ..American guilt, as each 
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character makes his or her ailguished journey to the £llta.r 
/ 

Qf the Temple .• for refuge and sustenance. · Gabriel and : 

Fl.orence, . a.a also EUzabetn end .Richard, ·have been ravaged 

by a common des~tny and are helplessly e.rucii'ied; t9 their 

lot ... Tneir kinship w1 th one another• ·rests on a common 
.. 

trensgressi9n: that of the failure .to a.ehieve spiritual 

integration~~ therefore, .of the-failure to achieve 

renewal, ,throu~h personal relationshi:[ft§-9 that they must 

return to' the only institution tb.at guarantees hOpe to 
. ' 

th~ir sin•protracted existence. .Althougn like the otners, 

John Grimes; undergoes the spiritual crisis that would 

qualify l:lim to tull membersl:lip of the Temple of the Fire 

Baptized as one of its t-estored saints, 'he yet 'remains · 

unrestored to himself·. Tne narrator recapitulates the 

irresolvable crisis within John's soul: 

Yet, as. he moved among them • .-: .• · something began 
to knock in· that 11 stening, aston! sned~ · new born, 
·end fragile heart of bi·s; something recalling tne 
terrors of tne night., •• -• .Jmd wb11e his heart was 
speaking, he found himself before his mother • •• 
And once again, he trieP. to read the mystery of 
that face •.• • He wanted to comfort her :;. •.• He knew 
only • and no\'JI· looking at his mother, he l:mew 
that' he could never tell it • that the heart was a 
fearful place. 16 ~ 

After Jotm has felt the mysterious power of the 

Black fa! th the residual feeling makes him no wl,ser, only 

more vulnerable to the .afflictions of an indifferent uni• 

verse; personalised in the figure of the unpardoning 
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patr~aqn_; 

Jmd b.e :. felt his· father behi.nd him. · 'Md h.e ·:t:el t 
the March. wind r!se, ••• He turned to face his. 
·father, he· found· himself smiling but·· tU.s father 
did not smile.17 

·;It .is significant .that John's father has been the 

J;nf:Lue.p't~al .figure .in his l:lfe •. But at the. crucial moment 

o;f Jo.hn' s conversion when, Gabriel ought. to -have approved of 

tus son~~ return, the narrator .ironically· emphasizes his 

veil~d, rejec.tion. . He focusses upon Jo.bn' s exc;;ilement and 
' 

with i:t;ti a certain obdurate naivety of character that is 

reflected 11) J.ohn • s bewildered inability to simplify the 

spir.ttua,l. ecstasy that overtakes him. Johri • s .psychological 

postu,r~, p1tche.s .the archetypal struggle between the tyranny 

of dogma and the lone .. antagonist. These conflicting impulses 

have been localized within the Black -American context, 18 and .. have 

been orchestrated w1 thin the ~oval, in the reenaPtment of each 

character's past history. As _the ch'aracters go in search~_Qf a 
. . . ' . ' 

. . . 

fruitless renewal, there is ·tne crucial awarfiiless. th~t the 
' ~ . .· . . . . ~ . . 

terms of such a lif'e might surely be Jol:m • s legal inheritance 
; .~ ;; 

if only he could escspe it: 

Suddenly, sitting_ at tbe window, and with a violence 
unprecedented, there arose in John a .flood. of f'u.ry 
and tears, and ne bowed his bead, fists cli:mched . 
against the window•pane, crying; . with teeth on e~es 

·· "Wnat sball I do? What shall I do?''19 · · · · · · · 

But escape for Jotm, would only be into the clutches· of a 

white world, wbicb has yielded nothing to his mother, father 
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and aunt,.who sojourned there in the mis~aken hope of 

brighter prospects. John encounte-rs in his mother; his 

unsolicited future: 

And he knew agBJ.n that she was ·not saying ey~rything 
sh.e meant; in a kind of secret l~uage she was 

· telling him: today. something that. he must remember 
and understand tomorrow. He watched her jfaqe, his 
heart. S\'IOllen with lo"e for· her and With Sn anguish·p 
not yet his· own,. that. he,. did not understand and that 
frightened him• 20 · · 

Between John and his mothet'; lie the n abyss" of the "American 

experienca 11 , 
21 from which ~he has s'alvaged nothj.ng; only kept 

in safe custody the abili t1 .to love·. Elizabetn, of all the 

others; h.aroically approaches h.er own kind of ftilfiltment.i 

But John's quest for renewe.l. away from that institution which 

his mother now endures and now ~epresents, precipitates 

traumatic conflicts Within b.im: · 

It was the roar of tlte damned that filled B~oadway 
••• BroadwaY; the way tltat led' to death was broad 
• •• but narrow waa the way tltat led to .life eternal 
• • • But he did not long for the narrow way;. where 
all his people walked;· •.••. In the narrow way; ., •• 
there awaited· him only humiliation forevet~ there 
awa1 ted him; one daY• a house like his father's 
h.ouse • • • where he would grow old and black with 
hunger and toile 22 · 

and which unwittingly aligtls him with tlte contemporary American 
' in search of a personal col?.erence in life. 

Keeping in mind the· words of Ralph Ellison,. commen­

ting upon now the contemporary ~erican Negro ought to be 

cl.r'awn;. Joh.n can be seen as nthat sensitively focu~sed proces~ 
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of opposi tea, of good and evil, of instinct and intellect,: 

of passion and spiritual! ty1123 • the wnol.e ·complexity of black 

skepticism• John. has to countenance a tortured conscienc~ at 

Odds with itself and with its zealous compatriot~.! Ml.d Uke 

Stephen Dedalus in A Portra,it of the ·,Artist as !} Young Man24 

he stlluggles to authenticate the meaningful existence.~ 

Al. though the novel does not ring out a positive conclusion, 

yet in the nature of John's ~piritual ordeal flickers the 

J.,mpulse to confront real! ty not in the waY of his predecessors, 

but .apart from them and alone: "For he had made his decisi.on. 

He would not be like his father or his father's fathers. He 

would have anotner life.n25 

Significantly anougn, the iconoclastic habit has 

been entrusted to John early in life. ·AnY psychological 

formula for. tne novel could be traced back to The Fire Next 

_Time and to .-N;o:;o.:t;,;;e~s-. O;;;;f-._ ...:a:a..:N:.::a~t=i:..:v~e;...:;S;,;:;o:.:n• But wb.at is symboUc in 

the portrayal of John Grimes ·ts that, whilst John's ·e;Lders 

had their r:~~ts in an ossified tradition, John 1s moving away 

from the confinements of that'milieu. He suffers not only the 

spi.ri tual betrayal of his black superiors but also the collapse 

of the larger ·American environment that sb.ould have infused 

him with a sense of living relationships. The nascent . "' -:;: 

rebellion laun~hed within John Grimes, is symptomatic not only 

of precipitating soq~ological factors, but of the rootless 
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contemporary seeking to li.ber at.e the . potent! al witbtrh In, 

Baldwin's terms, this would mean· a renewing o~ the se;tf.\'T1t·n 

D$Onysian fervour; that. which he. defines .in Th.e .Fire .Next,.' 

Time as- nsensual1ty" which is the abillty to ."resp.ect .enU.: 

,rejoice. in the .force . Q~ Ufe . ; ~- ~ "2S 

John-Grimes, together with the other. q,uestors tn: 

Baldwin's later novella;: · se1emi~' to snare a common ancestry. in 

the figure of the epio questor of Th.e W@tel;nd.1 Tb.ey Will. . 

attempt -a· blind pilgrimage tb.at will take them everywhere,. 

to cultural· metropolises, . and nowhere at all• :back to 

themselves. "I- think now that if I had had any intimation 

that the self I was going to find would turn out to be only 

the same self .from which I had "spent so much time in fUght, 

I would have· stayed at h0me~ 27 

In. the _tirst novel,. B~(lwin restricts ~mself to 

the prlm·ary ·phase· of a growing consciousness, that haa not: 

as :vet outgrow.t;j.fi; t~e orthodoxy of 1 ts p~ent religion ~· of 

the colour Black and of the. Black Churc.h - because it is 

still \in1-n1 tiated 1n the rites of \'IOt:ldly relig1Qns.J In 

John, the inescapable heritage of cosmopolitan disbel~e.f 

moulds his entire response to the !:'Universe. So ~~alsO is the 

fact of his Negro h.eri tage that has bestowed upon him the: 

.:::::curse of the age~~ •tAll nigger.s Jtad been cursed, ._ __ .; all . 
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28 
niggers had come from this most undutiful of Noah's sons"• 

And the spiritual ferment that lays c/AI:m upon his heart 

cannot find any simple solution.. "Time was indi.ffeJ:'ent, • •• 

but the heart, crazed wanderer_ in the driving waste; carJ:'ied 

the curse forever.n 29 

~ ·. : 
Metapporically, Part +II, the Threshing Floor, 

~ncapsulates th~ soul's seizure by the Divine Protagonist; a 

nightmare .Pi~grimage into the recesses of elemental confusion 

that bears ironic W1 tness to the genuineness of 'th~ soul's 

thtl:rst for salvation and to the manifold contradictions that 
. ' 

waylay 1 t. The enactment has been symbolically verbal! sed., 

and heightene,d by the emphasis upon Jonn's complete isolation 

and his :1nd1vidue,l response to it. Even here; John's 

untried sense of II4ssion. pressurizes him into the acUtest 

p~ic!pat~on 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., that30 must be fo'Ulldo He would die· if it wa.S not found •. · 

In John's ypheaval Ues the testimony ot a persona:L and a 

. universal. endeavour for the· sight of the Father .. , and of 

ultimate renewal-. The experience partakes of the my~tical• 

John's experience of it, in the present, is a mythic 

representation of the visitation of a Retributive Father, to 



a member of the community of saints.. The novel embraces tne 

impenetrable dimensions of the soul in blind relation to a 

cap.ricious future, as. ~t ·seeks out for 1 tself thei illusio~ . 
I 

of freedom; and of "change not on the surface but in the 

depths ••• change in the sense of renewa1.~31 

Each prayer for mercy agonises over th.e sins of the 

pa_at, and as the momentum for John's conversion graduallY 

works itself upto a crescendo, in a minor key, the contr~b\1-!0 
. . ' 

tive histories of each character is manipulated into the 

narrative. Characteristic ,:to all (except perhaps Gabriel) is 

the flight from the stable to the unstable, telti~ the 
. ' 

uncharted road to the unknown, end sociologically P.aralJ..el,ed 

. in the urbarU.z~tion of the. Americ.an Negro. 32 ·.The depa.rte.r 
' . 

enlists nothing to assi.st hiiQ;, only an undiminished capacity 

to l.i:Ve, and therefore, t9 lover. Born into the: forms of a 

sterile religi.on which communi a ates 1 tself through a 
' . 

.reptessi ve !~om;- these vJ.ctims of a mi.sg~ded ~.lieu attempt 

to . .forge for thems~lves,.·, a viab'l.,e eure, ep~t from t~eoiogy 

and away. from th~ storefront. church. In Baldw,tn' s later 

novels,. ~he flight away into the. vacuity of cosmopolitan 
. . . . . ' 

disbeUef, sees _no returnin~. But iJl Go Tell It on tt\e / 

Motmtain, in .the lives of. those, wt+o are. a generation olde.~ 
• ~ • • 1 

to Jotm, there is the deliberate,. unquestioning return to the 

Sanctified Fold: 
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"Let Him bring you _low so He can r a1 se you up." 
And was this the WaY she should h.ave gone? ·Had 
she ~been wrong to fight so hard? Now sh.e was 
an old woman. and all alone• and she was going 
to die.. And she had nothing for all her battlest:) 
• • • sh.e was on her face before the altar: crying 
to God for mer¢y.·33 

Juxtap~sed to the spirituel return of the oth.er characters 

ia.the spiritual rebirth of John Grimes, which comes upon 

him at the start· of hfs career and unlike the others· not at 

the end of his life.- History for John does not· seem to 

fo.rbode a. stereotyped repetition even in the fact of b.:J;s 

qonversion, · for his is a youthflll. conversion whicU. there­

fore becomes questionable in the l!ght·of a future. still to 

be traversed. The conversion is tmable to negatet .::as it has 

for the other. chara¢ters JotiD,. s quest for the better life•! 

In their. inability to reconcile confusion and complexity, 

the other characters subsume t~eir sense of fut1U ty in a 

tellgion of retribution, :within ~he fraternal· clan of fire 

baptized saints. Their conversion, however, is not reductive 

Qf th.e morel significance of. th.e quest. 'rhE:J· emphasis falls 
I • • , . 

-upon a dramat~sation of th.e bllghted nai,U.re of each character's . . - . . 

search through the city of New Yo-rk~ . Although. their secular 

pilgrimage through a sih-infe~ted universe aborts Divine Grace, 

yet Baldwin draws out of their, personal h1stor1es1 the dynamic 

nature of eacn character's strugg:J.e with ·himself ·and with his 

environment to seek w1 thin their span of existenc$ the 

bel'lediction of a freer and of a nobler Ufe. -. Florence, 
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EUzabetn ~d Ga~r~el are shown to be 'the impressionable 

scions ·of .t.ne occUlt traditions of the Black·Chuteh; and 
p • • • • • • • • • - • ' • • 

by impiication~. victims. of the aJDoral dicta.t_es of. a wh,l.te · 

society. 
', :' . . . ) 

Their inev~ table return to it~. nullifies their 
.. ' 

p.toneering potential.• Tne validt. ty. of· their conversion· 
. . ' . ' . . 

reinstates the efficacy of the ··al~k cti\u-cn a.S an· infinite 
. . ' ' . . . . 

source of control. whi,ch does not in anywaY indicate 

BaJ.dwin' s condemnation of the Black 4uneric£m; ·only en 
'·' . . . . . . . 

exp.t;'ession of ni~ per~on·~ anat~e~a· to ·the. Black churcb.a 
. \ . ' ' 

an,(i a graphic replay of the damaged Negro consciousness · · 

wrecked by "pride, hatred, . bitterness, lust · ~" • folly .-, .~ · 

oor~ti.on" of which also, J~~ is atie~r" to, 34 ~d by tne 

·subterfuge adopted by the dominant white culture.! 

J;n the novel• the Urge· towards some kind of· 

tenew~. lies deeply einoedded within the Black kterican.! Even 
... 

Gab.t;'iel aliows'. himself to_ be perpetuallY brought low in: the 

hope of reconditioning a stupendously'. adverse sold• · "But no 

child had ever wept such tears , • ~ Tney came froiil the deep$ 

. no cb.ild discovers;- and shook hi:m ~th an ague nQ child . 
' . 

¢nduresu. 35 Go Tell. It. on the Moynt·@in follows the llnear 

movement of eacb. chara¢ter' s 'quest towards an unspecified 

d~stiny. But instead o.:.f the· a:rrival ·at a destination, that 

crux of .what should normally be fUlfii~ment, there is only 

the, self-defeating end. The linear takes 'a turn back into 



tb.e cyclically self•enclosed• "JAs. hers b.ad bee~ ~0. 

fti.cnard' s i. tnere was ·rl,P escape for anyone• God \Alas_ 

evei'ywb:are •. terrible, ~-~~- Uving .God. • •.• a 36 Tb.e, netrator 
. - •, ' . . . . 

' .. 
evokes tne Negro's vivid ·sense oi doom !~om wht.ch. there . ' . . . . ' . . . . . 

can be no escape· and against wh.tcn John* s soul tebelsii' 
.. . .. 

John bas not entirely moved out 0~ the ~ne-dime~sioned 

retiglosi ty of his elders, besid~s which an~ e.g~ which. . ~ . 

he will have to validate) tne self.· Wh.etheJ" 
: . .... -:._..~ . the altar of 

Grace· will _continue to ramifY his spi-ritual documentation$ 

lin the tuture;. remains fictionally lll1stated .•.. B1,1t the fact 
' ' . ~ !. :\ 

o£ t.ne conversion of literally b.aving- "gon~ through." qolll..d · 

be read asfpz:obable metaphor for. the soul's. p~sicmate attempt 

to rej\,lVenate itself•' Broadly speaking; in tb.e novels t'b.a..t 

come. after .Go Tell It. on. the Mountain. Baldwin abandons ~he 

relj;.gious arena for tne .l1'1:6ral1stn of the New Wor1;c1, · 

sti"Uggling to .stabiUGe. its o.naot.ic impUlses, and against 

~1h1.oh, the focu.~;~ is 'Upon the frene~ic searo~ for". rene\'lal 

ttm_ough the s·exu~ experi-ence~ Tne c..o~~nements of. the 

religiol.ls have· been jettisoned ove.rboard and the sexual takes 

i:ts pl_ace. But these milestone endtfavours in. th$ other novels, 

remain ineffec~u~.. Th~ majo,r:1 ty <?~ \U?.c;:onnected U;ves are 

t.mconnected still; tmless one exclude~ 1J.Beale .street Could 

Tallt. _which could be vi.ewed as tne one; sustained U·fa­

fl,ll.i'illing statement, that realistically llb.arates a latent 

c.e;paoi ty for procreative love • through. the .symbol. o:f the child. 
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The theme of the qUest for renewal through 

religion J.n Go,' Tell It .·on the Nountain (and thre>t1gh sexual 

encounter. in ~ne. other novels) carri:ea ·eaeh ona.racter 

through, to tne · edge· of a. spi,ri tual ex~le: . 

sne ·knew· through what fires tne soul must 'crawl;. 
and with what weeping one passed over.. Men 
apoke :of· now the . neart broke up, but never Spoke 

. of how th:~ soul hung speectlless in the pa\1S9t the37 . 
voidt. the. terror between the living and the (lead. · · 

and alone, confronting t:atttomless (i~pttl_s, ttiey must· eith.er 

~loi t to tt:J.e ·point of blas.phemY; in the· sense of smashing 

taboos., life's posSibilities,. or make the journey back to a 

binding orthodoxy. 

The pattern,. of the quest tor renewal, emerges 

onJ,y as each independent entity congregates before the altar 

of the Temple to attempt to consolidate a heavi~y' littered 

past. The accumulated embitterment of each character haS 

been telescoped into an instant in tiine, when th$ soul undEu:• 

the impetus of a revival~st fervour, surrenders t·ts 

comp·a:exi ty for t b.e htmli 11 ty of the f a1 tnful,. Divine. Justice 

is invoked through a prophetic utany sounded at regular 

~ntervals .i.n the novel and .more profoundly ·stressed in tb.e 

last section, the Threshing Floor., as each charaeter fulfil.;ls 

the pr&!-~equisites of Divine Gr·ace; those of huriliUty a,nd, 

repentance. Tbe ironY:t. however,. Ues iil the fact that although 

ea.¢h obara:e"ter goes through tb.e rituals of a spirl tual baptism, 
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waYWard soul of J'ohn, graJ,pl.ing in time with the tamel.esf;l· 
' . . . . 

qondi tiona of htiman· mortW.ity, more particularlY. grappling . ' . . . .. . 

With. the es·sential roots Of black identity, projects thE! 
' . ' . '; · .. ' 

degperate hop·e of regaining a vital . sense of 1 tself; now 
.. 

mute·d in the 11 ves o£ those .converted, The. sense of 

ultimate: renewal· is· emphatically. and perh~Ws histd:•ioni-. 

cally <iralllatised by the character~ themsel~es. liohn· .. J 

ho\'lever; at,ter the ~P~.ri tual deluge, ·in ·contrast to the 

others,. elicits the choric .. passwotd into he~ven rather 

half-hearted.):'¥. \'/hat the narrator· also· equally emphasizes 
·) 

is the ineffac~abl:e. quality of John's aloneness; bis 

complete alienation, the sense of being outside the normal 
. . . ' 

flux of human affairs; reminiscent· of Johnnie in BaldWin's 
. . 

short. st.ory; ·"The Outing'*.; QUotable from it with P.artic:u• 
. . . 

lar reference to John Grimes are the concluding· sentences:· 

"But now ·w~e·re there had been peace there was oniy pani~ 

anQ. wher.e .there had been safety; danger; . iike a flower 

opened •. "3S . For John; the i~'ourney ·towards ·renewal has only 

begun. · He ·is unable unlike the others; to end his search 

in the. encounter with the Divine, for the expetience has 

only mome~tarily immobilized bim39 not liberated. W.m; so 

that after his lightning conversion,' ni:s earller l.BlCertain­

tJ.es surface once again~ and struggle· to articulate themselves. 
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They were approaching his house~:·• his father's 
house. In a moment he must leave Elisha; ~ .~.1 
and walk alone ••• with. his mother and his 
f~ther. And he- was afraid• He wanted to stop 
and, turn to Elisha. and tell him •.;. ·"'somethi!lg 
f~r which. he found no .words • 
••• ·"Elisha", said John, nEllsha", 

. o-·11 it . John, staring at Elisha; struggled to tell him 
som~tl'ling. more. • strugg:t.ed to saY·""' -all tb.at-

. could never ·be said• · . 
Yet:. "I was down. in the valleyn, he, dared,. fl! 
was· by myself down there. I won't never forget,; 
May_ God f<?rget mE!· 'if I fol:'get.~40 · 

That the !riert(isbip W-ith Elisha· st~s as li se(i~ar syrnbo1 

ot hope for· releasE! ·is never made. expU<lit. · But, Su.rround• 
. . 

ing EUsha, 1s a certain vibrancyj · tb.at· of Ufe1 - and evoked 
. ' . 

in th$ early part ot too novel, when Jotm and El.fsb:a 

g~appl~ phys1cl'ally ~tn eacti ot~er. Fern Marje. Eckman in 

?the FuriouS Pass age ~t .James .B,al.dwin, quote's a·ai&win thus: 

~o Tell It on the Mountain• a story of Harlem 
adolescen~e 'in 'l~hich, ·according ·to its· autno~, 
ho~exuallty is "implicit" in the boy's 
situation•• ~d nmade almo.st expUcit"· in hi::; · 
tentative gropings towards a seventeen year 
old Sunday Scb.ool teacher.u.41 · · · . · 

-Although ttu_s might be the implied truth, yet ·John nas 

a;LwaYs displayed a natural aptitude for seeking the love 
. . 

tb.a1:- b.a.S alwaYs been denied to him. Of all th.e characters 

tha:~ John' Grimes CO]lles into conta.Ct With,· Ellsila is the only 

one ·able to inspiFe h,im With confidence and.'nope; and, it 
'. 

would be natural for John Grimes 'f;o seek him. fot guidenc~ 

and friendship. In the. later novels; such relationships 
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b~come sexual alliances •. For. th.e .present., it could.' be 

said that John's. quest for renewai foreshadows. a futur~, 

which· will· pltinge ·him into· diverse experi.ences. which may 

or·' may riot. yield him w1 th 'a better understanding of. 

himself~' Meanwhile· the.· novel re-examines the cla.Ss:tc 
~e . . 

structure; of~Black· American experience which will have to, 
. . ~ ' 

be modified by the present· black· generation., The. novel 

seek& an. uncertafn future,, but i't. looks· aheaci all the same,~ 

throUgh its· adolescent offspring,; .who has imbibed•;· despit.e 

himself,.· all the tragic and irredeemable shortcomings of the 
' . ' ' ' . 

conscious Black Americ~. The juxt~osi tion of personal 

experience between him and th.e oth.er characters, e.'specially 

bring forward the faut, o·f the near impossibility of Negro 

fulfil~.ment in America.. Unknown to Jb.hn,- 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 towards Ufe and as a symbol of 
.. 

hope for the American Negro's rel.ease; John ventilates the 

fixed atti.tudes of hi.s Black kinsmen, so that the \'!eight of 

the entire novel, falls upon John's develop.ing potential £or 

freedom. This inspires him with the capacity to see, out-, . 

\'la.t'dto and forwards into the unknown future that h9.5 yet to 

be tapped. It pro~ses more than ·the past and present 

disillusionments that have disqualified the 4\meric.an Negro . . 

from pa.rticipa:i;ing in the creation of history and ultimately 
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that of h.uman life. This naturally implies, that the end 

note is one of qualifi.ed optimi:~·,. 

It cannot be said that John's quest for selfh.ood 

ends with the concluding lines of the novel. He has only 

succeeded in initiating himself out of the orthodox pattern 

of Black-American life. Where the other characters have 

already traversed the full course of a disillusioned life 

and have made their way back to th.e Black community having 

found no other alternative, John is only just preparing 

himself for life• His salvation lies in the :future• As the 

novel awaits John Grimes' renewal, it significantly brings 

the reader up-to-da~e w1 t.h th.e suffering that John Will have 

to go through, the hopelessness that he will nave to fight 

against and the knowledge that he will nave to bear if he _is 

to constantly seek to renew and rehabilitate t'lis own 

identity• It is through John Grimes th.at the novel 

channelises the Black American hope for :fulfil~ment and 

creativity• In the end, one understands that the quest :for 

renewal is an undertaking that challenges the_ indi;vidual end 

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 

Mountain of the adolescent hero's valiant effort to "wr~stle 

with himself"1 and to understand his situation better, tne 

three novels that follow it carry the theme of Baldwin's 

quest for authent~ci ty, to the more complex realms of the 

artists' fictive imagination• They depict his ripening 

concern with the Bla~k ~erican attempt to validify an'\\ 

unfettered identity; away from the warped conceptions of the 

black ghetto and apart from· the black stereotYPes of history.· 

Consequently, Giovanni's Room, Mother Countr:x; and Tell Me 

How Long the Train's Been .Gone, reflect 1n their ~er .. 

construction, the ~xtremities of be~aviour whicb the 

individual in fligh.t from his environment has been driven to. 

This is specifically illustrated in the entangled human 

relationships that fil~ the three novels. The purpose of 

this chapter is to examine the nature of these .relationships 

so as to have a better insight into the problems that tne 

~el'ican character has to face before he can hope to attain 

knowledge of the self. The focus will be upon tne nature of ' 

experience in -America, outside the boundaries of the Black 

Ch.urch.; If in the ttrst novel, Baldwin is dealing strict1Y 
in 

with the pattern of Black Junerican life,~ the later novels, the 

arena has.enlarged to include the whole of ~erica. For the 

BJ.ack iAmeric an, the quest for selfh.ood would be insufficiently 

pursued if he is tCi) exclude his white counterpart from his 
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area of experience. The second novel, Giovanni's .Room, \'ihich 

has only white ch.aracters in it snows us that th.e White 

-American is as divided with.in himself as the Black lA.meric~. 

A].though the problems are individual to each., yet Baldwin 

feeis that th.ey are a part of one anoth.er·. Th.eir .individual 

struggle for selfoioknowledge ·points to a b·asic ·wU. ty between 

·them and to· the 'fact. that tney must fot'ge· a new ·relationship 

·with one· another, so as to • nelp ·each oth.ei" in the. quest for 

. the kneric an identitY'• . ·On a deeper level, the -quest. for 

selfhood in Baldwin's novels, concertls every individual, 

.irrespective of .. colour, •. The· three novels have been. studied 
' . . ' • ! • • ' . ' ' • . ' ' ' 

togethe~. for they. enact the pain•filled ·expetiences that 
. . . . . . . . ' . . . ' . . 

hav~ to. be _undergone if the ~ndividua+: is to se1;. out in search 

o.! ~self'. The novel _exemplify the contradictocy 

experiences of adulthood and $uggest that the course of 

salvation lies only .in the _abili ~Y to endure pain.'· Baldwin's 

cn~a¢ters are ·not heroic. embod!ment.s of suffering-. Instead 

they. bear t.he · dist~nctive C\li'se of self-conf?ciousness.' This 

tnake.s. them ev:en more ali'Ia.r'e. of their spiritual disabilities-; of 

th~. gap that there is. b.e.twe.en themselves a.S th.ey are and what 

they shouid bti. The tnree_ novels focus ,upon this ~en~e 

inability of the :American .Cha.fact.er. to rise ~ove .himself.l 

TheY acquai.nt the reader wi.th tne .J\meric.an desolation. After 

o_ne has encountered in the three novels, the . hopelessness of 
' . . . ' ' . . 

life ~ 11\meriCf:it. -~ne is better able to app.recia.te the wortn 
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.C)£ resurreetive love in If Beale Street Could .T§lk •.. :Sefore 

comirig to it; however,· ol'le must first come to g.r.tps \'lith 

the loneliness and despair of a people divided from itself• 

.J\1;though ttiese novels do not equal th.e a.rti~tic 

.oontr9f that has been displaYed in Go Tell It on. the 

Mountain; yet they do portraY; through certain characters 

and through particular relationships, the. chaotic nature of 

reality outside Harl~: a reality which is a cong~omerate of . 

.racial and individual frustration. Perception of this 

reality is ·Bald\'lin' s ~ajor concern in the three novels~ But 

as his essays also illustrate; Baldwin's concern with the 

imperative to meet it~ irDeconQiliably splits his attitude 

towards it • .. 

As a public spokesman b.e urges rebellion, \'Jtlile 
as an artist his inner need is for acceptance•' 
The one role demands social action while the 
other denies the relevance of that action i • • 
While the idea of rebellion against :the injustice 
is dominant in the essays on the racial cri~is1 
the idea of accEiptance of the ultimate existential 
fact is there too. For the illustration rather 
than the exposition, Of these ~parent'ly conf).1e­
ting views of the human condition, Baldwin's 
fict~on is th.e most illUJllin~ting so~ce.2 · 

Howard Harper points to th.e fact .th.at tb.e th.ree novels do 

not prov~de' solutions to the questions posed 1n Go Tell.It 

on the Mountain. . Ratner. they illustrate the paradoxioal 

realization that, ,')compromise with. th.e American reality i.s 
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;:1fi _app~en~: l.l.ecess:lty· tor t_he Ameri.<?an Negro, ttu'o;ugtt ~fl. 

~ob~~r ~tte!Jlpt, to •. lov:,e h.t.$ . tel.:Low, Ct;)untry~men a.n.ci. tb,.ro~h 

~s ~9ep:t~ce of. the. ~~torical cir~umstanc~~ t.ha~ o.ad. · 

traded h:im into such an existence. But his life b.o''iever, 

\'Jill attempt· to: ·. conce~i ve of· 1 tself anew~' · -Advocating ' 

rebellion· tn plain· statement. in the essays, is .c9mparatively 

. s~pler .. than· demonstrating·· the complex aotuali ty o·f it in 

the novels; and critics 'like· Edward Margolies· ate of the ·' · 

opinion that: "Baldwin's cnaraeters· generally •end up mora-' 

outr-aged and· submerged· than· they· beg~"'; 3 whilst Louts Pratt 

states that; only· a f'ew of Baldwin's characters nsee.m ·to 

have arriv-ed at the goal of· complete self..;.realization°~ 4 To 

a ietge extant one would' agree· with these. critics ·since ·most 

of Baldwin:' s characters are overwhelmed with the issues that 

are either warring fo~ a~ceptance or fo~ repu~ation~ At 
' . . 

the most fund~ental l,.evel, however, the characters ·a.re 

confused -~d _$1ffer from. an unjust1fiE1d ·re.jection'·on. the 

basis Qf eolQur <Uscrj,.m~n.ation. 

Rather than offer solutions, what the. three novels 

[3tress upon, is the fact, that,- reality outside the confine~ 

ments of Harlem;. is neither black nor white, but completely 

~erican; that self de.finiti"on. becomes possible only Within 

tne· 'Amet-ic·an. c·o·ntaxt• This would involve, as Baldwin sees 
. . 

it~· an examining· of attitudes, of going beneath the surface; 
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nto t~ the source«. ana to explore "one• s own. ~orienco.­

EvoryttUng depends on .now rel.entleaaly one to~coa tr<m· 
·---· 

tbis experience tna ).est drop, sweet or b1 tter, 1t ot:n 

po~sibly give. · Tl11a As the' only ·.raal concer~- ot tb.O 

ottiat, to recreate out of life tbat or~er. which !a ortn.S 

A some'ltbat lofty cleim for· tne artist • a comp\.ll.stve seorcb. 
. ' 

toz; the aeatnatJ.c i<Wal. \'J~ch, '"nen examined in the liv()s 

ot all the characters in the ttaree novelat can b$ seen as 

th.o ·personal struggle. for that. \'1h1Cb Bal4.w1n 1.'1 .tialiM _Pi 
All¢Uft Soq defines s~ the "moral center". Eve!'J! 

eb..'\ractar, even more •l$ben being politically 1nvol,vod tn. 

~~atiating upon bls social injuries, 1s more concatnecl tlltb 

tl'!~ passionate and som.ewbat mystical saarcb for peJ-son.cl. 

o~\poise. Logically then, all action in tba t~ nova).s• 
stems .t:rom the 1nne~ ~d the psychological. rather tban tho 

__ outer and the social !mperativ~ for .freedom. Tbia p1e.cos 
th~ Black American~ dl.reot confrontation with. the esa~ 

~tel fol'Ces of life egeinst which no will have tG ~eaure 

~ld d1soipl1ne nis Otm potential for freedom. LAia nos, 
tbereto.re, to be faCed only in terms of what tho Slt:.ek 

l\me.rican oen discover for himself: and as Bald\'tin bimselt 

puts it: 

I tbink all theories are suspect. that ttw f"1Mat 
principles may have to be modified. or mQY svsn . 
be pulverized bV the dQlllands of life• tlnd tbat _one 
must t1nd tne~efore. one's own moral cente~ onu 
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.move through the world hoping that this cente~ 
. will . gW,de one aright.. I consider that I nave 
. 01any res~onsibili ties, but none greater than 
this .•• • · · 

·lt 
The~obling plea for responsibility, is thwarted in the 

novels, by the pervasive nightmare of ~erican history which 

h~ mutually· opposed the white· eonquero.t;' to ·the black slave. 
, ~ . 

Th.e' one~!\ prefers to deny· tile ·other· his equ.ally .complex 
' . . .. :· ' . 

humanity; and th.e other, nourishes with.in .h1mseltt the "rage 

of the. disesteemed"; from wllich ••internal ··warf.:ar.e" 1 
7 Rufus 

Scott in Another Country was·unable to ~x~ricate himself; and 
. . . . . . .. 

to which. his sister.· Ida, was victim. But for Ida Scott, 
·'. .. : '' 

RUfus' despair, .does not. achieve what· sb.e desires: which is a 

tranSnutat~on o:f personal affliction. Hers is: the ~iving 

dete:rmin~tion to succeed, at whatevel- cost. 
.. . 

Journeying through 

the ·:.runerlcan confusion then~ the questing· pilg:rim, bOund in 
• l ' • 

honesty to himself, \'1111 have. to· encounter as never before, 
'. .. . : 

"that void, witntn whicn, like th.e earthbe.fore ·th.e \tord was 

spoken, the ·foUndations o·f society are hi:dden. · From this 

void ~ oUrselves • it is th.e fUnction of socie'ty to. protect us; 

bUt it fs only this VOid; our UnknoWn selves, demanding forever, 
' ·.·.. .. '8"''."' .. 

a new act of creation, 'IIllich 'can save us". Tb.e possibility of 
. .. . . ' . 

redemption for Baldwin's characters, 'lies in their ability to 
. . . . 

recreate life out of ehaos. -Although _in varying degrees; t,h.e 
. . . . 

instinct for life does mark each. character in the novels; in 

that th~y aspire towards 6¥ercoming their situation. and 
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although there is ··the attempted struggle against d.e~tn, 

WhiCh $h0WS itself to beinthe nemasculating effects 'Of White 

society~, 9·, yet ,the cnaract~rs are ~arely ~ble .to .succeess• 
• 

fully realize their potential for lite. . The more convincing 
o : ' ' - > ' • - ~ ' ' I ~ • , ' • .._ ' • : ''' 

evidence, is the nstalking" note of nbur!ed despair", 10 trom 
. I , :· I _: . , , , . ; ~ l . . , , . ' ' 

, 't-lhich, . Davi.d ~n Giov§!llli' s Room,. cannot escape even after 
. \ . I . ' . \ . ~ . : . . . . ' ' I ' . ' . • :· ,- : ' : ' ' . ' I ·. . .' . ' • . ' ' . • I ·, 

.fleeing t.roin, ~erica. and whicn nas been interiorised within 
' . . ' : . : ' . ·, . < . ' ~ I ' : ' ,' • : : ·, . • : . . ' ' I . ! • : • . ' • . . 

him as a condition of tne ·American ciilemrila •.. The only ~oss.i;• 
0 ~ , , I ' • ' , ) ' • o ~ I I 1 , 1 , , ') 

bl,.e solu~.1,.on lies in tne courageous coh~bitation of 
, • ' 

0 
' ' ~ , 1 , ' ' • I ' , ,' ~ • , • o • • , , 1 ' • ' • ,: 

0 ? ; ' ' ' 

individuals. gr.aced by love and self-disc~pljjna. 11 . But this 
' ' . ' ' ' ' ' 

1 
.' ' , :'I I • '• '

0 
I ' ' ' .. 

is not the message of the novels; rather this is ~!hat Baldwin 
. . . . ' ' ' . . .' :1 

explicitly states in his essays. The novels do not arrive at 

the integrated vision o.f hi:,·s essays. T.b.ey merely illustrate 

the . contemporary -American exist.ence fraugb.t with paJ,n. Th.e 

only nope lies in the cnaracter~ ability. to. endure suf'fe~ing. 
' . 

But tb.ese ·are qu~ities; that elude the· .J\merican character .tn 
. ' 

Baldwin's novels. 

·Incid.ental.to'tne fulfilling experience in 

. Bald~1J1' s .novels~ is the cUsc'over~ ~f· suff~ring•· Tbis ls a 

signltic ant d.1-mentsion b.f :B.al'ciwin • s writing~ to .which Louis· 

Prat~ remar~s: "One '1~ scarcely abl~ to 'avoid the fact that 
' ' ' . . ' 

. th.e search.·. f~r. 1denti ty is one' o'f 'ttie' pr!1D8ry forces behind 
' '. 

the 'theme upon wnicn a majority of tb.e di'scovery .is 
. . , . ' 
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SUffering~. 12 Louis Pratt indicates that the WaY of 
' ' ' . . . . . . . . . . . ' . 

· h\llllan affliction ,t hroitg~ which ,all of Baldwin • s ·characters 
~ •. 

must pass, is the effectual eatal}fst tor the change t'li thin 

them. However; none· achieves the· ct·aasic pinnacle of tragic 

suggering. But this ,would. not. be. the apprQpri ate yardstick 
4 ~ ' .:. • ;, 

fo~ measuring human potential in Baldwin's novels•1 The 

nature. of sUffering as explained in Notes of a Native Son, 
I , t • • 

is ti.ed up with the historical circumstances that have 

created and. thrown the white man and the black man, the 

mast.er and tb.e sl~ave togetb.er; · The master b.as not the 
. . ' . ' . . . . . : ':' ·) 

1nnobenoe of bis white counterpart in Europe, wne> is 

oblivious to the existence of Ubl:aok men01 , 
13 and for whom, 

guilt is not a literal feature of his every daY existence.· 

Incidentally•' also, Cb.arl'E~s Newman observes that the 

conclusion of @other Country,_ 15 41magnif1cently unresolved". 

This irresolution points to the ca:snal nature of modern 
' . ' 

tragedy14 which. .exists in life, .especially in American exis• 
. . 

tence,. as .. a c.ondi tion ot human purblindness that results in 

an unrelieved frustration which nullifies all effort.i The. 
. ';; '. . . : . " 

American Negro who faces this reality, reaiizes,.''that he h.as 

"arrived at this' place iil God's name~·· 

This then is the best th.at God (the white God) can 
dot! If tb.at ·is so,· then ·it ·is' time to replace Him -
replace Him with what? and this void, this despair, 
this torment is fel ~· . eYerywhere in the West, from 
the streets of Stockholm to the churches of New 
Orleans and the sidewalks of Harlem • 
. · ~ 



The "devastat.ing· question". of t_he "true meaning 

_of man's history", 15 'becomes. the. sole concern o:f the "\-lest. 
• • ' • • ' ' ' 'I '' • I 

including_th~ ~erican Negro, who has now become an . . . . . . - ~ . ' . ' . . . ' 

. indtvisible part. of it. since ·hi~ ~willing acculturation 

.. into ·.ttie fqrms of western Iife-. 
.. ' 

Tne general critical opinion held about the tb.ree 

novels, ranges trom an appreciation of Baldwin 1'.s sensitivity 
' . ' . . . ~ . ' 

to "the artistic consctence in -its st.r.uggl.e .wi.th, ,it.s, ;s.lack 

· · inherit.anoe, •-in it~ aspiration to a· human estatect; 16.·to a 

denigration of B-:aldwin' s apparent ineptitude with the genre 

of novel WJ'itillg~ 17 . ~ut.· as Lo~s- P'r~tt fi tting{y· concludes: 
. . ... ' . ' -

nAs contemporaries of Baldwin we· are unable to assess the· 
. : .. . . . . . . . • . . • . 18 .. 

impact that his vii'itings will have .on poste~~ty".:' .·Although 

l.ack"ing the objective distance of time, the. unprejudiced . .. . . 

resp~nse. to the s~ t:uations and characters that Baldwin 

explores ·is possible, :for· this depends on ti:+¢ . ab.ili: ty i;IJ 
. ,. - . . . 

r.eorient' one's exp_eotatiohs not in the "~laY of. technical skill, 

but in one's sensitivity.to Baldwin's att~mpt to illustrate 

the • di.lemma of his ·black compatriots. . His novels,,_ might on 

the surface be marred by repetition and distracting details; 

but the cumulative imp.ac.t of the Negro experience in 4Uner1oa 

as pomrayed 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 American$ in 

.B aldw.ln' s. novels, hav~ a dissipated sense of. life. Tliey 

. do· not "earn" their. death by nconfronting with pass~on . 

. the 'conundrum of :life01 9 •. In ·direct contrast to .thsm . 

stands the black wayfarer· who is in perpetual contact \t!th 

. l;Jife and death, love and hatred, right and wrong, 20 

symbolizing Baldwin's inexorable sense of human duality~­

Most of Baldwin's black protagonists are gifted artists' 

gifted with the insight into life, so that they are able 

to reflect as Leo Proudhammer does, in Tall Me How Long 

the Train's Bean Gone, a se~se of black dynamism.! Tnese 

characters, tell·of the possibility of hope in •America and 

ultimately of hope 1n the human universe. 21 Tneyunderline 

the attempt to revive the sustaining virtues of fatth 1n 

one another, hope in a future still to be traversedt. and 

ultimately, of the transcending power of love. Baldwin's 

novels· cannot merely be dismissed as artistic blunders. 

The significance of their meaning, especially arises, when 

they are considered together as, revealing §ruths about the 

Black American travail. 

Baldwin's second novel, Giovanni's Room is smaller 

in scope, in "not be~ cosmic • ~-· But like the .first novel, 

the second is focussed on the subjective inner experience of 

a single indi v1c;lua1.-n22 According to Irving Howe, the novel 
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is a fl~t failure. 23 It is a fail.ure if one reads it only . 
as a n~vel about homosexuality because tne central 

experience in it,. fail~ to evoke any lasting impression 
. . ' . 

about t~e genuineness of~ sucn a relationsnip. Moreover, 

.tt does not transcend its own subjectivity. ~And as John 

· Aldrige states in ;After the Lost Generation: "Homosexual 

and racial conf.lict. seem to be the only discoveries which 

tne new writers have be.en able to make so far in the area 

of unexploi ted subject matter". He says further; that such 

subjects .are promising, only to the extent that they have 

served to replace the "old subjects", but unfortunately, 

most of these novels replace "literary valuesa with :~"") 

asensation~ values"~ The characters too. n·quickly recede 

into types rather than expand into symbols"~ 24 With . 

par't;icular reference to Giovanni's Room only as a novel 
' 

about ho~exuality, this statement would be applicable to 

it. B~t wnen one begins to seek for the hidden sources, of 

life denied to David, one finds something more than tne 

central problem of h.o~~uali ty • One encounters the flesh. 

and blood embodimen~s Qt a bankrupt era. David's acute 

sense of human waste at the enQ. o! the episode, cannot 

entirely be overruled.' .So also . .ts Jacques' pathetic sense 

of doom, and Giovanni's frenzied· attempts at life, What 

b.i.nds the novel together, ·and links it up with t~e theme 

of human futility in'th.e other two novels, is Davi~'s 
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evide,nt b.umility in the face of his own aberration: 

And yet • wb.en one begins to search. for the 
crucial, tb.e definitive moment, tb.e moment 
which cb.anged all others, one finds oneself 
pressing in great pain, tb.ro\igb. a maze of 
false signals and abruptly locking doors. My 
flig b.t mar' indeed, have begun that summer -
which does not tell me where to find tb.e 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 cnaracters that Baldwin deals with, 
' . , . 

yet the riature of David's dilemma goes beyond the social 
•; .. 

barrier of colour. The b.o~~extial experience in tne novel 
' '· . , ~ . , ; . . . . ·. . . . •' I . . 

cbuid b~ seen ~ a iiteral indication of the fractured 

·. lAmerican personality, what happened to it, when, having been 

deprived of its fil1Sl attachments by circumstances beyond 

its control, it seeks to resolve the crisis' by itself, 1n 
' " 

the only Other WaY tb.at appears possible to it. <And as 

David unhappily quotes. to t·he. reade~ ~~~~~.haps, as \'Ia say .ln 

-AIDertoa,. I wartt~d. to find myself".,26 . ~t, ~eeks for itself a 

new identity and enters life with the incorrigible belief 

that, Bll 'the unexploited possibilities of life lie open to 

· it.~ However, the nroad of excess" !$~aversed 1n Baldwin's 

three novels, does not conclude in the "pala:c.e of wisdom". 

David~ at tbe end of" tb.e novel, observes in futility: 

When I was 
understood 
but wnen I 

a cb.ilfu: I s¥ke as a . child, I , .. 
as a c · ld, thought as a child: 
bec$)lle a man, I put away .childish 
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;I .long .to ·make·~ this. propnecy qome_ .trl,le~ I 
long ••• to be free.27 

... , '' 

t.nereby votcing to .himf:lelf tne absoluteness of the void 
. . . . . ·. . .. : .. "I • . . . •. 

w~ch n~f:l impr,isoned him· and wnich his girlfriend Halla; 
. . . . . ' . . . . . . . ' ' . ~ 

has ~so. qons(:iously realized for herself: 
. ' . ' ' '( 

..Ah;. I. don't know ~anything about. happiness; 
anYIIlore. I ·don•·t "know ·anything about· 

·. forgiveness• · But .. if women are. suppo.sed .. to 
be led by mean and there aren't any men to 
lead: th~m, wnat h,~ppens then? Wnat happens 

... th~n?28 .. ·. · · · · · · 
; :. 

. -: ... l . 

Baldwin's explanation of David'·s aberrl;Ult behaviour; is that 

=nnayid' s . cUlernn1a is the · diienima ~,.. of many ·men' of his · 

generation; by ·which ~·do ·not mean sexual ambivalenc.e as a 
' . : ' 

crucial lack of sexual aU.ttiorlty•ll29 Wtlatev_er may·be th~ 

· ·explanation·. offered,- Jotm Lastl~- ·in A Critical Evaluation 
' . ' ' . 

conciusivE!iy puts ~t thusi ·"Ironically ·ho\-iever, ·.the phallic 

S<:>ds nave. no.·. absolUte answers for Baldwin's nien. ~ • • i;hey may 

. :-•'• fi_nd each o.th.er and so find a· legitimate identity. But 

they do not find a reconciliation with life itself' · •• .on30 
' . . . ' 

' . Ironically sol. the physir~a1 state of disorder in Giovanni's 

room, seems to be pointing to the internal· chao.s ruling the 
. ' ' ·life of each character .• · .As Giov8nru. vi;gorously~ but 

ineffectively attempts to order" his room, the characters 

inhabit,ing the Pari~ian underworld~· are also clamouring for· 

the vit:ai connection tnat would. reinst:ate· the"ir' lives. But 

their undisciplined search tor the ideal ·numan contact has 
. . 



only carrie4 ;them. Uilde_rgro~d, _to pe cl.alm.ed bY; ,their 

::rubterr~i1e.axi 'instilicts{ il.i.[.tnermost .from thE;t pr~:t'undities 
of· any. de:ftnable _'identity, wnich. must· take root iii the · 

sinipiici tY of a love dented to· David: - . - . ' . - . . . . .-

' ' 

. . . . . . . . 
l: wanted ''a wOrilari to 'be· for 'me'. a ·steady ground, 
like the ~arth itself, where I could always be 
renewed •. ' 'It hac;\ been so once,· it· had.··'almost 
been so: 'Once._ I could make· it so again, I 

· eould· ·make . .J.:t real. ·. It· only ·demandeei .:a short 
hard- :struggle for .me to become myself' again.3~ 

' ' 

The absolute denial is made more insistent by the futility 

of David's envisioning power;- that he ·is aple· to see into 

the human ptaradox bUt is unable -to 'h.~lp ntmself' v1h1ch. is 

the peculiar predicament of contemporary man. 32 Despite 

its limltatio!l-. of subject matter,' t~e significance of 

Giovanni'; Room ~ises when it )is considered. along. with thet 

otl:ler 'nova is• Together ·with AiJother Countrx and Tell Me 

Ho\-I Long th.e:. Train's. Been Gone, they ·speak. of tne· ~®eric an 

frustra~ion. · · 

. ~I am the m~,. \I ·s~fered, I wa:s ~here".•' The 

~pig~aph.. tq Giovanni's Room ·testj;fi'es to the . "we.f.ght"· of . 

experienciet 'that_ the ".fallen" haV'e to bear; the 1;b.eme of 

which, accor.d.ing to several cri.tics, .has .b~en handled in. a 

moret ~omp}.ex way_ in ;;AnOther· CountrY. .In o.oming .. to this 

novel. w~ :f'.1n4 .t.hat heterosexual ~d homosexual. r~lationships 

about}.d ~n ·.1t. B\lt ·in tne context of: what the characters are 
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looking fo;r, these ,relationsb.ips that . ~e ot predomin~t 
• •' • ·• '• •: •' ,' •' • '• ' '•I • ·' '. '. •,. •' ' ; ' ,, ' ·, ,' ' '' 

c~nce.r~ -~~_:Apother.Countrx are znerely partial and 
• . . :. ~ - • . - • • . ' • ,: • • • •' • ' • • • . : • . • ' • • • .. ! ' . 

illus9~y soiutions. that do riot provide _the ~swers to the 
. - ••' ' , I • • • ' • • , ' ' 

j,tuestio~ .figurati.v~ly put forwa,f~. at· .the very: beginning of 

the. novel •. 

He . 'stood there • • •. s~ve,ring in the rags·. of· 
twenty odd years, .and screaxnJ.ng 'througtl the ' 
norn'ii Po. you loy~ me? : Do .you·_love? • ~ •' the 
question was terriol.e and re.al. 33. · . . . . ' 

. George Ke~t:, is. of t~e opinion. that, the . .relationships nave 

a serious ·p\U"pos~, being "the instrume.nts for the explica• 
. ' . . ·' ... ' ' ' ' . 

tion ·of· b.eing the metaphors for self•definitiqn" •' And, as 
• ' . ' • " ' . ' • ' '' • • ' • I ' • ' ' • \ ' 

h.e cont~nues, Baldwin .is ••too concerned about ,whether the 
' • • I ' ' • •., ' ' < • • ' ' ' ~ < ' ' ' •:. ' 

sexual experience provides ~ .tr;,anscending love tc;> malt.e 
• • • • ' •• '· '. ' • ' •. ' ' "'.. • • r ·' 

distinctions ~etween .the h~tero,sex~al and nomos~al 

e~e.r~e~ce •. n34 . Thi.S· \'lOUld be'tOO t.mc~it!Cal. ~ acceptance 
. . . ' .. . ' . ! i· • . • • - .. • ' • .. • .. • ·, ·, • • • ' • • • • • ~ • ' ' 

o:t; the viability of the relationships and ·woulO. completely 
. . . . ' ·~ . . ; . ' . : . ' . 

tend· to .trace the evolution of being through tnese .. ' . ..; . -

relatfonships. Howard Harper's dis9rim1nat1ng stand 

provi~es a. ·more definite. attitude: ~the hom(:l5exttal relation~ 

ship~ 1n Balelwi:n' s _fic~;l.OAC1_ are .. usually "transitory; they 

lead-- oniy to. moments of illusion .whilst. tp.e heterol!aexual 

relationships,·. are "more. painful. bJl~ . de~pe~.n. ?5_ One woW,;d 

be more in favour o~ t.t>.~ l~t-~er,. op~nion. especially att~r 

Baldwin's fiction has. seen. the. comparative tulfilime~t. ot 

the heterosexual· relationstlip. in:· If Ba.a1e street· .Could Ta1k~ 
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.- .. ~ ' . . . . 
Meanwhile, however~ tb.e relationships in· Mother CountrY; 

-m~k. t'h~ distr'acted' efforts of the· .. .Americem citizen to 

understand 'h.imself ~d to· come t~ 'ta'rm:s with reality. T.he. 

·setting. for. the novel, is. in. 1Anu3rical in ,Ne~ Y~rk, where .. i-J.e 

forces ·o:.t'·disiritegration also. at wo'rk in. Giovanni's Room, 

prove :to· be· th~ · in~epnal .fo·r·ces th~t have, ·_to be· cont'ronted;· 
• • ·~ ; •• •• • •• ? • ' 

wherever· the· place •. · In Giovanni·' s Room.- ·Par1·s,··. ~ve;n more 
. . ~ - . 

than resolving conflicts heightens the sense ·of victimiza-
.. . . ) . ' . . ' . ) . . 

tion to human irrationality.. ..utd self•disoovery as Baldwin 
I 

also flnds out, 'is not a flight 'away f~om,. but a grappling 
~ ' / I • • •' • . • . ,, • 

with, the death-impelling norms of Arne ric an soc'iety • 

The ·search. for· a ·meaningful identity is not merely 

confined tQ, th~ Black race· in i!Unerica, 'but 'als·o to the wtU.te 

race living. in close proximity wi~b. its Ne~ro br~t~er. 

Bald"W~n·• s pa~sion for justic·e .whic~ links itse~f with ·his 

e.r·cistic sensibility, leads him' to ·procl·aim repeatedlY; that 

the country's neea· is for the "relatively· c'onscious \1hites and 

~he relatively con~cioua· ·al·t:icks~3G to accept· ijB.Ch Other. 

This· ~utual endo'rsement oi one· another·• s existence :~rould be 

·the only. means of univer.sSl r'ej~venation~ •. · Bu~~- ·no\'V'ever 

cle·~sighted Baldwin ·m·ay be ·ill 1bis essays,-· hi's fiction does 

not su~tain their liberat.ing· 'idealism. · As most critics have 

obserVed, arid, to quote fr·om ·one of them:· "Hfs intricate and 
. . . 

sinuous style; graceful or· apoca.J,:ypt,ic as the· occasion··· 
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requires, is W'Uilist·akable; but his materials: se·em to defy· 

dramatic ·control~ The. Bfack race and the wb.i te, straight 

and inverted sex, worldly and tr anscendant concerns; 

often break asunder in rhetoric, fury· or· senti~ent·.n37 Tile 

characters do, so~etimes get lost in the involutions of the 

story and. they do portray the stereotyPe. of the alienated 

youth iri search of 'an identity. But the· fact that they 

are either aspiring or professional artists, figurative 

embodiments of the consciou~ citizen 1n Baldwin's fiction, 

attempting, despite the odds, · to create life for themselves, 

underscores Baldwin's hope for the birth of: the ne''~•' 

In the essaY; J6 Rap on Race, Baldwin d,11ell.s to a 

large extent upon the defunctive reality .of Junerican U£e.· 

This is the· reality. which influences and which entr~s the 

lives of all the characters in Baldwin's novels, and against 

which Rufus Scott in ~other Country pitches himself. Rufus' 

bitter warf·are w1 th the white world results only in th.e self 

defeating end.· His .rage; is th.e insensible reaction, whlch 

is foolishly but tragically unable to rise above itself• 

against the impiications of his victi~.ation, "To smash 

something is th.e ghetto's chronic need"; explains Baldwin in 

Notes of a Native Son, but nmost of ttie time it is the members 

of the ghetto who smash each other and tnemselves" .• 38 Rufus 

succeeds in smashing not only himself, but also his girl 
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fri~nd Leona,· ti·ll finally alone, denuded of· rage, he 

faces· th~ ultimate immedia~y of a "white God11}9 to find 
'' .' • J -

. nothing within himself. only tb.e anguish that this. 

recognition has brougtlt to· the surface. "I imagine that 

one of the reasons that people cling to their hates so 

stubbornly is because they sense, once hate is gone, that 

they will be fo:cced to deal w'i th paintt. 40 ·. In Baldvrin' s 
I , . i . 

terms, the violence of Rufus' anger, bas consumed that· 

. natural p~~pens~.ty for . :J_ove,' which is tb.e sup rem~ cri ter1on 

. fo.r the positive recons.truction. For every character, 

. knowledge .of ·Rufus' abandonement to complet_e desp_air at the 

be~ng of the . novel~ prings them into · a per-sonal 

confront~tion,with the perniciousness of the ·American 

.t·e~ity; andl \'lt)iqh has been lucidly explained in. Notes of 

a Native. ,Son: 

In order really to ·hate white people; one h.as 
to blot so· much out of the mind - and .the . 

. heart :_,.that tb.is hatred becomes an exhausting 
and. self-destructive pose. But this does·not 
mean,: on the other: hand, that love comes easily 
••• 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 axist .• 41 

For Rufus' sister,· one amongst the striving manl't to 

continue to live alone; .Und-aunted and hopeful yet, without 
-

hee.ding the threat of destruction, already enacted through 

her brother(~s suicide, ..,.1oul;d re-q\lire an almost imposs.i,.ble 
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heroism. Yet Ida Scott does struggle for an existence. But 

the life -promised her 1s devoid of human trust. Like Rufus, 

but better equipped for survival~2 Ida moves away from the 

narrow enclosures of Harlem existence; to seek that which 

RufUs sought for in the outside world. T.beproven treachery 

of this world, imposes 1 ts standards upon Ida. In order to 

survive, she must defend hersel$: from being assaulted and 
' 

annihilated by it. And in the scene when Vivaldo watches 

Ida unobserved, there is reve~ed in her bearing, the 
•' . 

uny~elding bitterness of the black. race. She nurses within 

, herself; the impersonal hatred which was also bo~ne by her 
OikL 

black pre.decessors, that,...is al1.r1ays ready, poised for 

destruction: 

•• • her face a· dark mask behind which belligerence 
battled \'lith 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 
manner, her VOice, Which carried a warn1ng •.• ,.43 

Although her life has been riddled by hatred and disillusion, 

her resistance to it is strong enough to enable her to 

approach, however skeptically, the emotional fulfil~ent of 

love. At first; her _alliance with Rufus' friend Vivaldo, 

seems to be merely .a matter of emotional expedience, when, 

in the knowledge .of her brother 1 s suicide,. she had urgently 

needed human s~pport. Baldwin does not strictly follow the 
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ra].ati.onship to :the ~d. Nor does he allow too r~vealing 
. . . . .. '' J J •• 

and in,sight into Ida's p_sycholo_gy - so that the p.i,cture 
. ' ' . 

-~ • • . . 1 

gathered of her, seems inconclusive. Yet her relationship 
' '~ -~ ~ J • •. ~ • • • ~ :' : • . • • ' • 

with Vivaldo• relatively succeeds where all the others 
. ' ' ' .. ; ~ ~ . ' . . . ' . - , . i ·, 

.fail. But like. the other relationships that aboumin the 
f ·-· 

novel., the Richard•Cass relationship, tb.e Eric-Yves 
J •• 

relationship, the Ru.fUs•Leona relationship and the Eric• 

Cass _relationship, the Ida-Vivaldo relationship also 

· reflect. the ~mise~;, confusion and despair044 reigning over 
l . ' ' • ' 

: ' 
the iAmerican character and which divorces people one from 

.. ' 
the other. Through the workings of these relationships in 

Another CountrY• Baldwin has been able to suggest_ the 
. : ,_-. ' ,... .· .. ' '· .· .. '. . 

f.rr~zied seaz:ch for wholeness. But he has not exereised the 
... 

tenacity_that was displayed in following the workings of the 

psychic 'rriech.ariism of Johri._ Gr~es_ 1n Go Tell It on. ~the 

Mountain.:: Although. eaoh retationsh.ip s~rikes a, signi~lcant 
chord in the. h.~an chal'ac.te_r, they have riot been Q.~eply and 

finly developed enough s'O as to be ·the energis1ng ·means of 

self.;.discovery and of ultimate reconciliat·ion with the 

universe·. The forward looking hero of Go· Tell· It on the 

Motmtain cannot -claim to -have. tapped the sources .of life in 

th.is nove-l.~. The :,discovery instead is of the. perishable 

nature of human values in tne 4\merican reality; more?~. 

specifically, in the city of New York, wh.icn is a oity 
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· i•w~ th9ut. oases, run entirely • • • 

'citizens seem to "have lost entirely any sense of their 

right t.o r.enew' themselves•1; ·.so th·at whoever. in ·uNe\-1 York 

. attempted to. cling to this. rignt, .· live,d i~ New York in 

. exiie -:in ·a~dla from the- life . around 'nim, ' and this, 

. parado~~cal_ly ,had 'the effect of piacing him !~-perpetual 

·danger o>t being· forever bariistled from any real sense of 

b,imse.ita. 45 In shortt it. speaks for almost. every character 
. . . . . . 

in the novel. whp has been endowed, fortunately. or. 
. . . . . 

urifort\mately, with the artistic sensibility, that cannot 

content ,itself with the m8laise of boUrgeois-e complacency •. · 

This perba.ps' :is _the reason for· Rufus' . sl.licide•- He had 

ceased to believe in the creative 'response to· his music; 

for .. "no one . heard" and since' 0 bloodless people 'cannot be 

made to_ ~leed11 , 46 self-violence seemed th.e only· adequate 

way to. vinctic ate himself. 

The interinixing of black and white· charaot~.rs in 

B aldwfn' s · novels, seems to conf-irm ·his bel'ief in the 

composit·e nature of the knerican reality~· Be.sides, the· 

obvious . fictional intent, is not to document the struggle · 

of the Black-American; but to imaginatively create and to 

manipulate characters, both black and white, who have 

enough visionary foresight· to make the courageous bid for 
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freedom. If tne struggle towards a persona~ acceptance 

of one·· anotner ·was· one--sidedly embarked. upon only by tne 

American Negro, 'nothing would be accomplished. The 

·American reality, therefore, snows tne struggle. of each 

character to assimilate the constant reality of hi~ blaek 

or white counterpart and to wnich h:e must accordingly 

adapt his own standards. Fraught ·Witn these perp.l.exing 

conditions, most of the time the contemporary .:Americ~: 
. . . 

finds himself entrapped within them. For Vivaldo·, a5J. 
white :Sa~:f:>~irful!g;. novelist, although the one ~mpo~ant - _, -~--- -·- .)' 

"questionet Qf his life was, how to "discover his po~sibili-,. 

ties and became reconciled to them, n47 this only se~.t?~~~ to 

remind him ironically, of his own disintegrating potential~:. 

His relationship with Ida is an uneven quest for ful.fill:­

ment end it is not until the very end that both are finally 
0.., ' 

bouda together in knowledge, however, incomplete, of one 

another. Meanwhile, Vivaldo' has to live out the entire · 

lengt~ of his own despair and his uncertain quest for Ida; 

and Ida, her calculated resolve to defeat the white man at 

his game and to strike up a mercenary relationship \'lith the 

universe. Both are, hOwever~ deeply humbled at the end: 

There was nothing erotic in it; they were like 
two weary ohi'l!dren. -And 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 weep,; for abe was. stroking 
1li"s innocence out· of h1m.48 

' ' . 

Baldwin's sensitivity to human hope lies in that which he 

envisions to be, .. the white. man's ·voluntary. option out of a 

radical i-nnocence that has. imprisoned him 3l'ld tb.at ~as· 

chosen to derty;to ·the black man his ·-American· identity. To 

a certain extent• and at: th.e. end of the novel, ·Ida.; effects 

Vivaldo:• s ·awakening into knowledge •. ·She· draws him out of 

his enslavement from the -American· ignorance· to educate him 

for the nobler-responsibility of love. Vivaldo too, ·has not 

been entirely indifferent to th.e influences of life around 

him, and as he gra.vi tates ·towards Ida~ he indio ates the WaY 

of salvation.. This is, as Bal'dwin also sees and expresses 

it in· one of his ·essays: "For one of the things that 

distinguishes .-Americans from other people is th.at no other 

people has ever been so deeply .involved in th.e lives of 

black men and vice-v.ersa •••. It is precisely this black and 

w.hite exprience wh.ich may. prove of indi'spensable Value to us 

in the world we face todaY• n49 

Wh.e.reas the Ida-V~_v,aldo relationship concludes in 

a muted optimism, Richard and Casso. suffer from a lack of 

connection with each other and with the natural- rhythms of 

human growt·.~·· Richard's ,relative, success as a novelist, 
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only disproves him as. a. man. In th.e eyes of Cass~ Richard 
.. 

who stands accused ofp~asitism, h.as been unable to bridge 
,~ 

the void in th.eir marriage, which obviously deepened at the 

moment of Richard's arrival at material gain. It 'II'Tas Cass 

who had not only manfully held the relationstlip together, 

but who had made the unceasing attempt to heal Richard 

through love. B~t as in the other heterosexue,l rel,.ationships 

one's burdens cannot be foi.sted· on~o another; it can only be 

lightene~.. When Cass voices her own misgivings to Eric, she 
.r-~ .. 

gives expression to h.er personal ;'d<filE%IMlaZ · "- ...... "' ~ 

I watched Richard this morning and I thought 
to myself as I've' thought before, how much 
responsibility I must take for ;who h.e l.s • ~. 
I score him, after all, for being second rate; 
for not h.aving any real passion, any real daring, 
any real though.ts of his own ••• I had th.e 
daring and the passion. ~d h.e took them allt5 
of course, how could he tell they weren't his? 0 

This brings th.e s1 tuation back to Hell a in Giovanni • s Room: 

nBut if women are $upposed: :to be led by men and there aren't 

any men to lead' them what happens then? n51 .In a some\'lh.at 
. . . 

similar situation, Cass runs 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 life le.ss hard.- But 
it was only' love which. could' accomplish the 
miracle of making· life. bear·able - only· love and 
love itself mostly failed; and h.e had never loved 
tier. H~ had used her to find out something about 
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himself. And even this was not true.52 

The truth is that Eric is only biding his time before his 

homosexual partner arrives in New York to join him there. 

The permanence of this relationship also becomes questionable, 

because Yves, who is much younger will also "dream of escape" 

one day. Individual des~inies become inextricable and yet' are 

deeply isolated from one another, in· that al.l are aware of 

their personal responsibi~i tia·s · to life, but are unable to 
. . ; 

help ~,ach ·other. ld~all.Y·o . the characters must forge for 

themselves the .l)ionysian sense of the constant recreation out 

of life; but most of Baldwin~s characters lack the clarity of 

will to determine the course of salvation for themselves and 

a.re invariably trapped in, hum @~i:'i~fP~s •. 

The constaQt yearning for the transcendent moments 

of human experience, bas been italicised in the novel, by the 

use of Biblicai str~ns. and snatches of song; 'Wh,1cn experience, 

however, has proved almost impossible· to sUstain. The only 

insistent '*note" is the note of "buried despairn. Permanent 

succour in Another CountrYo as in ~1ovAOP4's Room is 

Ultimately d~nied. 

· · Baldwin' a fourth novel, Tell me How Long .the Train'§ 

Been Gone has been regarded 11 as the most di'rectly political 
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novel in that the issues regarding th.e questions of the 

relation of men to society and to each other are more 

dramatically and explicitly posed than in any of the preceding 

fictionn. 53 The reason for this, could be seen as one, by 

\'lh.icn Leo Proudhemmer, through whom the story is told, who is 

an actor of maturity; and therefore, an artist \IIlith a 

sizeable amount of experience behind him, whose intellectual 

faculties nave also been sharpened, brings to the forefront 

aspects of the American life which desire to be discussed and 

understood. He begins wi tn the most pressing faetor that of 

his own blackness as it relates to the whiteness of others. 

In the words of Bald111j.n: "I nave not written about being a 

Negro at such length because I expect tbat to be my only 

subject, but only because it was the gate I had ~o unlock 
'54 before I could nope to write about anything else•" The 

unlocking of Leo Prqudhemmer's history could be said to begin 

from the conscious look into the ethics of Negro survival in 

•America. Besides being an actor, Leo Proudnemmer, 

metaphorically embodies the spirit of the artist?5 who, in 

Baldwin's fiction, personif,i.es the alienated soul seeking to 

justify itself. Tell Me How _Long the Train's Been Gone; 

offers no better solutions, nor are the problems it 

encounters different from the ones already faced. If it is 

to be seen as displaYing any signs of artistic maturitY; 

then perhaps the single person narrator, througl:l whose 
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perspective the total picture is offered, is at least a 

more organized method of telling the story than a novel 

like Mother Country which has been too n ambi t10usly1156 

packed. ·The hero • s illness, is the appropriate fictional 

device• a ref~ective moment in time, to enable a look· into 
• • 

the past and future so as to be better equipped for the 

present. This implies, a more concerted· effont to deal 

with the problems besetting the American Negro, who still 

has courage enough· to pursue his own quest for fulfil!ment. 

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 is, and men as they are; in the light 

-of this idea, it goes without saying that 
injustice is a common place. But ••• we must 
never ••• accept these i~Mstices as common 
place but must fight them with all one's 
strength:~< The fight begins, however, in the 
heart.?B 

The focal centre of the novel lies w.i.thin 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 Arne ric an futili ~Y •. But 

futility in this novel is not as tragic as the overruling 

despair which paralyses human relationship and human 
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· endeavour in Mother Country. The undercurrents of personal 

doubt in Tell Me How Long the Train's Been Gone speaks not 

only for the Negro's perpetual sense of danger even after 

p~ofessional success has been achieved, but also for the 

individual in search o:f meaning and .connection; so that., Leo 

_Proudhammer. is. once .again remi~scent. Q.f' all. tne other 

.. cha.t'acters struggling towards ":Bethlehem" or towards the . . . . . 

. ''New cl'erusale~". In this novel, t~ere is more Qf a distanced 

analysj.s of the. fragments ~hat have. been recalled :from the . . . . . . . ' . . 

past, . and less. of the frenf71;1c. search for renewal, . Q:f 

.Ap.other Country;, as ~f t.he cha.r~te~ is u.tiliaing his illness 

. to cons.olidate the meaning of b.1s lite. But as the last . . . '. . ... . ,;::---· . ' .. 

sente.nce proves about the inevitabili~y o.f hUIQan cirQumstancez 

"'l'hen,. I _came bac~_.- I firs~ did. the movie, Big Dea1, not a 
. ,. ..... ' . . ' ' . . 

very good mo:vie,. really, and then I did a new play, and so 
. . ' . ! 

foun4 myself, presently, s~~ding ·1n the·. ·wings again, wa.i ting · 

for my cue •. "s·9 ·. With~awal from .tne ~uman lot ,is never the 
.. . • . . . ' • ' • ! •. 

solution for Baldwin's ch~acter.so All of. the_m ~e drawn to 

the ~!centre ~.f' human li.fe w~ch pre-supposes suffering and 

promises z:ene:wal. through -human love, }jut . tne ul,.timate 

realization of that meani.ng, . in tne ttu:'ee novels dealt with 
. . 

in this: chapter, proves elusive· to each. one of them.: The 

themat.ic c_onfront.ation is o:f the fully conscious character, 

fac!:ng _the ph.enomenal 4-Dvinci'bility of creat_ion end 

destr\l,ctio~,_ and auccessfully or ,unsuccessfully. reflected in 
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ttts life, in the soci~ arena of day to. day comrmmication•; 

In Tell Me How Long the Train • s Been Gone, 1 t 

is as if Leo Proudhammer discovers the ultimate "aloneness" 

of every individual. This is made clear in the concluding 
' 

sentences when the narrative places emphas~s upon the 
,., 

personal pronowu "Then1 I .went a"'lla.Y to Europe,: alone.· Then, 

I cam back. 
I 

I~) first did the movie .••• and then I did a new 
~ . 

play, ~d so found myself, presently, standing in the wings 

aga1n0 waiting for my cue" ... 60 Just as the ini tiat:Lon int~ 
se~f awareness, is in most cases external so its realization 

~s an internal. process to be perfected_ alone.. The ultimate 
. ' ' 

confrontation partly understood and partly realized by Leo 

Pro:udhammer, is with the dark and unknown· side of the self, 
' . . . t . ' . . . ' . ' : . . . , . 

\rlhere tne rejwe11at:Lve birth wtU.ch will transmute human 
• ' ' ' 'I\ ' . ' ' ' ' ' ' • ' 

travail, wi~.l . issue from it. However in· the three novels : . r . . : . - . ; 

discussed ~n the chapter; Baldwin hE!S 'not been al>le to 

manipulate that moment of complete renewal. 
. . I 

'Neither Leo Proudhammer•s relationship with 

Barbara Kirig nor \'Jith Christopher, seems to assert any very 
I 

iasting clSims uilon him. That is the prerogat~ve of ~s 

profession• This, 1ro~cally speaks .of the possibillty Of 

the AIDerican Negro's success;· but ~t also implies that the~e 
is something more to 'be ·desired other than professional ga.tn. 

This is something experience teaches Leo ProUdhammero' 11 If it 
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1.~ true, as I expec~, that people turn to e_acb. other .in tb.e 
. ' . : : . ' . . . ~ . . . . . ' . 

ho~_e of be~ng crea~ed b~ each. otb.er . tb.en i_t_ i_s __ absolutel~ 

true t.b.at. the uncrea~~d young tur~ to be created, .. toward 

tb.ei~ -~lder~n. 61 . _ Percepti;on _of the_ 11:e~d _for b.UIIlan 

interrelatedness seems to _be the ~ecial ~ontr~bution of 
... , .·. ' ; ' 

Chri_s~~phe~ to Leo ~roudnammer. ~he~r ·relationship is more 

in the nature of.father.and so~ elder b~other·and yoUnger' 
. ' ; .. ' 

brotb.er, a:c;:ontinuation Of tb.e relationship sb.ai'e.d \<Iith his 
. ' ' ! 

own_brotner Caleb. But this ~ain has not. tb.e .finer 

po~sibi~it~es of __ b.etero~~\1~ l~ve wb.ere a pol.~ised recipro- · 

city opens up tt:le possibility fo~ a deeper- ~derstandll.'lg of 

h~an continui.ty •. With. ·the fourth novel, Bal:dwin aSsesses 

the possibility of life in ·America, which reflected ~ Leo 

ProUdh~er, .. is found wanting. 

I loved Barbara•• _I knew it tnen, and-~ .really 
know it how; but wb.at,. I asked myself, was I 
to do with. b.er? Love;_ b.onou:r_ and Jrotect •. But 
these we·r·e not among my posslbllit as•- And, 
since th.ey were not-~ I fel~ myself, bitterly;. 
and most unwillingly,- holding myself. ·outside 
b.er sorrow; holding myself, .- 1n fact, outside 
her loveJ b.olding myself beyond the reach of 
.my blasted poss1b111ties~62 _ - _ · · . 

Throughout the telling of his own. story, Leo Proudhammer is 

weigb.ed ·down by a sense. qf exile from .human involvement; as 

a .result of _which., he has not been able to justify his own 

meagre role in it. "There ·was a sensa in which.. it certainly 

could bf:} said that my endeavour had been for nothing. Indeed,. · 
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. 1 . fJ 63 0 .. ' ,..4 i' t·"' t"' t . t"' v '1 . p -ague • . 'nee- ag..,...~. as. n ·. ue 0 uer. :wo,. . u.e no e. 

concludes with. a sense of' life; unfulfilled. ·That. ·the 

. erotic: potential· remains unreal1sed1 is not so: much a. 

failure on the part of the characters; as in Baldwin's 
1 ~ ... 

apparent. inability to realise that poteiltial.in the 

personal level, and to translate it in~~ _fictive .t~sol.The. 

ta.ilure,. however, is also indicative of .the cor-ruptibility 

o£ the :American attempt .to ·define -itself •. 

. '. . . 
Tti.e .renewal sought for by every character. demands 

a total surrender of the self; a giving ui> . of th.e old, for 

principles as yet undiscovered, but never improbable.~ However, 

the telling ,coinment tha~, ·11 any upheaval. in the universe is 

terrifying because it so profoUndly attacks one's sense of 

one's own .~eaiityn64 .ls ~plicable to al~ost every character 
' . . 

in Baldwin's three novels under consideration in this chapter. 

None of them ever succeeds in realising his or- her own 

pote~t_ial for ~he power'·fDite 'itie •.. It is. not. that renewal is 

impossible, but, they seem unable to sustain. those moments of 
.. 

achieved connection with eac.n other and with the universe; so 

that the fall back into blindness and despair impels them to 

blunder through every relation$~p. The failure· of. Baldwin's 

characters in the$e three novels; aiso tells· something of the· 

American abyss through which 81.1 of them must pass~] in the 
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fallibility; ·unable t~ help ~himself, l.Blable 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 Juliall. Mayfield writing about the Negro 

writer,: reinforces Baldwin's sensitivity to the Biack 

American'·a. \mjustified. expulsion: from· the oountry of his 

birth:. 

He walks ·the streets of .his nation an alien; and 
yet- -he feels no bond to tt1-e continent of his 
ancestors. ' He is indeed the man· without a . 
country • .,, And yet this very detachment maY give 

·him. the in.signt _of· tne stranger in· t.he house, 
placing him in a better position to illuminate 
contemporary :Americ'an life.65 · · · · · 

Giovanni's Room, Another Country and .Tell Me How 
. ····::·. . . .. . 

Long . the·. Train •· s Been Gone0 are relat~d to one ~other 1n 
. . ·.·. . . ' . ' .. ·. . . . . . 

. . . ' ' 

the 'problems that they con£rontl) which. ·are not only those of 
' . . . ~ ' :: .. 

the questing Negro's but th.at of the -American's search for 

uni•by and his encounter with. th.e bewildering complexltie~ 

that impede ~ from complete . achieveme·nt· •. The novels dQ a 
· ... 

cross-section of the malady of ·contemporary. American co~ 

sion, and throw up as a· consequence, a characteristic range 

of 9xperience and of hum.an personalities~ ·indicating thereby, 

that the WaY to self.;;,re¢onciliati~i'l. is only through 

contusion and. anarchy; which., however, never means that the 

American character ought to be overtaken by th.em~ · . Those 
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moments of ·lucid intro~ection in these·· novels,· however 
~ ' 

inconsistent,., are positive arrowmarks. towards human· stabil.i ty. 

They are the resuli; of the chare:~te·rs' ·enduring 'allegiance 

to life •.. The. energy dispelled-in. b.uman warfare ;,d. th- the 

forees.of .. life and death; seeks to-rectifY· itself once 

again in the privacy of such mements; . so that, ·experience as 

portrayed ·in the three nove is, is justified in· reiation to 

the ultimate discovery of the value. of the ·moulding 

influences of h.uman existence. As the characters strike out 
' 

t01r1ards a self-defined Jfreedom, they mark the human progress 

towards solut~on~~ More sustaining,· in· the three· novels, . . 
however,· is the threat oi extincti:on in' the face of over-. . 

riding perplexities. The char~cters have r\m the gamut of 

;American di.sillusionment; and the novels look. fonJard to the 

liberating. experience ·oi ·If· Beale· street Could Talk. which is 
.. 

not founded up·on any baseless lcie·a11sm·~ but upon a realistic 

and stoi·cal loolting fo·rward into· life. 
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Chapter III 

"GOING TO~ THE.MAN" •'THE IMPE~ATIVE FOR 
RENEW-AL 
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The short stories ~estate. in a conctse t<~aY; 

th.e conditions of Neg.ro Ufe in -America. At tile ~am~ 

tj.me, they sound Baldwin's firmly llel~ belief 1n the 

possibilities of remaking tile American future.. They ar~ 

tnematically related to the novels for they also exsmine 

those aspects of tne American character tn~t desire 

change. Tne story•te~ling techniques of the short stories 

ax-e those followed in Baldwin's novels •. In fact;. one of 

the earlier short story. nTne Rockpilen was tne original 

draft for the first novel Go Tell It on the Mountain• 

Th.ese stories clarify .the issues that are of vi tal concern 

tdth all of Baldwin's characters; for, they question the 

integrity of life 1n America and they look for the hidd$n 

depths that will bring about renewal for. the ~erican 

character, both in the personal and political sense• They 

are important to this study of Baldwin's quest for se1fhood, 

fo.r they enact simply and briefly all aspects of the . 

Atnerican reality. The t'ead~r is brought· closer to the . 

problems that all of Baldwin's characters have to ¢ontront, 

tot' in the short sto-ries, the focus upon t'he individual 

problems of every character has been done so directly and 
V""· 

clearly. At the same time, one is taken into the heart of 

the Negro consciousness and one is made aware of ita 

unrealized power, watting to manifest itself for Americao 
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./.: . 
Baldwi~ cent~es each. story aro~d tne human 

~age of l)awildetment. end .pain, and concentrates Upqn th~ 
. ' ' . . - . . '· . . . 

nature of tne -American suffering, tbroUgn cnarac~ers \"lho 
. . 

are sensitive enough to articulate, eitner consciouslY or 

unconsciously, tnair own predic alllent and wno. will seek 

wi.thin themsel vas and within one another the WaY out of the 

bonded ·life in ~eric a.· The dissolution of the JUnerican 

reality, _finds perfect embodiment tnrough figures such as 

the \'lh.ite communitY in "Go+ng to Meet the Man~, who partake 

of the barbarous lynching of a black m~· This _is an 

app.r~sal ot the moral regre~sioa that occured within the 

\'lhite JAmerican, since hJ,.s country's dependence upon the 

.i.nsti tution of slavery.. But as the stories localize the 

nature of tne American Qispossession, they also re-locate 

th.e cuatati ve centre,. which lies both. in tbe social and in the 

ap.iritual plane, p~ly pragmatic and partl_Y visionary in 

onara.cter.. This has been rationally explained in the 

essaYs. In NobodY Knoq M;x: Name, Baldwin speaks of ."cracking" 

the American image "to ".find out and deal \d tn wnat it hides". 

Earlier in· the book h.e likens life to a furnace, and freedom 

to the fire whJ.ch burns aWaY illus.J,on. I.f this were appUed 

to his fiction, one would se~ the artist's genuine attempt. to 

burn away the.illuston ~f the American success, to make the 

vol-untary e.f.fort of taking a "hard look" at tt:te reality of 

the -American aincoberence", so as to reassess American. 
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standards. 1 ~ncidental~Y, the el'ti.st is the prime examp~e 
of that disciplined effort to eff.ect a purpose'tul ~scovery 

'td:thin the ,American· heart. Ultimately, solutions depend as 

mucb. upon the individual effort t'? cope with one another at 

~h~ social level,_as this, in turn depends for its $UCCess 

J'upon a deeply exacting introspection that would unbind the 

spiritual capacities epf every individual in iAmerica.j Thus; 
: . ' ' ~ . 

~11.Nobo.dY Knows My Nemea Baldwin can vehemently sta,te that;, 

the country nwill not be transformed by an act of God, bUt 
. .. : . 

by all of us, by you .and me • • .n2 oiuy after, he ~as . 
. '. . . . .. . . . ... 

' realized in Notes of a Notive Son, the extent to· Which his 
' . - . . . - . . . . ' . . . 

own father was destroyed by the hatred Wbicll incapa<:itated · 

him ~ an individual and which shut him off f~ the 

pos$1bili ty of being morally resusc~ tated by human ,relation• . . . ., . . 

s~p •. Baldwin chooses to. fight for his .own ~dentity, not 

to be -swamped: in n_hatted and degpatr•i, 3 as his father was.~ 
. . ' . . . 

Most of :the characters in the short stories, reflect his 
. / . 

own at~empt to keep the heart f~ee of hatred and despai.r so 
. . • • . . . . . ' • 1 ' 

as to be stroll(S_ eno~b. to 't)attle w1 th the hazards of daily 
' -

lU.fe in :Americ~. and ·to work at ref4Ctivating o,nce again, 

America's lost !)Otenttal.,. The short .. stories emphasize 
. ' ,. 

Baldwin's faith in the rejuv.e11.a1ii~ possibilities. of the 

1f\merioan char_acter.. They make the aesthetic .ove~e to . . . . . . ' 

. th.e pra~ticability of the fulfilling life in .J\meti9a by 

imaginatively grappling with the sources of the ·American 
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eo~ion,. already rationalized in tne earlier essays, 

but awaiting ,:gilalification throug~ his fiction~ 

Al thougn the tb;ematic content is ~he ;;ame, in the 

c.ollection of short ~ories, Going . to Meet tne Man; yet 

there is none of the ~ecessary repet~tion that is to be 
-·. ••• \ 1 'i . . ,.. . . ' 

i'ormd in Baldwin's more . ambi tiou,s novels. ~ike Anoth,er 
. . . . . . ' . .~ ' ( . ' ' \ . 

Country and -Just Above My Heaci• Each story is ciear).y 

struct~ed -~- ·f~~~s .. ocl:y -~:on ~ di~e~sion. Q! tbe greater 
I'' ' 

' ... / ... 

lunerican universe, ,g_whioh is tne. subjec;:t of Bald\d.n' s 
',, \ . :: ·- 'r· '·•·· : ' 

• • •• I 

· wr~~ing~·· Tney touch_ ont,Y ~o~ t~_se _aspe~_ts _of the 
. ' . :~ . : . 

Junerican U.fe that theY dJ.rect themselves upon;) The 
' . ' . - \ ' ' . . .· ~ 

repetitive actions .. and dialogues which normally saturate 
.. ' ... , . . .. . ... ' '· .... 

his novels have been minilnised to the extent th.at the 
· .... 

~tories function n1ore by implication than by explication.· 
•• , ' I'' ' ', • • ' ,•. .,.. • J 

The characters exist as suggestive embodiment·s of 
o; ' ,o o I 0 • f ~·' •.', : • ' 

' ' '· ' 

creativity or destruQtivtty • The black musician tn 
• •••• • ··:· ' • ,. 1 ••• ·: ··r · · · · · · : .. , 

"Sonny'·s Blues", ls understood to be .a symbol o:£ hope, 
;, 

1:he wtli te sheriff· in 11Going to Meet tb.e Man", is a 
: • ' '. 1': • • . '. • ,, 

t.t'evesty of .the _m~~~- uphe;t~- ~~ri~~ ideal of justice, 
• • .' •. • .•·• , ,. r .• . , • 

and youth. in 11Tb.e Rockpile" and in 11Tb.e Outing0 , 
' ~ ' • • } 4 I • -~ ' ' ' .. ,- • ~ • ' "" 

rep~esents the callowness of inexperience, but Wh1c11. b.opes 
•·. ' ••, . I • ' ,, . '. 

to be ultimately liberated from its environment.! Th,e . - .. ' . . . . . ' . . . . . . . 
' ' . ·' • I • 

short stories indibat_e Baldwin's _POtential for_ creatively 

reekon1ng with the ve.ried . cb.allenge o_f American life•1 
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Tilts is reflected in eaeh story, 1n · bis. deep ~ha.s.ts ·upon 

~a..;:. recognition ·of tne·confusion "both public· artd p.rivatet~4· 
rtiling tne lives of his strUggling characters who are 
.fortunately 1 al~aYS C6ilsCiously and Oonstantly att~ting 

to find tnemselves~l When sometimes, some of the stories 

snow some characters ~ccUDibing to the waYWard 1n:f'luences 

of their surroundings, as in the case of the \-Jbi·t~lover 

Pa~ in uc.oneOut th~ Wilderness"• there are th.e other 

prototypi~al. figures ot maturity ~ nope in the other (0} 

stories, who equal1~e this sense. of· hopelessness.) They 
. . . v . 

prove to be the regenerative figures; figures who on the 
. 

other .hand imp·ly, that the lost might once again fJ.nd life 

for themselves and that the capacity for self•renewal need 

never be surrendered•! .~n the whole, · the images of hope 

predominate in the short stories.· Ultimately. wh:i,~e the 
. ·., .. ' v. . 
&hort stories expose the fallacies UpQn which· Ame.rica he$ 

. . 
'Quilt itself' they redirect the reader's vision. through the 

suffering writ l-arge Upon the 11 vea of every · ch.arac~er to a 

cleater understancUng of the spiritual requirements needed 

"eo remake Juneric~. 

The short stories are intensely lyr.1cal..' They 

tap the essen~e of tl'):e Black experience in America. riven . 
. . by iilnU1Ilel'able conflicts with the white world ·m:J. in. •'Prevtous 

Conditi.onn..; or w1 th the Black Churcn (as in the "Outingn and 
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. . 

"The Rockpile")' .which is essen~ allY an institution that 

merely appropriates th~ white man• s v'alueti; o~ even with. 

the alien.ation from the self as in the eiarly" part ot 

Sonny's life in n:sonny• s Blues". More. profoundly· the 
. . , . . 

Ayrtcism. ·arise·s· .o~ of the black 'maq.' s deep recogniti.on 

and ·acoept.ance of his alienated. Ufe in. iAmerica; _of his 

.tndubttable. ~tat~ as ~:Ainerican ·cit1zen5. ~d _of .~s c.hosen · 
. . 

.responsibility>t,o wotk for mottal.per!ection_ w1,thin tU.mself 

· apd. within other.s too. ·This lyr~cism is -also 2:~P~---~g;,e._tt.j; U;pon 

the ,idiom· ·that .is deeply embedded within ·the .Blac.k ~erican 

co~cience · whiCh· seeks ou~le~ in its. folk, expr~ssion,l : ~ 
the _short stories11 .. #;,t sp.eaks through the array of hard., 

. . . ', . 

suffering' personagesol .. This relat.es them to the ~nd of . 

folk wisdom found in, n~s-pme g~spel. songs" and~ in Ujazz41 .; 

A¢:cordJ.ng. to :e~dwin in The Fi·reJ~east Time •.. "in .<311 jazz, 
. . . 

·and especially . in the bl1;1es; · there is something tart and. 

ironic, · aut~horitaU.ve and· d()ubl&!-edged"6• lt is as ff 1n 

the. e,otlect~on of snort. stories Goiw; ~to Meet tne Me& 

· Ba):dW1n. fol-l~ws th,e techniques of. jazz music, af.ld of the 
. / . . 

b1\1,es; · whio h verbaJ,iz~ ~heir sel:ltiments · fnom the deptl:ls of 

numan axpe~ience. "Only peoplefl ~hO ·~ave been ~down the 

line":, ·s~s Baldwin; "k~ow ·that· tOJ.s music 1~ a.Qoutn7.l In 

NobQd,y Knows· Mx- Name,, he expresses . the same· but in different 

'"o~dst · "·In a ·wa,y, th? Negro -tellS$ us l'Ihere the. p·ottom is: 

because· be .i~s there ••'• « • a ··DesPite his ·knowledg~ of the 
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de·epa1r1ng depttts, th.e bla.ok man is able to articulate an 

enduring optimism through .his songs and through hi..s 

p~rsonal life. This eourage to deal with. suffering has 

been reo~tured in eVery story,.of which.. the underlYing 

~~stenoe is upon the option for life, the imperative· to 

seek renewal. 

In the sb.ort sto.r!,es, Going. to. Meet the. Mplh 
/ 
Baldwin ~recta his abilities more towards exploiting on a 

. ~ \; .. 

f#;gurative ievel, the ;t..llogicality of life, as is 

es:pecially exp,~.rienced by the American Negro; to eX:p~ess 

both nope and despair, as well as to snow thro.ugh various 
. ·. 1 

characters the comp~ex range of his awareness of the 

unevennes of Negro experience in ..Americ;a. In less vocal . . . ~ . 

terms, but more poetic in expression; and depencU.ng much 
. . . ' . . ~ 

upon understatements, ~t could be seen that the collection 

of ~hort stories form the reseJ.!'Voir of Baldwin's ~ative 
' ' 

ab~U ty. They hold in stock, ~atent embodiments o:f 
. . . 

characters like Jesse in "Going to Meet the Man" or the 
' 

y.rban~ Mr. Davies ~ "Come Out the Wilde.rness", wh.o hints 

at the potential" for tragic r~ognition. These Will later 

be tQken up or have already .been exploited for lise in. th:e -' ;• . -

novels, so that sonny's narrato~brother in n.sonny' s B).uesn 
. ~ . 1 ... 

~ 

looks forward to ~he elder•brother-narrato.r in Just ,Above .. 

M¥ Head or even to ~~9 . .P~oudhammer' s or.other Cal;.eb in 
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Tell Me How Long the TraJ.n' s Been Gonsu whilst the 

Rut.h-Davies relationship is charged with the possibiUties 

of acilieving what Fonny and Tish will aoh!eve in If Bef31e 

Street Could Talk. NeE;tdless to say, John in t@~~p.9:g¥iDJ.:.le"' 

has alre~dy found full justification as the adolescent hero 

~+ .Go Tell It on tne Mountain• Tb.~s~ c~a.r~cte~s. ip.: tne 
, ' • :, , , ~ \ • ', , • ; , • I . . • 1 ' ' j \ ;_ , . \ • ' '. • • .' , ', • ' •• 

..... short. stor~es, Jmply ~hat th~y contain· ~VeJ'ton~~ o~ th~ 
• ' ' ' . ' ', ' • • ' ; • ., '' ' ' ' • ' ~ '' ' •, ' • ' ' ' ' ' I 

.. ·. 

mul. tipli,c;:~ ty .of Atneri~an ~ist.e~9e as depict~d ~n _the 
. . ' . . -~. \, . . 

~bey _also p~a,y .Qu1;, . Put .on ~ lesser key,. the quest 
o • t , ' : • ,, ' ' , ' , 

0 
' 1, •

1 

. for r£U?,~wal:. ~cl provide a co~c~.~e ,and illuminat.in;g 
. . ' . . ' '' ' ' . 

c~talogue_ 1;o t.b.e ~ypes oJ; chara,cters .to be found in the 
. . . ·. ' '. : . . : . ' : : .. , '. ' 

novels. They indicate that persistent concern for 
• ; •' • • • ; t ' , • ' • • ,· • : •• •• ~ : ' •• ·: :· : ' '' '. .. • '·:· ' 

_peqp~~nti~. ona~elf .<>ut ~f. tb.~ hi.stor~~al cpp~s,.J:on.i As in 
' ... 

t~ nov~ls, tne central dilemma of the short stories, i.s as 
I' ,_ 0. 0 0\ ·: 0 ; 0 '0; 00 0 0 • 0 00 ' 0 0 

Peter, one of the characters in the snort story "Previous 
. . . .. : ' . .... . . . . . . .. ' . . .. ... , .. ' . . . . . . . . .. ) '; 

Cond1tion11 , enunciates it: "I. didn't seem t.o ;nayia a.place"•'9 
: . • : . : . . • : : ·~ ' ; • : ! . . ' ' . . . ·. . . . . - . ( '. . ·.. . . 

The .o~y ~lte.rnat:f,ve le~ _f~J:'. ~v~ry cb.aract~r,. ·'s· to attempt 
. . . ' '\. . ' .. '. ' . . . . ' . ' 

the fight _for sel~·justi~~cat1o.n, to seek for a proper 
. ' . . . . ' ' ' . . . . ' ~ . . . . 

place and to find his .fole in. the, -American universe.~ . . ·. : .. ' . . . : : . ' .· . . . ' ' . - . . . ' ' ' .. .. . . . ' ~ . . ~ . . . . : .. ' . ; ' ' 

~ . ' . . 

From· '*The· Roo~pileri to "Go~ng to M~et · tb.e Man", 
•,. . . . . . . . 

the stories span ttle plie.ses ot. a maturing c'onsclousness.j 

.There_ seems to be .no evidence however, of Bal'dwin · 
. . .. · . . ; / ' 

intentionally systemizing .the stories. All the s8lile; the 

.fir~t two, "The Rockpile" and "The Out,i.ng", . de~ Wit b. tb.e 
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tt'ansitory. stage .be~ween boyhood. and ~ar~y m~b.oOdJ .:in 
... ·' ' .. ·, . . ·. ·. ' .... ' ' ........ ' . ' . . .. 

sho.%11.. th~ p~riod of .~w~en4.ng 1n:t;o_.~QW1.~dge! One: .. · · 

~~oun1;_er~: El5 ~n. Go Tel~ It. on the rJiountain,. n.ot. ,o.~y .~h:~ ~ 

ob.s:t.~.1.~.s t;~f relig.~9n ~d c;»f ra9e th~~ ,ar~ .. tP.~ pro$ent· : 

features .of . the'. b~ack ghet;to, · b1Jt ~s~ ~()r~~o<ij.ng~ of .. 
•' '' '' • '' ,I ·- '• ' ' • ' 

sexual .. entanglements.1 ·The t.m-98.$Y. presaging~. Qf .. th~ f¢~$ 
'. ' ••• •• • •• · •.• ' • ·: - • i •• • - •. ,. : ' 

is manifested i~ 11The Rockpi:}.e" in ~ohn'.s . ~~re~~ i~olat~on,_ 
. .. . ' . . . '. ' ,. : ,, . . 

. ' 

and .in "The: Outj.l,lg" in: Jo.hnie' s 1n.~~~1ty to· subMm.e:te _his 
' - . 

thougnts. in religious humil~ty. , ~he fathE?r-c!~gur.e .. ill .'Qottl,. 
'' • ' ' il ' ' ' ' ,, ' • ' '' I . ' • ' ' '• • ' ,-

sto~ies stands for tne overweening .destructiv1ty of the . . . ,.. . . . . . -' . . ·' . . ~ . . . . . .. . . ~ . '·. . . . 

6rth()d()~ .. and .the .fan~~i~al; ql,lalit~es ~~r~beci .~~ .tpe ...• 

;nov~~ist~ s own.: fa~ner j;n Notes og a Native, .son., .an.O.. ·Which 
. . 

has . fic~~onal q~m1nat19J!. in Go Tftll .It. on· tne. Moooti#\•! ~n · 

the first .. J?.ove~, tne iroll.Y nas b~en .~i:nel.y .s~erpe~~~ .~ . ' . . 

bt:'ing h.9me .. :th~ unb~i~~d g~ between .the ciepr~s~ 
' . . . . . .. 

a.Qt~ali~y .an9. ttl,e ill~~on. of fulfil.~men-t;~ A).tq.o_\lgb there 

is not t~s iro~c p~~fe9t~on ~~· th~. e~l~er. 't1'~9 $to_l.'~e~,: . yet . 

they do conc~~de.open~enqed~y, .!n the .sense th~t tb?y ~e 
•• • • ' t 

inc;oncll.ls~ ve. about the r~~t between fatne,r ,and, $Qn11J .9n a 
I . 

broader level, the personal conflict becomes the confl.j.ct 
. ' 

be~een autnoritarian religion. and boyhood innocence·saeking" 
, ' , I ' • 

a more· palpable l.ove•1 This is the focal point· ·Of interest 

in: both storieao~. Th.ey ate a step back to ·a particular time 

in- the. past wnere .. Bald.\<~7in· examines the causalities that have 

led to the spiri-tual torment. of a black· nJotin" or a black 
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"4:ohnn1e11 and which. <Uvides them internally; th.~ resu1t 

betng 'eith.er a hazardous withdrawSl from the relig~OUS 

communal! ty of the saints into absolute freedom, or to a 

p).edging together w1 th them of suffering and of \'JOrehip in 

obed.ience to their misgUided 'elders. But this Jnevi tab!• 

llty is ~ot within t·h.e limited scope of the two stori~s. 

vlbat ~as been more poignantly enacted, is the black youtll1'6.0·# 
inability to ac:;cept, unquestioningly, tb.e authoritarian 

dictates of an already obsolet·e un1 verse, · figured through 

th.~ guilt-ridden, fanatical elders of the black community9 
~- : 

Consequently, he takes facourse to the self, the only 

institution that will legalise his unformed and yet to be 

understood yearn1ng, tor enco\,U"agement and fulfil:lfiment. of 
. some kind. Even at thls infant stage, the youriger 

protagonist.s of the two stories, like John Grimes in 

Go_ Tell It on the Mountain, only simulate obedience.; Th.ey 

are unconsciously marking time until they are old enough 'to 

break away from the restrictive conventions of the black 
'· 

Ufe so as to seek the personal convictions that would h.elp 

them stand ~n · th.eir own. ~bey mark the. way in which. th.e 

black man, if he is to survive with his soul unt.rammellecl, 

~ust choose :for himself. 
v . 

The young participants are acutely 
>. 

alJ,ve .to the possibil1t"-es of the unencountered world•' They 

are ignorant of experience, but they antic.ipate a future 



based: upon a comp:tete break .from tb.e past. 

With the third story0 "The Man Cbil4"; Baldwin 
. .;-. . ' 

moves wi th1~ the. reS:lJn$ of a child's cons~iousness.1 

What~ver h.appells, wna-t;ever. is perceived• is 1mpres~on1s• 
. . . ' . ; . ' -' ' . . 

ticall,.y recorded according to the child-victim's artless 
{ • ' ' •• 1 • ' ' • • ' , 

·perception of the adult ~orld surrounding b.im. Er~c' s 

' v;implici.ty: ~~~o~e~ itself to th.e. adJlt complex~ ty 0~ 
b.is mother, his. father· and. ~s .f_a.1;her 9 .s fr.i.e~d J amJ.e who 

,is ~eparable ·from his· b~own and yell~w Q.og. The story 
. . . v- . . ' . ' . 

binges upon Bal.dwin' s une~y insight into tpe frozen 

capacities of the white wo.rld !~tonically played through. 
·. ' 

Eric's dim grasp and his naive un~:wareness. of th.e failure 

of the human entity around him. Th.e more· adult conscious• 
. "': . ' 

ness of th.e artist exp,Qs~s tne. nullifying unreality of 

t'he child' s environm~nt; through. Eric. bimsalf, who be¢omes 
' . 

the ·~witting .victim of a soc;:iety barely· able tG adjust · 
.. I! • • • ., • • ',, 

. 1.ts.~l_f to_ ·t_tia .. besetti~. problems of adui thood'• The 

Qpentng P.aragrap~.~o_s.~.s th~ s~iritual disintegration 

,that has. ·al~eady orystalii=ted th.e. hum~ faculties of Eric's 

Parents• and of Jaxnie~!. One reads that; 

, ···-· ~~~Q Uved .wit~ bi~ father.: who 'das .a· fatmer 
· and the son of a farmer; and· his mother; who had 
.. lleen- C$.P't~~q. bY ni.fl father on some_ !ar•o£f, 
· · ublessed; · tmbellevable nigh-t, ,.,h.o had never·· since 

. bu_r~t her ch.ains•l . 'She did not know that sb.e was 
cnained any inore than she knew that she Uvedin 
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.. · tel'~or. of th~ n.1;.gnt.- q~e .9h1-J..ci w~- ,1n the 
churchyard, it would have been Eric•·s little 

· sister and ner namE! would nave been Sophie .~.:~.~ 
then, riot_ 'long ago_, . tne~e h9.d beguri to 'be. a . -. 
pqund.ing 'in bis mother '·a belly •-•:• But·· t·nen·: 
again bJ.s mother had. been sic;k .••• and wnen she 
Q_aiil~ back the ·pounding was: not there· anY more, 

. p.othing was there · F.JnY more.. His fat.her. laughed 
:less•· something in' his mother-•·s face seame'd· to 
nave gone to sle~P- for ever • 10 · · . · . 

. ' ~ 

The blighted en_argy c>f loye,. is symboliqallY.·. i,llustrated 

itt the .. £~lure. of hum~ birt.~ .in the story. Eric is the 
'' . .. ' .... 

. sole agent 10f b.ope left; .. but .realitY.,: :now~ver,. ptoves. 
. . 

different .When it bears Vi.olent1y doym. upon.~ ~.he murdeped 

figUre of· the boy •. : 

· · ·-•ml have to go', he ·repeated; ··and,· :as·Jamie moved 
towar-ds· him the tight ball of terror- in h1s 
bowels,· ·trt bJ..s throat,· ·swelled· and· rose, exploded,-· .. 
b.e opened his mouth to screaiD but J am.ie' s fing~s 
cl.osed arotind 1'4:s · threat• He· 's~a.re(i1 $tared into 
·Jam;te• s eyes~·11· 

\llhatever. the moti vas; . J aJD.ie.•. s murder .ie . a to~ Q~ vi~;Lep.ce, 

of a type. witn Ricnardis. su1.cide U. Go .. Tell.It on the 
j • •' ~ • ' ' 

Mountain .or . \~1 t.h. Gi.ovann!' s d,e.at.h _imp~$a ~~ giovanni's 
. ' . . . . . ' ~ ; . ' . . . . . . . ' . . . 

Room or even w1 th: Rufus .Scott_ts s~cide ·_in :Anoth~r Cguntrx; 
. . 

' 

vpersonalized :aspects of the :Aplerioan, P.e_spair .'i;.tl,a,~ blindly' 

seeks to vincUc·ate 1tself,.$ven i:rl the most unp.J;"incip~ed o:£ 

WaYS• . In the . short story; the Violence has alreadY been 
. ··.. ' . . ,. 

appreh,endedln BaldWin's. aceo~t of Eric''s instinctive 
. '' · .. 

l:'ecoil. ;frolll Jami~~ whent · "J ami a raised his eyes and looked 

at Erib ·and .-•• Eric b.ad looked into Jamie's eyes.) Jamie 
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smiled that strange smile of an old man and· Eric moved 

cl.oser to his motherf.:.,.12 In tler weary recognition of 

Jamie's debilitated manhood Eric's mother also reacts 

against J amiee Her negative response signifies th.e mor~ 

collapse o~ Eric·• s · \'Tol'1d: · 

"Eric caught her rega,fd bent on Jamie; • •~t He 
e,ould not. read her loQk, . but it re.Ini_nd~ · bJin 
of that moment at the birthday party when n~ 
llad .looke.d into J ami~' s eyes. She seemeq. to· 
be. looking at Jamie as thoilgh • ,.,. she were 
discover~ng; wJ:,th. some sUrprise, .that she· .nad 
never really liked. tum but also :felt, in net. 
weariness and weakness; tnat 'it did not reallY . 
matter now"~ 13 · . · · . · · 

. Bald.wln~eplays all over again, the. territytng 
. . . . 

nullity which. th.e b.uman ·image. in his. fie.t.ion ·is stamped \dth 

and surrounded by •· His focus in nrne Man Cl:l1ld0 as in the 

last. story1 . "Going to Meet the :Man" .t.s upon the t'lbite. 
' ./ . . 

teal1ty that is .devoic:i of, emotional. secuii:tY• -The deceptive 

social normal¢y is o~y surface desp. Behind 1~ Ues. th.e . .. . : 

savageness of tb.e .4\meric an spirit. Thi.s .manites:t.fi, itself in 

Jamie t s ' act~al ',murde.r of. Eric J t~at point. \.Jhen the underground 

instincts assert. tnei~ power. Nothing about th~ murder h.as 

been explic1bly defined• ,,'rna narrative mereiy · fpllows. the 

. t.rain of, events,,. as t.f EriG' s consciousness were 61;111 

reoord1n8 what w~ a.Ctuali.y happening to him. . Eric'S' future, 
t - • . . . 

tlis hope of inheriting ~s fathe-r's farming land one dey, .ls 

displaced by his sudden death and Jamie, the murderer 
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dtsappea.t'$ .tnto the riig·tlt.": It is· as if' Bal~win ends the 
. , . '.· . , • I . , '. ' , • . . • . : ..• 

story thus,:. to emphasise·. upon· the ·American .1ndJ,.I,':ference 
'• ' 

towards one · another • · The· ·story plumbs the dept tis of the · 
. . . ' 

JUnerican negativ'ity· to stress· mora deeply, up·on. ~~rica• s 
' . . . ' . . . . . . 

need to rerrew itself and·to·rediscover. the :moral·s.tgnifi• 

canoe o;f l,ove •. 

4\s 'wa.S discussed· 'in the second· chapter;: Baldwin Is 
I 

noVels do 'not ; state· the · explicit answers,, 'the·y. nierelY . hint. at 

solutions·.' . While reveal.ing the fallible ·4Wlericari reality,:: . . 

Baldwin ooliquely suggests tna ·urgent necessity tor opt~Il8 out 

of it,· Th.e. responsibility £or this, .is carri.ed out by the! 
' . . .. ~ ' . . 

figUre 'of th~ ,artist in ."J?~evf,ous Co~dition_u, nso~y's Blues" 

end "Th;s Morning1 · This.'Eir~.ning, So. Soon". In. 0Previo~ 

Condition"•· ·in·Pet~'s exilement .ftom the JAmerican Ufe0 lies 

the unre·si>lveddileinma o:f the· Negro who disc.overs :for himself 

\'That the· ~eric an life. h.as shaped him .for: . 

. I I m. worried about' what' s bai;>pe~rig to . met . to "e •.. 
inside.: .I don trt 111alk the streets, .I crawl,! f ve 
never been like this before1' Now r i_wtifeii:~~I · go to 
a. strang~ place I .. WOJ'ld.er, wha~. will bapP.art, Will I 
be aeeepted, if I'm accepted, can I a.¢cept?'14 

Th.ese are ques:tions that .assai~ Peter when he is told to 

:Leave tne r'ooin ot a b.ot~l .. rented ou~ ·only ,to whites, but 
. . . . . . . ' ' . 

/ .... \• "' . . . ' ... 

wh,icn was obtained .for him by his Jewish .friend.• Tbere is 

irony ~n the f~c\ tha,t, .his friend ~s a J e''•. who is at best 
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a social outcaste but who remains unrecognised and, 

th.eretore, acceptable because h.e is \'lbite~ The entire 

story centres around Peter's vehement despair. His life 

rep~~ts the failure of many of Baldwin's protagonist.sJ 

and when he begins to see into his own persecute~ 

existence, he feels "betrayed., •. beaten as a person",. 
. 15 

because he has nno honest place to stand." Peter's 

story is a fictional excerpt from tb.e lives of anyone of 

B al.dwin' s black protagonists, who are always consciousl-Y 

articulating their doubts and fears, and in the eourse of 

which, they penetrate through tne ugliness of the <Aroeric an 

experience to realize finally, tnat, tney are the tmwanted 

r.aee. An example of this, is Peter's expulsion from the· 

h.p~el: "'I cari't have no coloured people -here •• ·• I don't 

nave nothing' against you, but you gotta get out,~•-tt 16 This 

outrignt denial of the black man's proper status in 

1America sparks off a violent reaction. Peter represents 

the ruined figure of the Black artist whose libe~ation 

critically depends upon his country's aw~eness of its 

' fa1lure to negotiat.e harmony between its people, as mueh as 

this also depends upon its coneerted effort to aPtualize 

uni tt• In all his essays, Baldwin restates his countrymen's 

needs. But, as he explains himself in No boy Knows. My Name, 

his white countrymen are too obviously bent upon preserving 

their 1nnocence17 to be able to see into the living 
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c::onditions of the fallen multitude of blacks around them; 

who like Peter, find abode only on the peripheriea of the 

American social justice• .Where Peter despairs about the 

possibility of ever being able to communicate witn the 

"easy going, hard drJ.nking, fl.otsaxn and jetsam" people of 

Nevi York anq wonders "1! I was able anY longer to 'Q'ust 

anybody. Not on tOPt· Where all the worlO. could see,, but 

underneath where ever-ybody lives", 18 Sonny •. in the nelJt 

story, takes this :up as a challenge upon himself; to create 

the 11 ving clbnsciousness within himself and to be the 

l:Lving ex~pler of that inner unity through. his music, which 

is the communicating ag.ent. Sonny goes under only to come 

up ~sin, not in triumph but better fitted to live his life 

all ·over again; 

"Sonny's Blues~ has been narrated by Sonny's 

elder. .brothero He endows it with the perspective of the 

s~si tive brother wei.l. past the zen! th of h1 s own youth, 

whion allows him a el.ear signted look into tne life that 

his younger brother is now making for h1mselfo · The y()ung 

· aspirants of tne earlY snort stories1 "The Outing11 and 

"The·Rockpile" meet ~n the struggling figure of sonnyi The 

r$narkable fact about Baldwin's characters, is tb.e~r 

singular abil~ty to attempt to understand life and aLso to 

, make tne effort to live creatively, despite tne. odds against 



. . . 
'' 

themo -A . statement equaiiy applicable to Peter· in "Previous 

Conditionu because, th.oug~ Peter is emotio~~ly Qrippl.ed 
' ' -

yet, b.e is not dead; and the story which touches only upon 
' . . . . ' 

a particUlar phase o£ Peter's tife: does not conclud~ 11rith 
' ' . ', ' : ' ' . ' ' .. ' . . . • ' . ' . I 

any dramatic collapse in the life of Peter itself;j Although 

Peter realizes that he does n~t ~eem to have· a «placea19 in 
. . ' 

• • ' ' ! • ' • 

the White ~erican system, yet ~s despair indicates tt:ia. 
' . ' . 
. . - . ~ 

depths out of which the Black ·American must emerge to forge 

better and newer standards ·for nimself. ·Ttlis pa.rt].y explains 

\'Thy most .of Baldwin.' s characters are artists.- They belong 
p 

to that category of men \>Jho ~e unable to live out; th.e drab 
' l 

and the pro sa.i.c :Un life, . but must make the repeai;ed endeavour . . . . . . ~ '· . 
to r.each their own creative centreso. ~lthough most times they 

fail, yet their failure marks the anointment of. a deeper 

. diseovery of .themselves. They< chalk out the way to self 

know]; edge and personal rejuvenationo. B.aldwin' s short stories, 
' ,,, ~ ' 

demonstrate the_ manifold quickening of .th.e Black•:American sp~rito 

Each story bears th.e mark._ of e se~si ti ve consciousness bemt upon 

its search for truth \d. thin the 4Uner1can .labyrinth; so that . . , ' 

figures like Sonny, who have, .been sc;arred by experience, . and, 

therefo~e, pro.ved to be of human make, stand emblematically 

jUiGtaposed to the be\lTildering life, , as figures appro.a~hing the 

essence of th.at knowledge which S~nny himself confesses to be 

existing in na11 that hatred and misery. and lov~u•l2~ His m'l,lsic. 

is the outcome of knowledge heavily paid for in terms of human 
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autf.ering~ .. ~t fulfill~ it~ :Potent.tal. at th~ .ei?d when it. 

eomxnunicates ~ts mean!~ tproug~ ~~e z:'$spons.tve and 
' ' ' 

_appre~iatiYE! au,.d,ienca of S()f;lllY' s broth~r:. 

Then: they all gathered· around Sonny and Sonny 
played. Every now and again, one of th.em seemed 
·to saYj amen.· Sonny's fingers filled the. ·air . 
with life, his li.fEltl But that life contained 
so many oth.ers ••• Th.en· he began to meke 1t 
his ••• I seemed to hear w1th what burning he 
had made it· his, 'With 'what burning we nad yet 
to make 1 t ours; now we could cease lamenting.­
Freedom lurked around us and I understood at 
'last, that he could help us to be free if we 
would listen, "!;hat he. would never 'Qe free until 
~~e did ••• 21 

At such a point, the music becomes an autonomy of the 

. Uving ·ana communicating power of perception. It is the 

~itical point of awareness for both artist and audience 

alik·e, for it commlmicates the artists' discoverY to the 

audience, and transmits· ttie resp_onse of tne audience; in 

greater dimension back to the artist. In course of the 

exchange, 1 t toucties upon the Wliversal in humal'l Ute•~ It 

establishes a musical rapport, howiver, momentary, t.nat 

quells confusion and genuin,ely hopes for p_eri)etual renewal, 

·through· a responsible and personal connect~ on with one 

another. Contrasted to .Sonny•·s transcending capacit~es; is 

the eol.l'a,pse of Rufus Scott in Mother Country; Which becomes 

the failure of his music, through the imperfect sublimation 

of his suffering~ In other words; tne efficacY' of Sonny• s 

music 
. ' lies in its ttansmuting pO\ier. ·· The artist, who is 
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'·.\ l' .. 

not only the maker of. music an8 poetry, but the responsive 

individual, sta%lds at the creative centre; he \'11~1 
. . ' ' . 

accomplish the chang~~·. Baldwin's use o.f the blues., his 
. . . . . ..· .: •' . .. . 

g.raphi.c descr~ption through. Sonny's life; of th.e depths 
. . : ~ ' · .. ' ' . . . 

tb,at i.t touch.es and of the h.eigh.ts that it can reach; show 
. , ~. • r; 

: • • • t. ' • . 

up the dou~le-edged wtsdom attributed to the American-Negro's 
, I ' ' ' • • • :. "' 

etoio a,bility to Uve even whilst accepting humall adversity. 
\ .. '.. . . 

This is the abiding force not only behind Sonny's music; but 
' 0 0 A 

behi.nd most of the short stories as well •. It suggests both 

the depressing. and the liberating• the real and the ideal, 
. '.· 

but le.aves it to the rec.ipient to understand th.e significance 

of both; ~o that he migbt also eventualiza· fulfilment o£ some 

sort, sometime.. The short stories are both. fictionally 
. t .' • 

1nteresting and morallY. educative, each story a parable of the 
.. ': 

blaCk endeaVOUr to fight for tne Change of heart vii thin 

himself. and within other ·.Americans as well'.· . ;_. 

The next story, "This r'lorning, This Evening, 

So Soon", is poised upon the eve of the protagonists return 

to J®erica~ As he makes a final tour of Paris,, b.e reckons 

with' himself upon the real! ties that the return to -America 

portends:· "I tnirik of Sll the· things that ·r have seen 

destroyed in JUner.,.ca; ali· the tb.ings that I have lost there, 

all the threats 1 t holds for me . end mi~e". 22 He d'flells upon 

the faet that he would never have married. his Swedish wife 
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... Hel'Fiet, _if in -~Uneric~. because&. 

If, Harriet had been· born· in ..America, it ·\'rould 
have taken her a long t~me, perhaps for ever,_ 

-to look on me' as a man like other men;· if I 
had met her in America, I would never have bean 
able to look on her as a ~oman like all other 
women. The habits of public rage and power 
would also h.ave been our private compulsions, 
and would have blinded our eyes.23 . 

~oo.king into the cond4-tio~s of li~e .in ~eric a _lle ~as the 

· objectiye advantage of th~ ou:t;sider,~. beCa~se of h.ts 

voluntary exilement away, .whilst still" remaining its nat~ve 

son •. Where th~ "Man Ch1ldu and nGoing to Meet the Mann 
, . . , I . . • • ' 

. symbolically plaY out the Alner.t:.can tragedy, in nThis Morning, 

This Evenipg, .So .SOon", the protagonist, who is also a 
. ' ' ' ' . . . ' . 

. singer and t~erefore, . an artist; makes a straight•forwerd . ' " . ~ ' . . . . . 

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 
depths, a person~> so to speak, behind the name, 
was taken as a violation of that privacy which 
did not, paradoxically, since they trfisted it 
so little, seem to' axist among the Americans:.i 
~hey apparently equated privacy with the 
Unspeakable things they did in the bathroom or 
the bedroom, which they related only to the 
analyst, and then ~read about in the pages of 
best sellers • • • Nothing was more famili.~ 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 
and terrors :they smuggled about with them like 
the steadily depreciating contraband. 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 b.een 
mysteriously forbidden to possess and were never 
permitted to declare.24 

., 



The ·frank ·and- caustic: tone: resembles :the way in which 

. Baldwin Wfit~~- h;is. e.sseYS• Coming from the depths o:f. one 

bitterl~,~ploited but? now settled-in life,: in respect 

of emotional_· fulf~~ent,. it has th.e trenchancy of ·the black 

spirit ~hicti' appro~cnes reality aware·-of its· tragic 

shortcomings.· .. The protag~nist who h~ ·already distanced· 

himself .from America need riever rettirn· 'to ·it~ ·However, aa 

the short story. implies, and as is repeatedly stated by 

Baldwin, as flight of any ·kind, if it is "to. nave a meailing­

tul -end, must: t~rminate in the return to ~ericaa · the 

coming to- terms with' one• s blackness 8nd r~discovering the 
. ·, ' 

Americ~ integ-rity. For0 'although ttie truth is that, ·: 

"everyone's lif~ is always shaped. by i'Q.pes, churches and 

armies", yet "everyone's life begin·s on a level wh.ere races, 

armies, ~d chl.lrcl1.es stop" !t 26 T.tus ·is· what the· protagonist 

has practically attempted and has ideally sought fort in 

hi.s ~ongs; b':lt' all his effort was axpended- awa:; from the 

J\merican homeland, in P'ar.isian surroundings ·amidst .an allen 

culture .• · The actual. teat, lies in his return to 1Amer1ca; to 

the disillus~oned and despairing country, where life must be 

found and re-created "once aga.il}~• · 

The· signific~ce of the story rests upon the 

protagonist-s imminent. return to Mericao his feelings of 

uncertainty towards his olr-m Qountry, tli.s preparation for the 
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mature con£rant at ion with . 1 t, and in the cc;mr ~a he 
' ''- . ' . 

~splays in realising.fo~ ~mse+~ that once 1n ,America he 
, . . . 

mJ{ght have to r.emodel. hi,s life an,d_ adjust himself to th.e 

s.tandards. there.· But as.,.Baldwin saY~ in Notes_ of a Nati~e 

Son, "tr\lce" . is the '?best . OJ)E;~ o an. hoP, e. for". This is not 

.a ~ray of surrendering onese·l~. to oirCUII!:St_ances but. Of 

properly identifying oneself' with ~eric a as an· American 
. • • . , • , ' ' ' • I ' 

Negro· and .taking pr.td,~ ip. j\lst that~ .".I suppos.e,. the most 

difficult (and most reiflarding) thing· itl!l my life has been the 
' . '. : . '. 

fact that I was born a ~egro end was forced, tb.ere;fore.; to 

effect some kind of truce w~:th ·this real! ty":• 27 The. 

pretagonist of "This Mor¢ng, This Evening, .So Soonn., 

c:U.sp.lays just. such an at:t~mpt. to understand himsel.fg to be 
. . \ . . . . ' ' 

wholly in touch, with the .een1;re that ~ill ~~rge his identity 

anew_.. His r~turn to America vi_tally r.ests uvon bis ability 

to understand his own predicament, ~d _to gear himself 

towards .. some;tbing positive. 

There ate poignant over-tones of the 1ndelibi• 
' . . . 

li ty . of th.e white man's betraYal intteome Out the Wilderness.,, 

underlying what · seems to be a contemporary enactment of the 

Americ~ frustration. Ruth, the J\merican ·Negro, and Paul, 

the son of the whit~ ~·ktiastersn.; are trapped in a. relationship 
' . 

betokening the extra-personal conflict that has existed 

between Black and \'lhite ·Americans._ It is perhaps significant 
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·. :that, P-aul·,.,· remains unrel.e!ltingly 1rrespon,sibJ.e• delibetately . ' . . , 

: iw..bc.ent:. and .naturallY .:J.n~lined. tow~ds. the ... guiltless 

;.Anieric·an .. pose,. which has al:rea.dy had natural repercussions 

·in ·the .!n:ter.mi..tt~nt exp:Lo.sions of .crimin~l. v~ol:,e~ce. ~d .. 

: ·p~,Qlonged. sexual. deviations in the _col.intry;. . This .'is .as. . . . 

iiJ..ustrated .in an .. earlier.-~short. story,. in the ~anchild Jamie, 

·who ·.has regres.s.ed. from. his natur~ propensity .·for .the .~fil­

ing human actio~ .into the. defensiv,e savageness ,of. the morally 

.. der:anged,. who finds fulfilment only thro_ugh the. negation. Of 

·' 

The title of the story is derived from a go~el 

song: "Co~e out the Wilderness/Come out the Wilderness/How 

did you feel when you co~e out th.e '\'lilderness/Le8.ning on the 

. Lord?"aa . ~t spe~s with -~h~ arden~ simplicity o~ a relig.iolis . . . - _,.· - . . .· . 
. . 

faith _th~~ beJil~~~ the tragic co_mplexity. already encotmtared, 

ot the ·.American wilderness, ~n which bQth Ruth and Paul are 
' ' . ' . : ' 

trapped. Ruth's past bears a definite imprint of the 

. American Negro's. search for emotional .. harmony, with its· 

S'Ubsequent disenchantment• in Ruth's advent upon America's : 

predoiiiinantlywhite metr9polis, New Y.ork. In New York;. her 

personal· troubles become ~ass manageable,. b.ec~use the se,nse. 
v 

of Ull{lOOtedness and her feeli,ngs of. estrangement w~ch were 

unresolved when she· fled. away, take bette~ hold· of her. ·The 

realm Of personal. relationships .Whi9h WOUld nave Ct'ea.1;ed. her 



97 

-ane'"• ·is .marked by unful!ilment fro:m the start. Sb.e cannot 

draw hope from her environmet:lt.; i,t re;Clects only the bro1ten 

reality of -America. N~ittl9r .is ~Q.e pr~a.re~. nor is she 

~quipped .to· me.et. with the oncoming· dis~ster in the shape of 
.. ~ . . . ' . 

Paul's indiff.arenceo' J~s it ~~· the. burden of an tmcleansed 

guilt, the bW'den of a ncrime she could l)ot rem~bern29 

because it was not hers, liesburied deep ~within her. -And 

Paul, who should have released her· through love, l).ad "power 

over her·not because she was.free but because she was 

guilty. , To. enforce his ~war over her h.e had only to keep her 

guilt awake.- This did not demand malice on.· his part, it 

scarcely .dernanded perception • .it only demanded that he have, 

as, in fact;. he overwhelming:J.y did have an insti,.nct for his 

own convenience11•
30 This is the entire legend of the \11hite· 

master's tl'eachery, repeated and ~a-produced all over again• 

On r:~.h~ one h~d, th.e relationship pertSfns to Bald\'lin' s 

visi.on of the American r~ewa].; that renew.al for him, 

becomes possible only in th.e blaek and white coming together. 

On the othel' hand, the. ~el_ationship ~s: a travesty of thew 

values that Americ~ professes to have nurtured and to upb.old. 
. ' 

'l'he.re is however., the hope of ,reiease i~ th.e figure ?f the 

black executive Mr. Davies~ who seems to be ablevto kindle 

Ruth's dormant capaeity for love; beca:use he has retained the 

essential ,integrity of his· Negro her1:tage, whicl:l disPlays 

itself.in what Ruth realizes to b.e; the deliberate affectation 
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"whenever possible", of the "illiterate speech of his youth" 

in order to keep in touch with himself,31 and which 

deliberately forces the uneasy response from Ruth: "she was 

,responding to him with parts of herself that had been buried 

so long she had forgotten they existedn. 32 If the white 

character, in the collection of short stories, Going to Meet 
v . . . 

th.e Man, manifests the denuded potential, the Black American 

seems to be groping towards some kind of self affirmation, 

This concludes. in ~ ... om.e""O~ut~tbe _Wild~~nes~:t~, on a note of . •.. - -- ' ·:....-' 

qualified pessimism; that, although Ruth finally represents 

the abandoned woman, walking briskly "through the crowds to 

hide from them and from herself the fact t-hat she did not 

~now where she was goingn, 33 yet it is she herself who 

initiates her own self' out of the domain of Paul's influence. 

Though she is ultimately alone with the unutterable American 

dead .. end, in which "the sons of the masters were roaming the 

vrorld, looking for arms to hold them. And the arms that 

might have held them- could not forgiven, 34 yet her ~llimi­
table potential for_ life tfas already been fatefully tapped by 

her black counterpart~ so that, although the end emphasises 

Ruth's complete aloneness, redemptive love bas already figured 

1 tself in the form of Mr. Davies. What is implied, is that 

her liberation must take place, but, elsewbere, on a different 

pl-~e. , Of all the stories; "Come Out th.e Wilderness"; acutely 
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' • • : I ' ~ ' ,' ' ' ' ' ' • 

· ·enact·s the limits which the Black ,J\nlerlcan da·spa;i.r' can ·be 

·put to .:but• · wb.ich, 'men coilfronted ·with the pos·sibilities 

· ot' love,: ·cannot nelp out ·reach' out· towards the :proinise· of. 

renew·a.l. · ~erhaps, this is read.illg· ·too· much into tne · 

·Ruth-Davies rel'atiortship. ; ·However~· i:t is ··an actu·aiity, 

· one. ·that prepossesses Ruth • s .futl.ir~. · The· tilt·· of· the 

· ·story, as in fact is most often the c·ase with: Baldwin•·s. 

' fiction~ · is, · towards ·a pbssible· ·regeneration. · 

The .lest s~z:y ,: .''Going to ·Mee.t the Man11
1 delves 

· 'lfmto. the .. trauma of the :American experience. and projects th.e 

dominant emotions. of fear .and ,of. mistrust,. which ·underlie 

all 'America •. Tb.is has .been. ·int.errtalised within Jesse, in 

. nis traumatic initiation into adulth.oo.d tb.rough: the 

ritualistic. sadism of his spiritual educators. · "These. men 

~Tare l'U.s models, they had been friends. to his fatb.er, and 

they~ had taugh.t him what it meant .to be a man. He. looked 

t . th . f . . Q 
35 J i . h.t i th ial o · em or courage now. .• . . esse s Cf?.US . · n · e rae · 

crossfire and is unable;. to legitimize h.is countJ;'y' s and. his 

own inconsistencies ~~ainst. the Black American, so that; the 
V' 

. rational energy of human behaviour. within the story, becomes 
" 

totally disrupted and . aggra~ates even more, .the , tension 

between whit~ impersonator ~d black victim~ What the. wh.i te 

man would clearly like .1:;o do,; is· illustrated in the final. 
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p~es of the story, in the confrontation between tb.e 

tortured black and the sightless innocence of the white 

community, bent upon justifying itself through human 
~ . ' 

oppression. More often, in the novels the savageness is 

shown to be more subtle and more. refined, conveniently 

$u;ppres~ed by the white cbaracter and kept just be~ow the 

sufi'a.Ce. ·But usually,,· it~ psychological effects otrtnm 

itself. ·In .the beginning of the story, this shows itself 

through Jesse's a·~al impotence, \'ihich is more a mental 

·condition: rather than biological defect.· and more a rertec• .v ·'. . . ' ' .· . 
tion of th:e · defe~ted. Emergies of ~he White -American.· ·Although 

. . 

· the end tel is us of Jesse' ·s a.ohievement of· some kind of mlion 

with his wife, yet the union is purely p·nysical, non•regen&­

.fative, the Violent outcome Of Jesse•·s· naec;l .for· reassurance 

concerru.~ his s~atUs in life• Once again; as in the earl$er 

and later novels, the story ~s in the .form of a ila$ltback, 

upon Jesse's ~ife, and we gain j.nsigbt .int.o the .cllaotJ;o 1nner 

1.i£e of an indiv~dual.4 H~an j$erversity as it exists in 

"Going. to Me~t· the Mann., is .a sub-human aspect of the vicious 

cycle o~ t.he ·,American f~lure. -· 
It is curabl-e only. by what 

is impl~ed. tnrougtt: Baldwin's images .of the crippi~d 
• I ' I • . 

po~ential~ tq.~t._we. also c:U.~~.c.t o~ at-t;ention .. w$-th . the 

wr_!ter, thr,oug~ :thea$ .c.h~racters, upo~ .what . ~e sees and 

portrays,. so that we· may: alsQ. recotmJ.se-, the profound 



necessity for lies the importance of 
',. ,\ . ' .... ·,, .. 

He is. the· one person 

equipped to. see. into 'tbe' 'It interior lifeft of people, . to 
J ·.' •• i 

focus· Upon thei:r self•dec·ef>tioils ·an.ci · ~piri tual necessities, 
. : ' ; .. '' . . 

' . ' . ". 
and ·tO cominunic·ate rt.hls knowfedge to those lesser informed 

or: less·:·· able ·to ·sse;. beca:t.ise,". as. B.aldwtn 'states in 

Nobod~FKn6ws .. My· Napl~l . ·tiT'ttough we. do. not wboily believe it 
• ' • • ,'\ • J 

... ' 

yet; 'the' int·eridr' life'; is' :a real llfe~. and the intangible 

dreams:·of people riave a.·tangible eff~ct' o~ 'ihe world~ Q.36 It 
I . ' • I . 

follow-s i~_.hen, ·that salvation can only lie in the black and 
•• 1 

\'Jhite awakening· into ·<.:~1,: knowledge of each other~ so that 

vpersona:l· respons·ibility, so obviousl,Y missi_llg in ch~ac~ers 

like Jamie and Jesse, will be shouldered by all allk.e. To 

quote from one . of the essays: 
' • . . . ~ ) ' . • ~ . . • . • . l 

·· Everything now, we must assume. is in our· hands; . we ~ .. 
haye. no right to ·assume-- otherwise•·. If. we • _e.Jid now 

·I mean the relatively consciou~ wh.i,tes and te~atively · 
C()l,lscious bl£?,cks;· who must ·like loV'ers~ insiSt o~, or 
create, the consciousness of the ,others • do not ... 
fal1:er _in our duty now, we· may be able, ·handful that 

· we ·are, to end 'the racial nightmare and a.<;hl.~ve 9ur 
coun~ry, and cnange th'e history o·f the world~37 

The last story indirectly.asserts this statement, by its 

fictive measurement of the lost vitality of the -Americ~ 
. I 

character througn the figure of· Jesse~ •.. As novelist, Baldwin 
. ' .. 

follows the Way Of his artist ~ Characters, -Wh~ attempt to 

understand the ·implications of being ~erican through their . 
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diverse. waYs, @d. w~o ~eveal that, in the ~derstanding is 

the way out of the confusion. Ultimately, eac,h story, 

challenges the individual, irrespective of colo~, to take 

· -'d:: c nard look at. the frail ties of humankind, to ~ncounter 

them within himself, througli. subsequent self-examination, 

so as to forge t)le newer !rself • 

. . The short stories map out ~he. are. as of Negro 

experience in Americ~) ,In the course· of their narration, 
. . . :...~ . . . . . . ' . . 

they release the essence o.f Black creativity, located at the 

centre of Sonny's music, .and at the heart of his struggle 

for moral justice;. They j~stify the human necessity for 
',·· 

the suffering tna~ will forge tb.e spirit of the new. 
' . 

Baldwin at.tempts nothing ·different in the ·st:tort stories. If 

at all, he succeeds. in re-emphasizing his own felt necessity . ' ' . ' . . ' . 

for change; but, in orde~ to change "a·situation", or even 

to change oneself, "one l}as first to see it for what it is11 o 

·This has been the attempt of all.tne snort stories which has 
' been to explore the dept.hsof the Black ~· .. onsciousness.,. For 

the luneric an ~egro, this· takes shape in. his. rE:}al~zation of 

the "f~arfu;t paradox", that, the "'Americ~ Negro can have 

·no future anywhere~ or any continent, . as. long as he is 

unwilling to accept his.past", for, the "Negro has been 

formed by this nation, .:for· better or for worse, and does not· 



103 

belong. t~ any other • not to ~rica .and .. cer~ai~y not to 
.. 

Islam". Howev~r, the acceptance of on£:)' s pi;lst is "not 

the same thing a8 drowning 1~ it, it is·. leai'ni~' how to 

use' ~t~ .:3a' · I~ ~h~rt, B~ldwin ·unearthS the lost· dynamism 
' ' I < ! < 

of the Blacks in America, by fictionally :activating the 
. ' . . : . . . . : : . . ' ' . ' . . ~ . ' . . 

Negro'.s lost awareness of his own moral 'ind~pendence. The 

final message i·s,. thE{ call ·to every individu~l ,to rechan-
, . 

neiise the human potential, towards ·ne\i1 "t?egirini.ngs~· 

. 
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Cnapter IV 

IF BEALE STREET COULD T-Af=K AND ~ST ABOVE MY HE@ • 
·THE FULFILLED AND UNFULFILLED REALITIES 
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If Bea1e 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 1n the inner 

process of self discovery. Beginning with John G.rimes in 

Go Tell It on the Mountain, the search for self-definition 

concludes with Fonny and Tish, the only characters who 

actually remain alive to the possibility 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 t'heir own self-discovery, by their deep 

recognition of_ the fact, that the Black American 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, fo.r Fonny and Tish, who defy the 

assimilation into the American mainstream, the only alternative 

left, is to opt out of the way of their black forbears, to 

acknowledge to themselves, the autonomous spiritual "canter" 

reigning freely "inside", 2 and to attempt to preserve it and 

to keep it wholly ~iva. 
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. Tl:le. noyel., . .r;-~sts . 01;1 the .ir.ony that, Fonny, who· 

~wasn't anybody' s nigger« and who had found his own "center" 

ll'littlin himself, ·is however,· condemned by,. the standards of 
Whi te-~erica because of his inability to compromise himself. 

The greater ·American reality' is intolerant of the convictions 

of the black minority, and Fonny, who differs from Rufus 

$qQ1;'t,in ..Another Countrt·,, nad fo.und something that· he could 

do, tnat he wanted to do", which tnus saved tum from the 

death tnat was wei ting to overtake tne cbildrenu, of the age. 

~though the otner "kids" had· succumbed to tne plague of 

self-hatred, having. been told that "they were'nt worth a 

shit", falling like Ufliesu and congregating on the "garbage 

heap of their lives", Fonny has.already saved himself.from 

1 t, 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, and which finds creative outlet in 

his wood carvings: "he started working as a short order cook 

. in a barbecue joint, so he could eat, and, he found a basement· 

where he could work on his woodn / 3 We are reminded of' the 

fact, that Baldwin greatly empnasizes the necess~ty for, the 
. . . 4 

imaginative and ninterior l.ifen of a people to be alive to 

the outer and practical· demands of life, to rightly mould 

them according to its highest decrees. This functions on 

the (§U:Z:~~ as the social -g~~pl.tability 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 expatri,ate fighting for 

redemption on the personal and eJ<~~a.-personal level.J _ •As the · 

novel on the one nand depicts Fonny' s imprisonment, on the 

other, 1 t makes us consciously aw,a.re, through the figure of 

the c_hild, 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 

:t;'estricti ve norms of society where the individual. is at 

creative perfectiono Within tne novel, this points to tne 

conjugal harmony that Fonny and Tish have been able to realize 

for themselves. It has led tnem into the depths of their own 

selves and of. eacn other, -and as Louis Pratt states: nthe act 

of copulation becomes a movement towards life; it becomes a 

oteative act which ultimately celebrates the continuity of 

the human race".; This is the only novel in which the human 

re:i.ationsbip achieves permanence because- it trens.cends the 

physical to move w1th1n the nobler realms of per.sonal and 

mutual responS1p1lity.' It is only in this novel.@that the 

concept o:f love has been categorically st~~ed as being a 

0 decree11 , one by which both Fonny and Tish must abide•' /In 
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the other. J¥>Vels, BalP,w~n examines a .comp~exi 'tY o.f lqve-
.. ' '' -' .. : . . . '. .· . - '. . .. . . 

frustrations. The ideal. of love to which all his characters 
' ' .... ' '• ' ' • •' • • 'I 

attempt.to move towards does .exist; put it remains unre~ 
\ ';' : • • J . ' • • ' • • ' ' • • ' .• 

l~zed.. In ~his ~oval, Fonnr and. T_ish. ac~ept OJ!.e. another,. 

simply, wi'tllout recoilrse to the intellectualisms of 'their. 
' . I ·• . ' ' •' . • •; . 

times.. ln keeping themselves free of it, . they are' aple to 
. '. ' -. ' . . . :I ' ' 

functio.n on the instinctual and creative level ·and are· . 
) ' .. 

theref~rf3,. able to realize their innate c,apacit¥ for_loye•' 

Thus: . 

. ::ifthere was a hardness in him I ·had barely sensed 
before. Within this hardness moved his l.ove, 

.. moved :a.fL ·a torrent. o·r as a.. fire. moves, · above 
reason, beyond argument, not to be modified in 
,any degree by anything life might do. I· wa.S his; 
and he was mine- I ••• would be.a. ••• dead gir~ 
should .. ! ever attempt to challenge this decree. ~6 · 

Bal:dwin' s characters must endure the pecularities 

of their lot. But it 4-s ·~n1Y by. their absolute sUbmission to 

suffering that they can hope to be renewed.so a$' to redefine 

their potential source of strength in love and in the . . 

struggle to accept one another. The poin~ of arrival is not 

a si~plistic fulfilment ot selfhood~ It is achieved o~lY.. after 
; . . . ' . . ·. 

the c~ara.cters have been metamorphosed by their courageous 

participation in the ordeal of human experience.~· · Thus 

.considereq., I! Bea1e Street Could Talk represents Bald\d.n:' s 
.. ' ' - . . . - . . ' . . . . ' . . 

fullest attempt to fUlfil the requirements of life p~~ forward 

through. John Grimes in Go Tell It on the Mountain:•' 
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The novel is relatively sborto It 1··s simp~er. tJ:lan . 
enY of tne other novels• Hoi:fver, as dep~cted \'li thin the 

f ' . • • • • ,. ~ ' • • • • • • • 

novel, tne haJ.dstiips ·tnat Fonny has to fa~e,. re:flec'l;s the 

tmred~emed American ~stance, wbich has al.way.s been enacted 
; . . ' . . . . . . . . 

in Baldwin's fiction, and which figures in If Be§).e street_ 

Could Talk at the social level; in ·the ·American failure to 
. ' • I 

dispense with justice•\ Fqnny B.J1d _Tish must rema.:Ln. either· . 
1r>JiUbitably dependent upon the white man's caprice,. or th.~y 

must effect freedom for themselves wholly on their ow.n terms. 

T~eir commitment to U.fe, ··aria~~ naturally and profoundly out 

.o£ their instinct ·for love,· which is the l.1£e impel.liilg force 

behind t~e novel, Qut ~~ch has nev,e~ in the oth~r novels, 

taken on the immeasurable depths of If Beale Str~et Cpuld 

~· B''aldwin' s earUer fiction only partially suggests it 

through half-filled figures. like. :Slizabetq, in Go. Tell It on 

the Mounta,!n, or through the Ida-Vivaldo rela.tion~hip in 

Another Countrx,1 . Unlike the other novels, If· Be~~e Street. 

f@cnilq Ta1k affirm~ the integrit~ ~f the lOVe-achieVement of 

two individuals. On the surfa~e,. Baldwin ren~er~ into 

£ict,lon, tne besetting enormity o+ ~he problem of "the black 

man's rejection and his sense of exile ¥1 America~j More 

deeply; it renects the Negro's sharpened awareness of his 

unmitigated sense of hots unique idEUltity and of his right to 
; : 

live end to ere·ate life for himsel-f in -iAmeriea •. 
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This 'is the point of all trcruble ·fo'r Fanny and 
. . 

. . . . 
for Tish for~ their iove exclusively defies th.e 'lllli'ramed 

r~cism of th.e .white worldo But as th.e story develops, there 
., '' 

is th.e unmistakable sense of something snared, of a 
. . . . 

.. 
togetherness in £:su£fering, · that th.eir persecuted existence~ 

. ! 

also becomes that of the other black~ surrounding them.' The 

youpg ·couple are the paradigms of black t?-ope in a ·white 
' . . 

dominated universe. vlhere th.e earlier novels abound in all 

tYPes ·of ill•conce:"-ived relationships, If Bea1·e Street Could 

~· ·lays· claim to 1 ts futtire by vitally· endorsJ,.ng that, 
.. . . . . ·. . . . . . . . . . . . I 

1 which.usually l~es unknown and unacknowledged at the root of 
'•' 

human existence.. This can be seen irf the character's 

recognition of th.e virtue of· human endurance. The couple's 

abill ty to endure suffering forges their · potenti81 for 
. ' . 

growtho.' 'Fonny and Tish, are borne along in que.st of the 

indefinable· permanence, in quest of each other,. and of the 
. .. 

vi tal mec.hanism' of human love. ';lihe ruling problem within the 
' .. ' 

novel ·is that which has already been encountered before, 

which ~ies in ·the obduracy of the \thi te -American.( In the 

novel; lt pertinently figUres' in the form ot· the· hysterical· 

Mrs. Rogers, who. deliberateiy aCCUses Fonny of as"saulting her. 

Foriny becomes tb.e archetype 9f tb.e oppressed, inopportunely 

presertt at the unfavourable moment' and· oonvi.cted of sometb.ing 

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: perso~al ~d .r.ac+al 
. 

stability· is omnipresent,witlU.n tne nove!, e.v~n 1£ .~t. 

resides only .at ·th:at, future ~date; ·when -:t;tie chi-t~ will be 

borno · a.s this. in r,eality; depends upon· the· indiy_idua1 

alivene-ss .to the possibility o.t; . human. b~r.th•. F~~Y and. 
Tish actuat'e th.ls greater propensity fo.r. ~wnan stability 

through their :growing·_a,'larenass· of, their. :p_~e:Parat~on for, 

and ·their ·acceptance. of• the' living .proc¢sses _of ,the ch!l:-d 

that- is f,orming within .Tisht! · Fonny is al-WaYs-. s~en to be 

· o~ the offer;sive,., fighting· to ·assert his. own: qiJ3i,ms up~n .. 
\ . '. 

·life, ·wil-ling himseli: to .k.eep. the "appo.i.~tment" with his , 

·. chil~. 7 . Much has been. sac~i~ied ~d hqped :fo,r; 'r~r the . 

cause· of -the ·child~· EVery charac.ter, _exc_~P~. Mrs~). Hunt and 

. her daughters· eagerly anticipate the future. through the . 
unborn ,child. ·The child is a sig~ficant embo~ment o£ 

.. life• . .It ~s ttl.e ide~ figure of black redemption, :for .j. ts 

birth eb.allenges the racial doctrines of America~· The values 
' ., 

of freedom and of hope .that ~t upholds are those already 

outlined in Baldwin 1 s novels and essays •. Tney. ere tne 

sustainirig principles of. lii'e in If Bea1e Street. Could Talk; 

able to elicit human deptns. despite the. thwart. o£ 

circumstances. ·.Thus; quoting Tish, we encounter that Ufe 

"1hich is: founded upon the· transcendent values_ of humankind& 

I nad. ·found someone to love and I \'las loved and 
ne was released and verified •· . .-:~: Our laugh.te.r in 
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. to a miracle • •. in spite of all that b.ting 

·. above~ our, heads; the child was promised. safety·:. , . 
Love had sent it, spinning out of \.lS, to us.~ 

·Where · th'at ·might take us~ · n.O : one know: but now, 
my father, Joe, was ready,.e · 

The impetus behind the novel, comes from.ea~h characte~'s 
•' ' • o ' - • I : ' ' ', ' ' 

awerene·s.s :of hj.s personal. respons~bil~ty. Now~ere .iii any · 
' . ~ . . . 

qf the. qther nov:els, is tl;lere t~s sense .of filial un1 ty 

,and of sW.Cua.l; har,mony,~ wb.ich ~harbours the only nope: left 

for -.Ameriqal! Whatever c.onfu.sion m.i,gt>.t. reign outside_t . 

.tns.t,d~·-· wi~hin the love-plenitude :o·f Tish's. !axn1,;l,y, lies 

the ._cent.:re _of personal _stability, \'rhich shows 1tsel.f on the 

. surface . in i t.s more common aspee~. of human love, and of a .... :. . . . 

.sans~ .o_.f responsib;e inter•dependence.· To q~ote L.ouis Pratt 

once again:·. 

,The st·ory presented. in I.f Beale Street ·Could Talk. 
is indeed a love story, though not in the tradi-: 
tional sense.-· On one· level we have ·Eros a;S. a · 
personal force-•. It is the physical and emo.:tional 
response- that leads ·to ·the indiVidual . self .. reali­
zation of two people, Fonny and Tish •. · Ho\·rever, 
the love story, when viewe~ from this perspecti-ve 
is merely periphera]...,.. Beyond these confines Of 
individUality lles· a communal love. The· feelings 
of affection and mutual concern shared by the 
members of -the familY· are dir~ted not towards 
individual self-fulfilment; but towards a f'am.11ial 

. love ,wbich, . by the"' nature of its ·collectivism, . 
transcends the individual component of the emotion 
in order to reveal a vaster,· more ·compelling aspect 
of love.,9 

Where the other novels and even a much later novel like 

Just Above My HE)ad spells defeat in one way or another, 
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:ff Bea&e Street Could .Talk •. is tha m~taphoric entmciation 
- . . \ ' ~ . . . ' . ' ' . . . 

Of a ~ea+itf w~C?~ !s' ~PC?~ered to res~st defeat, to" shake ' . . ·. ' .. 

. the found~ations ot thEf ~er,ican life for it to be,. forged 
. . . . . . ' ' . . . ' . 

· ana''~• by the inevi tab].e and inexorable forces of ~reation 
. ' . . . ' . ' . ' ' ' 

lilte tne birth of the black .cnild. The presence of the. 
. ' ' . . . 

child is a dynamic entity w~t~n the nov;el, one that 

subj~ates death and despair beeause it becomes a deepening .. ' .· ' ' . . ' .. ' ' . : . . ' . . . 

const~cy, . ;3._ promising re~nde.r to all tnat· c.an stil~ be 

hoped for, -even in the reigning profusion· of mise.ry.:. Tl:le 
. . . . (' : ' . . ' 

novel.· Qoncludes with the. birth. o£ the _child, which 

reaJ?sesses .future possibilities: " ••• the b~by cries and 

cr:ies and crie.s and cries, and cries and cries ,and cries 
• • I ' ' ' > 

and cr~es·, like it means. to wake tn~. dead a •
10 , This plac.e~ 

the uJ.tim~te significanQe of the story in its truest 
. . ' . . . . 

perspective; that; although Fonny's.father, Frank, is 

defeated and deadr fo~ ,•''!'8.Y up. in the river, in the \'Ioods, 

sitting in his car, With the doors locked; and ~tle motor 

running"; 11 although the outf3r chaos seems to be gaining in 

tipon every character; yet'· th.ere are the· others11 who endorse . . 

their nopes of finding full juf;)tification on the -American 
' 

continent by .their determined ~ticipation o:£ the birth of 

th.e b.lack c~ld. 

Tne novel moves towards a specific point, the point 

o.f emotional release, whicn will be precipitated by the 



115 

actual birth of the child. · From the very beginningD the 

birth pangs of the new arrival has made itself evident 

within everyone around. It is the cause of much of the 

uphee.val that will uproot the realities of tb.e wh1 te man 

and plant in their _stead, its "slow" but "triumphant" 

!ormation; 12 a significant consequence of the graced union 

that is able to restore life to the oppressed. Tne story 

is evidently symbolic of the personal achievement tmich 

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

other novels and which has only remained parti~:ai~l-Y discover~d. 

It speaks with simplicity, of Tish' s. deepening knowledgs of 

her potential for the role of motherhood. She is a lif~ 

endowing figure, the most fulfilled embodiment of the role 

of the Black 4\merican woman in Baldwin's fiction:;;~ Eapecially 

in "ali age where, "the .relationship between the sexes, which 

has apparently never really been as fixed as everyone alw~s 

claimed, is now very definitely in a state of nuxn and where 

11it is very difficult for a man to know exactly what the terms 

aJ"e; ·to know how he is to be related to a womann, 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 character .• : But the narrative itself, is 

deliberately marked by Tish's emergent sense of responsibility. 

Her fidelity to the lif~restoring powers, is carried out 

thF.ough her love for Fonny, her deep committment to the child 
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and :indirectly., through ::tte,r sen;3e ot, r.e~ons~b111.ty. to the 
. '. :· ., ' . 

blaek: community •.. In. th.ls _s~nse11 . sb.~ i~ the c.onsummate 
. . . . . . . ' .. " . ,. ~· . . ,• . . . . ' 

artist, nei tb.er. ,tilling no~ able to fit nersel,.t ·.into the 
' ' ' • ' • I • • ' ' •' • ,.', ' : •\ 

abject· pattern .of .Black Am~_r.io ~ exist,ence.. She is 
' • '' ' ~ ' I ' 

herseif: -aware .of .her. own:, <Ut.:fer.el'lo.e .fro~ th.~ otb.e~~ wh.o are 

merely "imitation'*. pieces, so 0~ree -:th.at th.ey believedin 
. ' - . . . . . . 

nothing; and didn'~ f$.al.!ae .t~at t~~ 1:-~lusio~ was tb.eir 

only truth. .. and. that .. they W~fe d~ing exactly ~ tl:>.eY b.ad 
~ ' ' ~ 

been told~~. ~4 Sb.e nas. al;feady. adapted nerself. uncompromi.,j 
·• >• ' ' • L : ' ,'' ' ' ' J •; ' ' 

singly, to th.e incarnate rpystery of life witllin .l:>.f:W+. On a 
. . . . .. . .. . 

deeper -level; . sh.e rep"ese,nts that cruc~al awareness, of th~ . . . ' . . . :·.. . ' 

blaek· identity that is al~Ve. Wi~tU.n tlef yand struggl.trlg to 
. ' . . : . ~~ . . ' ' : ' " 

define i tself.• , This 1nfus.es ~he novel ~ th. Tish' s positive 
•. . . .. . 

'sense· of . purpo.se,. h.er option. to ~ignt ;for h.e,r child end fo~ 

her· husband •. 
' ·. . 

•,,: . . . . . . . ' .. ' 

Underlying the h.9tbed of American.recialism . . ... . . ' 

c~,~~ng~! everywh.e~~ i,n the novel, is tne evolution Qf a life ·. 
·- . . . •. . . . .. ' .: , . . . \ ~ ... ·· . 

determined to be set free. It has its apirituai 'centre in 
' ' "; \' / • : • ; > ' ' • ' I I ' J ' ~ _. • s 

. the ,lov&-unJ.on of fonny _and Tish _and. it acquires significance 
' ' .- ' ' ' . ~ : I ' 

.. o~y tb.rc;>~l;l. Ti~h.' s maturing response to ito It .is tb.at 
' ' ' ;,; •• , ' ., ' ' ' _'I • • ' : ,. : • •' .: I ' ' )- . : '# ' 

pr!s~ine emboq.J.ment of lite in If Bea1e Street Could TSl.k. . . . . . . . ' ' . ~ . "' . : ' . . . . 
.. ' . 

as y~t uncorrupted by h~~ adVersity and, th.ere!o.re0: aliive 
' - . . '·· ·.. ' 

.. "~:Ii ttl the, Blac}:t AIIler.tc~ potential for freedof!le" It is the 

.. · Il10st perfect resul.t of the commitment to wh.ich Baldwin wishes 
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the Black American to mek~. It is11 in the truest sense;­

·. the collimitment ·to loveo -As he· puts it in The Fire Next 
' 

Time. · "love" as he meaJ?.s it, is "not merely in the personal 

sense· but as a state of being, or a state· of grace .... not in 

the infantile ..American s~nse of being made happy but 1n the 

tough and Universal sense of quest and daring and growth." .:15 

In a.Ctual fact• ~t th.e end of the novel, Fonny and '!'ish, wb.o 

have £aiDiliarisad themselves with the pain of h.uman 

separation and human division, and· wh.o h.ave ·endured htimilta­

tion, · h.ave already traversed the road beyond any conceivable 

point of mental collapse.: Rather -th.an seek easy escape through 

religious platitudes, tnrough cynicism or even through an . . 

overt sentimentality,. Fonny and Tish. chose to stake their 

lives for a better future on the·..American continent itself. 

Th.ey forfeit th.eir freedom for th.eir spiritual proaeny • Th.eir 

discovery is, simply, that of one another's unlj.mited 

resources, l'th.ich is the cause of their inv.olunta.ry response 

to the greater call to life;(·· T~e life which, aocording to 

.. Baldwin in Notes of a Native .son., is th.e iAmerican Negro's sole 

ubirthright which he is struggling to recognise and make 
. 

This life ·contains the necnoes of a past which. 

he has not yet been able to utilize, intimations of· a 
' responsibility which he has not yet been able to facen. In 

short, a1 though 1 t is the life of complete alienation, 

rertected in jazz mus1e and in songs usually worded thus: 
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nsotnetimes 'I feel like a Motnerl'ess ChJ,ld"l 
1~·yet it is 

a life that 'ls pregnant with change· and growth•· .lndividu~ 

responsibility in the novel, lies in reclaiming tb.e inner 

vi tall ty ·of· :that life which now ·seems. to have been l.ost. 
·:._1' .. 

· .'l'ne. Whole td~a ot ch~e cen~r~s around the 

UI1P9rn .child •. : ~~dwin ~ives .importance, :to .t~e child,: ~no is 

a figure .figh'tfi_ng for survival .~n. t~e pr~se~t, b1.1t who is 

alia'o r:espo,nsible for the .fJlt~e. mak;~Jlg o.t: l3laQk .J.me.rican . 

hist<?,r,y.. The path of complete re~e\"'al rest.s· entirely with 
. 17 it. · · . ;t.ts .entry into :t;t}.e .human unive~se, bu~. more 

specif19ally into the .Aine~ican l.Uliverse, depends upon the 

adW.t abilj.ty to f4Gilitate: its coming,, through a recompen~ 

sing faith and love.. finally, it i.s the questJ.on that. 

Baldwin asks of himself in Note.s. of a Native .Son.. "how. to 

prepare the .child for the day when the child would be 

despised . and how to create in the child - by· what. means? ~ a 

stronger· antidote to this poison that one hif:id found for 

oneself, n ~a that unconditionally challenges Fonny and. T~sn 
'. :. '. .. -

to strug·gle for the native rights of the child, so that it 

might· enter the world in ;1iull 'assertion of i t.sel£~~ -All 

· forces· have beel'l channelised ·for this ultimate pronouncement a 

The pattern· for the Black -American release,. given logical 

.rease>ning to . in all the essays,- ·must work 1 tself out , through 

e. figurative. para:Ll.el in fiction.. Baldwin is genuinely 
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ccmce~~· _with: findi.ng a pr~ctic;:al solut~_on. not .. on~y _for. 

the .Black :Am.e.rican rel~ase, . but · al.SO for ~he_ ·~:t'~~tive 

release of. all. men. . For.. tU;.m, a¢.ceptance. of~ tbe. ",black ~ace11 

is sem.inal to. th.e salva1;1on .o.f :Am.erica and ·ul, timately to,,: 

that of. t~e whole worl.d19 __ ~~- •• , AJl,d -~ have a _feel,ing tnat . 

the one problem).,· the probl:em of. colour in thi.s counti:"Y; has. 

alt\TaYs conta.J.neQ. the key to all tne other, prob~ems . .- It 1.s 

not . em: isolated, part~c\lla.t.,. pect\1.1~ problem,· It is a 

symptom·. qf ··all the probl~s in·, th..j.s oo_unt.ry, ,Mg, in a-. way 

t~s ~s .indicated by the r.eacti.on ~n the ~ountrY .. and. finally 

in· the w()rld, .to the civil. rignts .. movement· .: •• _n 20 If, as he 

contin\,les to·say, "the dominatio~o.£ the· white world over the 

~es~ of ttle wo.rld is a shor~ aoc.ident o.t ~story, 21 the black 

man.; _does have th.e veri table right to. claim the p.Qwer to life 

for himsel..t• . Quoting Baldwin onc.e again, "at the' risk of 

being •• • so~ng a :l.ittle fanatical,. one' has .to •• ~it insist 

a little .on. th.e importance of the black pr.oblem as a kind of 

touchstone~f' As lte sees it, the Blaek ~erican, who is 

prepa.r.i._ng ltimself for the. spiritu~ rebirtlt of his raee, ·is 

already passing. through tlte. consuming fires of.- experience; 

ancf leal"niJlg by this nobler neQe_ssity, to give bim·self up to 

the demand~ of a future based upo_n lQve. Cone_lusively, then,· 

fll'.re" {.the b~ackm~ and Whiteman) "ar.e going' to naVe to learn 

:from e;;ich ot.her or else we \'1111· both be destrdy~dn .-~.25 JUneric~ 
in short will nave to recogni.se the. spiritual valldi ty .of. :the 
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black chirJJd before it can hope to liberate itself.! 

This instinct for perfecting life, is at its 

peak in the love-rel.ationship of Fonny and Tisb., and finds 

justifiable fulfilment wi tb. the child. Its survival would 

depend upon its precessor~ ability to shake off their 

ill•famed prejudic·es and. tneir· criminally overtaxed -values, 

fol:' tne values of life tnat this child would bring with it • . 
It is. the .living emblem of continuity •. It dranl'atically 

realises the ~born potential ·tor love. · The antago~sts to 

itt .are Formy' s·· mother.· and sisters, who have 1mm9bilized 

themselves within the verbalisms of an· adopted· rel.igion.' 

Th.ey ·represent the type of black fanaticism ag}Wnst which. 

John" Grimes in Go Tell. It· on the Mountain·· .was struggling.' 

For them, spiritual sustenance, pre-eminently figures itself 

in their· servility to the ·white. gods. They ·ar·e natural~Y 
. ~ - ~-

.t.ll.,.equipped' to meet with.. ·the ravages of ·th.eir time-bound 

existenc·e. · 'IJ,ney suf'£er the c·ollapse of their borrowed 

values.: ·In effect they have perished within the confines of 

a deluded universe. 

For the Fonn.y~T,ish relationship. to ·be appreciably 

understoo51,. on~ h.as first. tq look into -~al:d~fin' s. plea for the 

Atne~iccm Negro'~- right to: live in fresadom. in ~.Amer~ca; and 

which nas. been expostulated upon _by all. his. c~~aoters.• 



-Although the novel is not in any way iiUlovative of· newer 

techniques or newer forms of experience, yet 1 t urgently 

reflects Baldwin's ideal of freedom, _in the sense of the 

hard• earned ability to look at "one's image of oneself 

and ~hat one actuall.y is", and to make, th.e deliberate choice 

• of beco~ng ""1hat. you /reaily · areu. · Baldwin point's out that, 

· ··· ·· "t:reecio~-- is not sometiu.zig th.at anybody··c·a.n be given; freedom 
' {. . . 

is someth.ing people take • and people· are· as·. free a.S they want 

'to beu •. ~. :.The' l.i.ves.o£ Fonny and Tish'ar~ ju;d;:Sf)osed to the 

lives of. all the other char.acters in Baidwin' s nove).s. Fo.r 

them; ·t~ere is t.he sense· of: somet~ng found., of a love­

motivated exis1;ence, .. that freely sacrifices .i~setf for ttie 

well•being of another. .Fonny and Tish have sme).ted down the 
. • ' . i 

impure and we~ening propert'ies of life and' refif:ted their 
' 

. innate capac! ti~s for personal fulfilment~ ·wb.at follows 

w.t,thinthe novel;' is~ longer the blind and, impeded thrust 

tol'lards · self~defdni tion, bti~fithe discovery of the self and 

1 ts l'roper· rel.ation to o.thers based upon a love that has 

already withstood the trials of human experience, There .i;s 

that cert·ainty wit_hin the novel, that* however· much. one 

suffers; howev~r much one has to see, the continuity of life 

remains unbroke~, so that the way· of the child, i$ the way of 

all who believe in its resuscitative power •. Sharon, Tisn's 

mother, reminds Tish of the illimitable potential. of love: 



.. ',, •• ·. ~ry. ~~·. r~metnber ~hat, -J\Ild: ·. the only. WaY :. 
anxthins ever gets done i's when you make up 

• your .ml~Q.: t~ .. do.· 1 t. ·, ~ know .. ~ ~ot. of_ our: · _ 
loved ones, a lot of our men; have ·died in 
prison: but not .~.;2f them.·, You,rem~ml:>~,r. 
that• And you alii'"t reilly alone in that 

.. : peci, Tish• · . Yo\,1. got ~hat chi~d be!lea~h. yow;- . 
heart and \"lflre ,all counting on you, Fonny' s 
counting on Yyou, to) bring,. that. c;:h.1-1d he~e safe 
and. well. ou the only one who can do 1 t but 

.. you~ re. s~rong .• · ~~a,n. on Yo~ strengtl').'.' . ·. · .... 
·'I don't want to sound ;fooll sn but, · ju~t, · 

remember, lpve brough.t.you here •. If you trusted 
love this far, don't' paniC now. •26 . 

The novel concludes with t'ne' bfrth of .the child,' symbolic 
• • ' ' , ' , ! ~ ' II 

evidence of the irrespressible forces of life under~ying all 

human 9X1 stance:. 

The •next nov·el, Juttt :Above My: Head, seems 

deUberately unaware of ·the ·lov~possibili ties endorsed !n 

lf Beale street .CoUld Talk.-: It eXJ..sts as' if it \'IEire merely 

taking over· the tb.eme of the ·quest for the self, from Leo 

P'roudhammer in :Tell Me ·How i.ong the Trai!V s Be:tm Gone, the 

novel: that directly precedes If Beale Street · CoW,d T.alJsei The 

story is fo6ussed upon the lives of ·~ few youthful. 

ch.aracters, .. who seek to renew themselves : tnrotlgll personal 

.:relationship·s·;. through mUSic and til timately through lo~e.j 

All the contradictory aspeets Of· American llfe' are present 

wit bin. tne· novele It is the lengthiest. Of' Baldwin ''S novels 

and corit-fdns within 4-t the unresolved complexittes of 
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American civiliza;ion.~ The resultant emotion is 

unintelligible• All tl:ie ·charactE7rs ·are a.Pparently victims 
l 

of one another,·· victims of the .f'rustratii'lg ·cycle o£ tile 

American· chaos, .. and victims of their o~ ·emotlons•1 The . 

pattern of· l~fe in· Just ,Above My' Head, is tb.e sanie as in 

AnotQ£~' couritrx; youtll i~ afflicted by t~e delusions of tile 

self-seeking generation before it. The novel bears evidence 

of the inner collapse of e1fr,ery individual, representative of 

·the death-in-life existence of modern civilization•' . ' ~ . 

The story is ·a flashback upon the life of 

Arthi.ir Montana and his friends. · Hal Montana, his elder 

brother, is the narrator,. tile· only character .who seems 

genUinely alive to the. greater possibility. of love, in that 

he !las preserved his own .marriage, and bas been able to give 
I 

his children proper parental care .and underst~ding, something 

which most of the father·~· figures in Baldwin's fiction have 
. . . . . . ~ 

been unable to do. His presence, however, is as nebt4,.ou~ as 

the values that. he represe~ts. It is as if in this novel, 

B.aldwin has not been able· to reconcile his hopes for the Black 

.JUnerican re~ease, with the evident hopelessness of the .. 

American reality:. What .seems more .real, i.s the ~qbnfl.ict of 

Values that is._bre.Sking up t.he totality of life in .JUnerica.l 
, 

Hal Montana. 1~ keenly aware of the fragmented life and as he 

deliberates upon the death of his own brother he is brought 
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faq~ to. fape wi:tn, his OWll lif~, "lith. the~ que~t.i:on~ of· th.e .. 
' . . ' . ' . ; . . "' ~ . ' . ' } . . 

cer}.trality. of loy~ and death t9. i:t.=: 
••.••• ! •• .' • • ••. '' • • • 

~ ~ •· lit was not meant. ~o q~. my sto~Y~, t~ougn_ ~t 
1:s ·'far. mora. my· story than I woul:d, hav.e. tP.9ughtp. 
o:.r: might have 'wisheq.:' l 'hav.e wonde~_ed more: than. 
~~ce~ .· why I. ·started ft,, b~t · ..... I kn()w wny ., "It· is 
a loye so'ng tQ my br_o~tter_., It. is an at~_ernpt:. to. 
face· both. love. and deeth •. 

• A, l, • . ' ,. ', •' ' : ' . • • ' ~ 

: I. have been very. frightened for: .I have had 
to strip myself naked: One does not like what_one 
sees t.hen,· and one is· afr-aid·mf·what· others will 
seer andtLo. To challenge one's ·deepest, most 

·nameless fear-s, is also ·to·· challenge • the h~avens• 
It is to drag yourself, and everyone and every­
thi·ng and everyone you love, to the attention of /k.­
fiercest of the gods: who maY·not forgive your 
impertinence, who may not spare you • ~ .27 

Hal Montana explores the ab~smal depths of 

Arthur's eXistence and comes up with the only inte~ligible 

reality which is that of numan suffering. This may be 

interpreted as the only consistent evidence of -life in the 

novel. But the characters are over susceptible to it and 

instead of allowing themselves to be transmuted by it, they 

cut off all possibilities of growth by their inability to 

aQcept i't wholly. Ttuis Arthur Montana dies a lonely death· 

inside a bar in Paris,- away from home, eventually succum­

bing tb tne disturbance. 1r1ithin, which is the .fateful malady 

of the American d~spair, to which Rufus Scott in Another 

Country; was victim of.;' .Arthur Montana had sought reprieve 

through music and througn homosexual alliances, which, 
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however, remain as tenuous as all th.e oth.~r h.omosexua1 

relationsh.ips in th.e oth.er novels. It is unable to . 

restore Arth.ur to h.imself; his private confusions remain 

tmdivorced from h.im. Julia seeks escape from her incestuous 

fath.er in a different life altogether.. Sh.e. h.as somehow 

salvaged part of h.erself and is capable of sincere 

retrospection. Arth.ur' s three young accompanists, Red 

Peanut and Crunc~ en4 their lives rejected and unfUlfilled. 

Th.e novel narrates th.e life h.istories of the Black /Ullerican 

youth. spawned in the gh.etto and fed upon n anxiety; bitterness 

and guilt" wh.ich. ncontinue to breed th.eir indescribable 

complex of tensionsn..: In Just Above My Head, Baldwin never 

shows us the practicai way out of this confusionp but in 

the essay Notes o.f & Native Son, he qual~fies himself thus a 

"wh.at time will bring 4\mer"-cans is at least th.eir own 

identity. It is on this dangerous voyage and in th.e same 

boat th.at the American Negro will make peace with. h!mself 

and with. th.e voiceless many th.ousands gone before l'lim"·• 28 

tAll th.e characters have, in one way or another, been defiled 

by experience; and although th.ey are embarked on the 

nvoyagen to self discovery, yet somewhere th.ey have lost 

touch w1 th. the met~Or.phosing power of sUffering,' This is 

not to say that th.e characters are mere puppets, devoid of 

humanity, or of the ability to grow, it is only to point out -

th.at. most of th.em must of necessity perish within a self-
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encl~se4 existence, unable to make the liVing eontae.t ~nth 

qthers beoause·they have not been.able to transcend their 

<:>wn sufferings~ The novel is not an affirmation of' the 

self or of personal .stability in the way that If Beale 

Street Could Talk is. Instead, it r~veals the eii1Ptiness 

that surrounds every character and which has been Baldwin's 

main concern .1:.n all the novels. It turns back upqn what 

has already been courageously proved in If Beale Street. 

Coul_d Talk. , Much of its philosophY was formulated only 

after the damaging experience had been undergone~ .and only 

attar Hal Montana had already informed us about tb~ death 

of Arthur Montana at· .:the beginning of the novele1 In If Bea1e 

str.eet Could Ta1k, each character takes up the c~l. to life 

by a sincere commitment to pers~nal and deeply moral 

objectives.. They do not side-track into racial or political 

discussions as do the characters in the other novels, ~1ho 

consequently lose th.emsel vas in their attempt to .find th.e 

right attitude towards life. In Just :Above My Head., the 

characters mutely ena.¢t their failure to come to terms with 

America. They tell their stories differently from that of 

Formy and Tish, and ,.Jhere Fonny and Tish are able to tap the 

sources of love, characters like Arthur and his young fri'~ds, 

Red, .. Peanut and Crunch are filled with the bewilderment which 

is the OnlY recognisable real! ty.rleft in -America.~· Th~r fi.gnt 

J..s only a weary reaction to the harsh existence." Tneir 



relationsl:iip with one and»ther and with the- universe is 

marked· by a nulli.fy.tng despair~. However, contrary to all 

,;tbis1 · is Hal Montana's l.mderlying sense· of persona); 

responsibility, which, even though passive, is .. at least 

-able to guide -the- ·reader morally, so that, whatever has 

happened within the novel,·· the values. of- life are those that 

nave been genuinely ·personalized in If Beale street Coulc;l 

Talk' and strictly Upheld in all the ·novels. .It would be. 

fitting- at· -this· p'oint to quote a -few lines from Saad.et Bozkurt' s 

article on James ·sa1dwip& · 

Nevertneiess, the latest stage of· Baldv.rin' s 
career as a novelist does not rest on a note 
of· desperation and pessimism.· ·On the·· ., 
cont~ary, it is an. exnort~tion to perseverance 
and endurance, and ·to perqeption ·and realiza-­
tion. Since most ()f. what happens in Just .. '@ove 
My Head is recounted by Hall in· ret·rospeet,_· .we 
see .,that, memory is at onoe a burden and a joyo1 
This perception leads to the realization of ·· 

· .the sel.f:. The discovery of the sel.t result~ 
from suffering, perseverance·,. and endUraJiCel 
but it should be followe_d by an even greater 
strength of will to help man face the · · 
conseq~enc;es.29 . 

' ' 

As we· follow the narrative we observe that- the recollection 
' 

of the-· past for Hal Montana is also .a way of kno,'lina . himself 

better. Memory of the past will sharpen llis consciousness 
will 

of the present.. ItLeql:iip 111m for a responsible .future tb.us: 

Now, watching my children grow, old enoligh to 
have so~pe sense. of where ~ • ve ~een,_ 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 responsib~e 
for what we know •. Only this action moves ll5, 

·without fear, into what we do not know; and 
what we do not. know is limitless.30 

. Ttlese lines reflect the ideali'sm \.tpon Which the 

entire ·book ·has been founded. : 'However in' Just· <Above My Head 

·Baldwin b.S.s pl~ced too . great . an. emphasi~ bpon t~e frictioning 

eXperiences of America, details of whictl have merely over-
' 

Sh:adOl'led the tlope for fulfilment~ The last navel catm.Ot 'be 
' . . ' 

read as a ·development from If Beale street Could .Talk because 

it does not in any way deepen the meaning of tbe discovery of 

love. Baldwin has,not portrayed the full signiftcanc~ of 

personal achieve~ent in this novel• It is as if til this last 

novel, by focussing-more upon the disillusioned American life, 

he is indirectly point;J.ng the way towards which America tdll 
'·• 

. ' 

move or for that matter• has already moved, if 1., t d.oes not 
·C. 

make the effort to remake itself. ·The novel only 'depicts the 
. . . . . 

failure of the American reality and to qUote George Kent once 

again: "····· since his :irst novel ne ha.S not evolved. the . ' 

artistic form that will fully release and articulate hi$ 

·ObViOuS-lY complex awarenessa.31 Baldwin'S compleJ.C :~awar.ene:ss 
of the 'deeply human problem ~f.the st~gle f~r identi~y~ has 

not been properly harnessed, even in this last novel.] The 

complexity of the human situation in 'this .novel,_. al.though 
- ·• . l 

clearly emphasised upon, does not however, rise above the 
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steteotype of th.e 'American suffering, because no cb.a.ra~ter 

b.as been presented aa being singular enough. to be able to 

cUsoover and to aetualize tb.e hidden depths of th.e se1t. 

Tb.e cb.a.racters then. merge with. tb.e unidentifie~ rni~lions 

of suffering Americans who all have the same story to tell. 

Despite t,b.e sense of person:al discovery in. If Beale Street. 

CoUld. Talk; Just· -Above t'ly Heag reads only as an exposition 
. . .. . . . . . ' . ' ·~ ' 

., of the falseness of Ame_rican life., All tb.a.t can be _g;atb.ered 

~rom tb.~ no'vel~ is tb.e embitterment o:f. tb.e black youth. wb.o 

are beiilg systematical~Y destroyed by tb.eir OWn failure to 

cope' with t'he nard realities of life' in Junerica•1. \'lith. tb.e 

death.· of ArthUX: Montana ttle novel leaves us with. a sense of 
.. 

the ~in~i ty of ·the clestruct-1 ve po\'lers at . work J.n Junerioa~l 

Tb.e nove.l has not~ng definite to offer in th.e way tb.at 
. . ... ' 

If Beale. Street Could Ta1k does because tb.e cb.aracters b.ave 
·•·,· •'' • • ,, • ' • I •• 

.not the inbuilt strength and visionary foresight o£ Fonny and 

of '!ish to struggle. for· the acceptance of the blackman in 
. ' . ' 

Junerica; and: ul ~1mately to hope for. a deeply human cause.· 
\. 

The quest :for self which has been \~ the ma1n 

concern of all the novels, reacb.es it. cul-mination in 

If Beale Street. Could Talk. In 1 t; the characters have been 

_ endowed' with the strength and ten~i.ty of will to fulfili,~ 
. ' 

themselves creatively• ~he story represents the crux Qf 

personal achievement, where individl,lal love functions as the 
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motivating source of f,r:eedom and of creativity ~or. :tt:l~. _ _ 
, 1 1 ' , I l ' ' . , : I , 1 o ' • ' : ~ ' ·' ' 

0 
• ' ' • 

entire .Negro race. The simplicity of tpe n()vel cpntras"t;s. 
• '• I: ••' • '0 t' ' •' ' I ' ' 

. . ' . . ; ' . ' 
· \'lith tne complexity of tne other novels •. Tnere is. only 

0 ' ' ' ' ' o t >' • • I ; '; •'' : : : ,: o ; • : I < l • I ' ' o I • ' I, '• • 

'.·' 

one relationship which is th.e. ctlief concern of the 
• I •' o I • • ~ 

. : ~ . . '".: . ' . ' ' . . . . ,· . - . ' 

na.,frat.ive, and wtlich in oontra~t to the criss•crqssing 
J • .. : ':. _· • _· • ~ ' •• ' • ' • • ' ' • •• ' ' ••• ~ ' ' • '. • ' ' -; : • • ' ~ ' ' • • • • •• •• _· 

' ' 

relationships to be found in the. oth~r novel~, show:s .it~e~~ 
• ' •_ : : ' ':. ' : • : , • , : : • ,, '. \

0 

' ', , 

0 0 

' ,' ' ,[. • •- ~ , 1 , " I ' ' ~ 0
' 

0 

I ' 

0 0 

I 

0 0 

to be undefeated by the onslaught of t~e 1Amer1can afflictiQn 
; • • . : • ' • : ," • • ' : : -·· • .• ' .: . \ . ._ d. ' • ' • ' •. • ' • • • • • 

.. ·_ ·- . '._, ........ ' ' . ' 

be<::aus·a it is based upon a love, supple and strong enoug~ .. ~Q . 
·. . . ·; . :.• . ' ..._) . . : .. ' · ... :. : .: .... ·.· . . . . . . ' . " ... 

·· withsta,nd _corruption. The characters grapple: not onlY w~ t_~ 
• • • ' ' • • • I ~ ' ' ' • • ' • ' ~ ' ' ' J • ' ' ' ' ' ' _. "' I -. • > " ' 

', ' "' ' .. ' ' ' -
the de~t.ructive forces_of .. :America but, they.also grappl.~ w-1-th 

one. 'anotber~ ~e-eking t6 ~m~tually ;rev! talize ~hei~ almoa~ ... .: 
, • •. '; : ·, • , •. ·, : •• • ••• • • . . .' ,_ ,· •. •• 1_ • 1!. , • • • I 

deadened sense of. nope,._ T~~ . 1~. e~spe~~.al.lY. ~r.~~ht q1:1~ ~P 

the novel in Tish' s loyalty to Fonny, who would have 
' ' 0 • ' • 1 ' • ' ' ' :: ~ I ' : • • ; : • .-'' ·, • 0' ' 

1 
... 

1 0 
• ' I \ • ' ~ ' • 

otherwise been d~stroyed by d_espair, and. which i;akes h~r.: to 
. ' ' . ,.. ' 

~· L • I • .-

the j$il•house twice a day to visit him therei. 
. ' : . . •' ' . 

• ' I • ' 'l 

••• And Fonny knows: that ~::.will b~ there~· It is· 
verr· strwe; and' t 'now 'begin to learn a very 
s.trange tn+.ng~ •:•'•· _ Ev,~ry day, when he sees :my· 

· fa~e; · h.e 'knows, again, that I love him, .. and God 
. kpows I .do,_ more .and mor~; deeper .and. deepert- · -
witn every tiour.l ·'But it is'nt only that. lt 
means 1;hat others love him,. too, love him so 
much tnat they haV-e set m.e free . to be . thete.! He 
1 s not alone; we- ar-e -not alone · •· • · · · · · .. ' .. 

_ And I ,l.mderstand·:t-~at ."t;;l'J.e: gro.w:tn.of :the:.babY· 
is ·connected t'litn his determination to be free.~ 
so.: I d~n·~ care _if I~ (get. to. qe as nigh as t\oro 

. llouses~· · The baby· wants out. Fonny W.§l)ts out.J 
And.,w~ are go1~ ~C? ptake. it;_ 1.n .tiJile._-'2. :.. . · . 
I' ' • ' ' ' t 

. Tne· forces of lf:f~ in the novel are active; never 

passive· as. in Just Above Mx Heed. Tney are perpetually ::: 



fulfilling the basic human need for acceptance and fo.r 

recognition •.. It is as if Baldwin snows us anothe.F s.ide to 
·•' 

the .J\mer!can life which can exist in the country and which 

in If Beale Street Could Talk, is pictured as the stronghold 

of human integrity. Whatever else Baldwin might choose to 

portray, If Bea1e street Could Ta1k has succeeded in giving 
.. ·- . . . = . 

subst(\ll.Ce. to those values wl11ch his essays are alweYs seeking 

for in society and wbi9h his characters, are always yearning 

towards fn their struggle for life. 
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The assessment of Baldwin's fiction ref;lts 

upon the understanding that he is a Negro novelist writing 

from within the -American milieu. He is, tnerefore, subject 

to the demands of ~er!can history. This is merely to 

point out that the literature of the /Unerican Negro, which. 

has had to take a subordinate stand in the mainstream of 

American literature, and wb.icb ~as b.a.d to deal primarily with 

the social deprivation of the Negro, has reac.hed a p,o±nt .. when 

it must firmly ground itself upon aesthetic principles. It 

must transcend the limiting front:!ers o.f social protest and 

~ove into the unm~ped regions of Negro art~ This would mean 

that 1 t would justifiably present the complex! ties of b.uman 

life and subordinate its non-literary comcerns to the ..., 

literary claims of an nart-centered Negro fictionn. 1 It must 

root itself within 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 -American 

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 ch.aracterization 
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ate the principal obstacles to freedom. On~ tb.ese . 
. problems have been .so.lved on a sound lite~B.fY b~s, 

the Negro novelist ·will be free to develop to thf;:l · 
limits of b.is capacity. Without a doubt,, notable 

. progress bas been ·made .in this direction as ·mote the 
.Younger writers nave learned to respect the differenc$ 

· between social controversy and art. In tbe 'long ,run, 
an art~centered Negro fiction"will evolve free from the 
e.rucle rie.tionalist!e ·propaganda of the paat and th.e · 
sUbtler assimi:lationist propaganda of the pres~t.;2 

Th$s naturally concurs With Baldwin's programme tor: an "art-, 

centered" fiction. 'Wl'ltch would only depict. the nbeauty", "dreadu 

and flpowern' of humanity.•3 This speaks of Baldwin's tnherent 

understanding of the necessity to depict ~ his tiction,. only 

the complex human. situation; so that although bis characters are 

·black, . yet they live out the trauma of the life Of any J.ncU.vidual. 

\'tho has been deprived of meaning in life. 

I~ its deepest sense, Baldwin's fiot~on deals "~th 

the alienated self. This bas also been the main concerns of 

modern litera~ure whtch also deals with the fragmented life!) 

~though black literature pertinently.relates itself to the 
" . ' ' ' 

actual .fragmentation of the ·American-Negro life, \'ll:l1oh in a sense . . . . . . ' 

·makes 1 t affini ti ve to mode.l"ll 11 ter atura~ it depicts the quest 
. . . 

f()r ~elfh.ood primaril.y amo~st the Black American.!ti But, this 

could be said of it., ttl.at, the black character is akin to his 

cotm.terp art questor in th_e modern world, who se--.~ to define 

tile self, to mythicize· the worth of a newly-discovered life· by 
. . .. 

imbuing it With a sense of personal symbol!~. Baldwin's black 
. ' 

character begins the quest for selfb.ood by. a personal 

confrontation with himself as he ls, and c9ns~quently 



by reassessing. his ow.n.p~sition in ~erica _so as to_ know 

. p.imself better and to ~cover. the spiritual dimenSions of 

!:)is own race.- The black questor like the modern questor 
. . . . . ' ' '. . 

is also in search of ,a personal meaning in life.- Living 
' . ., . ; . .. 

within~ the com'ines of_ ~eric a and partially moul:.~ed by 

the west he seeks to reshape his life not acqor<Ung to the 

rules of history, but to art~culate his existence out;_ of 

his unique position in -America, so as to 0 fash!on out Qf 
' ' ;· . . 

his experience that which will give him sustenanqe, and a 

voice". 4 .This would be .tds. proclamation of that life which 

found e~bodiment in Sonny • s music in the short story, 

"Sonny's Blues" and .through. tb.e symbol of the ehild in 

If Beal;e Street Could Talk. Tb.e black renewal rests upon a 
' . ' 

;fecognition of its ovm spi.ritual validity which. for Baldwin 

.signified tb.e ability to 11 ve the unfettered life, according 

to the unwritten and yet to be recognised laws of the Black 

personality wb.ich was.maimed by oppression and fear. 

As was pointed out in the introduction, the second 

cateogry of Baldwin's. characters wb.o are alive to themselves, 
·n 

represent the sta1warts of Negro fai ttl. ~hey actualize the 

principle of buman 1ove and they endow hop~ to the senseless­

ness of life by being participants in tl:le work of bettering 

the ~erican environment. They are tl:le agents of full 

consciousness in Baldwin's fiction. Tb.eir l-ives incorporate 
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tne meaning of faj.lure and success, of life and deat~ of 

hope and despair, which reached artistic ~ulmination in 

the life of. ~onny, who was able to ful.f'il his. potential 

creativity. He possessed the. tenacity of will and the 
. . 

integrity of motive to reanimate the meaning of his own . . . 
. . . . . 

life, to distil its essence into mus~c. B~dwin depi.cts 

Sonny' s· hard-won. struggle. against his own inner sensa of 

defeat and agai:nst the more material powers :of destr~tion 

that ere prevalent 111ithin Amer~c~:. so~y' s musie ~eaks of 

this p~l?~al fight against death• It is the only viable 
. . 

alterna~ive fo~ those in search of themselves; for i~ is in 

their .fight against death that these Characters ewe brought 

closer to the actuE3]. _mearii~ of life. . This me.ant their 

ability- to acknowleage their ewn centres of creativity which 
. . . . ' 

was hidden deep within and which was a blend. of deep 
. . . ' ~ 

su~fering and. deep joy • . These factors co!(lprised ·the totality 

of e~ch character's quest for selfhood. ., 
' 

However simple this might seem, the suffering 

that the quest for 1denti ty engenders" reflects the human 

i.nab1l1ty to reach the centre of perso~al stability directly, 

without undergoing the crisis w~ch ~ould involve a recognition, 

and an acceptance of the vicissitudes of human de.stiny. For 

the Negro, this would me~ tne acceptance of hi.s peculiar 

position .in America. of the role h~ 'has to play in it, in 
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order to save his country's diminishing sense of Jife•' 
T~s is the mission that Fonny and Tish set out to fulfil 

for themselves and for their fellow ..Americans. Baldwin's 

earlier novels which document the tedious struggle for 

existence, also reveal the incesscant internal warfare that 

the J\merica.n character both black and wti1 te, is caught 

within. These novels measure the depths of human degrada­

tion out of which characters like John Grimes or Ruth of 

the short story "Come Out The Wilderness", those symbolic 

embodiments of life, must struggle against and fight ,to r~se 

out of; 

Baldwin's plea for the artist's right to find his ow.n 

"moral center", is sometimes superseded by his apparent 

concern with the humiliation of the Negro in Am.erica.1 

Racialism plays an impo.ptant part in all of Baldwi.n's novels. 

However, Bfi].dwin reall~as that the coming to grips with his 

Negro identity would be the first step towards securing a. 

place 1n the larger American tmiverse. .Sometimes h.Qwever; 

such. characters as are to be found in Another CountrY. and 

Tell. Me How Long the. Train's Been Gone, lose themsel vas in 

the politics of racialism, which. mar the novels artistically, 

so that between the conqeption and the actual presentation 

:t~es the Un.bridged gap•' There is much still to be desired in 

Baldwin's fict~on. His fictional contribution lies more 

to,-rards charting out the direction in which Negro literature 
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is. to move; that ·is0 Baldwi.n!s fiction shows Us that the 

sources· of life ·and of self•diseovery for the Negro 1n 

-America~ 1i·es· in :the vital eleme_nts of· jazz mu~~o and the 

blues,·· and in the' kind of sensitivity that marks the black 

musician and th.e black artist in l:lis novels and short 

stories.: . This. trend tO\'Jards ·a re-di·scovery. of one's racial 

uniqueme·ss · has · also been ·noted· by 4\.i'thur P ~ Davies• He 

observes: 

From the twenties on down to the present, the 
jazz· musician, has been popular 1r1ith black(~! · 
writerfl, but he has never before reeei ved the . 
·kind ·and the amount of· attention now· given hiin. 
In these days of black }1ational1S!Jl .and . 
~negritude", the jazz musician has· acquired a 
ne\'1 significance. He has become for many Negro 
writer$ a symbol of ·the spontaneous creative · 
impulse of the race; he represents blac.k 
e:torigiri?].. genuisn•. something that· is not 5 indebted in any 1r1ay to middle class cul tur~. 

Davies mentions that, Rufus scott·in Another ·country is 

emblematic of the ·jazz musician. But, although Baldwin was 

definitely conscious of ·the- Negro creative_ pote~t.ial,· .yet 

with Rufus sc.ott he was not able to realize it. fully. As 

artist, Baldwin 11'1QS motivated by a.personal need. to expl~cate 
. . 6 . 

fh.~ Jlleaill.ng of his peculiar life~ This is the quality that 

marks most· of his characters. .Th.ey attempt to find meaning 

and to ar·ticulate the diff'tettlt h.uman situation.· They belong 

to that cateogry of the exiled individual \~h.oz 



0iwalks ·the . streets: of his nation an alien, and .. 
yet who feels no bond to the continent of his 
ancestors:•·· He is· indeed the man : w1 thout .· a. 
country. And yet this very detachment maY give 
him· the . insight·. of. the stranger in the nouse, 
placing him in a better position to illuminate 
contemporary -Amerip~an .life as few wri t.ers. of 
the mainstream cant_j,7 

• 
Julian.~ayfield speaks of the special privilege that the 

. ; 

:Amel'_ican Negro .h~s., \"lho by his peculiar relation to the 

•American continent, g~ns special insight. into $-t.· From 

his vantage point; not only has he _the opjectivity to 

r~ve~ -America • s· hi:dden reali ti~s. ·but also to draw Upon 

the st_r-ength o£ the Negro understanding o£ 1 tselfo' This 

. will .enable him to aet; positively and creatively to 

remelt~ Americ.e:.f.s§ future.. Ideally., this has been the 

~pecial attr-ibute of the conscious Negro .artist in Baldwin'·s 

novels and short stories. 

Baldwin~s characters who are launched on the 

road to self•discovery, reveal aspects of the eontempo,rary 

Negro character who has bee~ set adrift in the Northern 

citie.s of -America. Tney are the younger genere:tion of Bl,.aQ~ 

,Americans born after the war and into comparative £reedom 

and leisure, but wh.Qse frame of reference. will. always be 

towards. Harlem, that perennial centre of Negro survival in . . . ~ . . . . 

the history of the Black American.· Harlem plaYs a pivotal 

role in· the lives of Bald\'Iin' s characters. They seek to. 
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. . ' .. 
define tnemselves by it and tb..i"ough ·it~ and it is the 

' . .. 
• ' I • 

older, more eiiperienced Harlemtte who will initiate the 
• ; • : • ,f •• • 1 ,' • ' ' - , 

young blacks into the white world~. Harlemi h.oweve.r, is 
. ' . . 

no cherished centre of human grovrth. "A:J-1 over HarleiD:, 
. :: ' ' . 

: ' ' . 
Negro boys and girls are growing into stunted maturity, 

. ' ' . . 

trying desperately to find a place to stand; and th.e 
. . . . . ' ' 

t<~onder 1·s not that ·so many are r~ed but that so many . . . . . . ' 

survive.~8 ·Although most of B~ldwin's characters ··~ape 
. . 

from Harlem, yet even for the most successfUl . qf them, 

rehabilitating their Black American identity would mean 
. . ' . . ' . 

bridging the psychological gap between. Harlem and the 

white world. This pertains to the Negro discovery of 
. . . . . . . ' 

himself, based upon an ac'ceptance of ~mself as he is and 

of his understanding of. his. past and present positJ.on in 

knerica so as to E9""model'· his life upon the living princi-

plea of self• discoverY. Baldwin anticipates Negro· fulfil"" 

ment through. tthe young protagonist John Grimes in 
. .. . .- ' ' 

Go Tell It on ~he Mo;untain. and dramatises it through Fonny 

and Tish in. If Be~le Street Could Talk. In the intervening 

novels·· are the half•fulfilled figure.s of creative 
.. 

reconstruction who await fictional justification in the 

later novel. 

It· could be stated that ·BaldlrJin •·s ·fiction 

reflects the cultural dilemma of the youngE!r generation 
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Negroes. , Haro~d Cru~~ J.n. The Crisis of the: Negro.. 
. . . ' '. . . ' . . . . . ~ 

Intellee~u&l,' .. ex,Plains the B~ack -Americ~. s1 t.~at~on thus: 

·As long' as the .. Negro cultural ide~ty is in 
question,. or· open to self-doubts~ then there 
can be po positive ·identifica:tion witn the 
real demands of his,political and economic 
existence •. · ·Further than that, wi th.out a 

. cultural 1Qenti~y that adequately def~ne~ 
.. himself, the Negro cannot even· identify: \dth 

the ;A,merican nation as a whole. He is left 
.in the.·limbo of social marginality, alienated 
ahg. .directionless on the laDdscape of -America; 
i:n a vari:egated nation of whites who have ,pot yet 
decided on their o~wnil identity • • • Thus the 

··problem of Negro cultural identitY is an·· 
. unsolved ,problem \11i thin the context of an 
-American nation that is still in the ·process 
6:£: ·formation. 9 

Baldwin 1 s novels, especially the novels of his middle period, 

depict the conditions of . having to live within the deift1ess 

<American universe. All the characters. are trapved in it·. 

Some of them .nounder towards some kind of self..,r~oncil!ation. 

A handful of them, like John Grimes, Fanny and Tish,. challenge 

the American country to accept them on their own terms. The 

battle that they wage is a two-fold operation, fought against 

the ~American society, ag·ainst its social prejudices~ and 

against their oWn· selves; to constantly ,put themselves to the 

challenge of !_.a-creating values afresh• This depends upon 

their abiii ty to objectify the past, to search it e.losely for 

a better understanding of the complex present. This would 

also reflect upon the strength of their ereative ability, ~Ihich 

would have to keep itsel.f above the depressing actual! ty of 
' 
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-American society, so as to function with clarity and 

insighto The majority of Baldwin's characters have been 

unable to do this. They allow themselves to be denuded 

by the strain of American social life and are, therefore, 

unable to find tb.at which Baldwin terms as the 0 moral 

centert~. However, this is an observation made only on some 

of Baldwin's characters. The rest of them are constantly 

~eeking for the vital components of a love-filled exi~tence. 

They have a common !dent! ty with their white counterparts in 

the modern world who a.Fe also in search of the values that 

would give meaning to life. 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, taT he Outing111 and t~Tne Rocpileca. The final message 

of Baldwin's novels, is something to be gained only after one 

has journeyed through the pain that afflicts ·America, only 

after one has seen the failure of some and tne comparative 

success of otner character sa so tnat Bald\1in' s· novels must 

be considered as an entity depicting tne difficult process of 

self-discovery. 

Wnetner Baldwin's fiction will nave a lasting 

impact upon Negro literature, remains undefinedl, But this 

mucn can be said of it, that, what it offers to 4-ts readers 

is nothing conventional, nothing stereotyped;-- It refll;ects1 
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through its sensitivity to the black artistic genius, a 

contemporary awareness of the power of its own "negritude" 

which has a substantial message to offer not only to America 

·but to the entire human universe. Much of its success rests 

upon this perception o.f itself. Critics like Nathan Scott 

·Jr.· has this to say of the black writer: "And thus for the 

b~ack writer to explore and exhibit the rich complexity of 

Negro life is for him not , only to assist his own people 

toward a deeper understanding of themselves but is for him 

also to be an agent of self-discovery for the nation at large.a10 

FinallY ti ~ t ought to be pointed out thato the 

quest for selfhood has been the main concern of black 

l,.iterature. , This can be seen in the movement of i.ts literary 

history, which bas all>Jays depicted tbe different stages of the 

Negro cultural awakening, and which in tb.e earlY part of the 
. ' 

century culminated in the nationalism of the Negro Rennaissance. 11 

As the Black American,: however, began to .regard h.i.mself as a 

significant entity0 the ldentity crisis became a complex 

struggle; one that ~~as fought against an easy abso.rption into 

the f\merican mainstream; for tb.e \'lhite acceptance merely portended 

a black cultural submergence. This would mean America's 
' . 

c;omplete denial 0:f black origins. Tile contemporary Negro, as is 

·reflected in Baldwin'~ characters fought for the primacy of the 

black self•consciousness, which became his sple criterion for 

--
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ii.fe in 1Amer1ca .... 

The ultimate meaning of the quest for ·selfhood 

in Bald\l'lin' s fiction, rests upon both historical. and 
' • ' ' t • • 

personal factors. The fact of the·.Negro's alienation, ·which, 

according ~0 B a14win. in A Rap on Rae~. 1'2 1 s . a syinpto~ of all 
'• ~ • • ' ' ' ' • •I • • ' 

the other prob~ems_ .it\ ,the ~ountry, ~ecause its e:ffE!Qts are a 

universal reminder to the maaern· existential dilemma,· points 

to the urgel).t necessity to seek for cnange •. ~Baidwin•s 

chara9ters, who are more or less educated or sensitive 

. artists~. bear tne cross of this unhappy displacement~! ..At the 

centre of their lives lies this knowledge that, they have 

been rejected from .-Americ.an society. They begin life with a. 

dim sel,lsitivity to this, but its full impact is felt later in 

life, only when that. knowledge has already 'crippled them, or 
. . . . . ' . . 

even annihilated tbem as it has for Rufus Scott 1n ;Another 
'' I ' I 

Country;. · The only justifiable measure of. personal. success 
. .,. . ' 

for the American Negro lies in. his ability· to acQept aliena-
. . ' .. ·· . . ' ' 

. . ~ ! 

tion and ~o live desp.,.te it from the depths of his entire 

beingo. ~his ,facility :for life is what Baldwin .tn The Firs 

Next Time:·-!·~~.s "sensuali~y", 13 which is the equivalent of 

_the Dionysian intrep~d.i.tY•. If Bea1e St~e~_t c.ouls; Ta1k. 

crystallizes these f~es .of_ ~reation which are d9.ep1y ro.oted 

"li thin the black p sycne~· 
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Baldwin concerns himself not only with the 

black character. but also :With th~ white cnar.acter•l ~n 

depicting the white man as ne is, Baldwin has perhaps 
. ' •' . ' . . . .. '. '. .. 

been able to bring closer :". ·, the actual fact of June~ica' s 
' ·,: ' 'I •' • '•• ,, ' •' ' ' 

need to renew itself, for the white man as ne sees it,. is . . . ' . . '. . .. · . . . 

as much in need of pers~nal rejuvenation. as hi~ bl-ack 

counterpart. The fault lies as BS!ldwin reiterates 

throughout his novels and snort stories, in .the white man''s 

inflexibility, in his inability to· cn~e. He 1$ riven by 

the contemporary loss of f~tn and, theref~re,: tmal>le to 

find complete integration for himself, let alone he1p his . 
black counterpart.~ However, in Mgther··Countrx. Baldwin 

suggests a hopeful coming together of the black ~d white 

personali:tY i.n the Ida-Vivaldo relationship. His novels and 

shortt; ~tories contain pr.efigura.tions of Ainerica• s futUre · 

discovery. ot _itself, in .,which. the characters mark the · 

movement towards life by their ability to a.ctiv·ate the 

dorm~t sense o:t black r.esponsibility which works not only 
. 

towards; the black :resto.t;'at,ion l:)ut whicn is also aimed at 

changing the elltire Jwierican. continent. The black character 
. , "J I 

~JhO sets .out to di.scQV'e,r .the possibilities of love finds, 

that his quest is in~r1c.a'Qle from America's search: :fo~ 

sel:f•discovery; and-~-· Baldwin's words: 

I love Americlil more ·tnan any oth:er country in 
the. world,. and, exactly for this reason, I . 4 insist ·ori' the right to criticize Iter perpetuallY• 1 
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This defines. the ro1e of the Black -American as -the spiritual 

leg.fs1'ator of his tA~nerican homeland. 

On a broad perspective, the qu.est for self in 

:a Sldwin'· s fiction would naturally .involve the ent~re :' 

.Americ&"i cotlntry. It was ·tc>. ·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 ~nee 

ageiri. · Baldwin Is !S3,~.1:iara¢ter~ attempt to a.Ssert the resilience 
. . . 

of the black spir~ t which wili fignt, not to destroy ·America, 

but whic·h will fight to create for itself ~d for the -American 

count~y a high~r, ~more meaningful code of existence.1 HOwever, 
( . 

' - . . ' . ' . . '. ' . . . ' 

there are tiines when ¢hatacters. like Rufus Scott t~ho,. weakened . . 

by theit traffickings in the mercenary Amer!can 4!fe, succ~b 

to 1t. . They fail to pe~sonalize the exemplary vai.ues of ·love, 

\'lhich will give them inner stability. Their liVes are Ft"i.' 
. 0 . . . . .... . ' 

typically that of the f'oiiect ·American. They have not the 

abil~ ty to refashion their lives' . according- to their inner 
. . . 

convictions, arid in. the death ·of Rufus Scott in Mother · 

~ountry, one sees what us~ally happ.ens 'when th.e black 
. . . . . ' . . . . . . . . . 

character· is sapped of the .1\ilfilling energies of llfe•1 \But, · 

this is not the final picture one has· of Baldwin • s cnarac1:ers. 

f\1. tho.ugh ·the quest for ·;,:;.!,:' s·elf might lead some. of them 

astraY~ there are the others begi~ng from John ~rimes of the 

first novel, wh.o· live thro'ugh the bitterness of being black 
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and rejected but who are able to withstand tne corrupting 

influences of America· so that tney liberate for themselves, 

practically and creatively, tne private values of a love­

based existence..~ Ultimately the quest for self becomes 

synonymous with the quest for love. All of them knOW that 

'this'· is the soie 'constituent' oi' li;fe' which will dignify l_· 
I • I : ' • 

:ejtjsteric~ for··them~: However• ·to most ot· thezn it'· remains 

·iorevEir eltifi~Ve and being 'tinacqttatrita~ :with it,• they: ·:try out 
' ' . ' \ ' . . . . . ' 

WaYS ·o£' reaching it 'btit. are led~ instead 'into· its der~ regions. 

'as was 't~e. ~a.Se' witn Daviq in 'GiOVanni t S· Room.:'. On the' oth.er 

h~d~ : tti~.re . are .. ctiar.aetera:· ·Uke .Fonny arid Tish \-1h.o . are. the 
' ' . 

Ulll'Distakabfe 'pioneer.13 of h\.unan iove in Baldwin • s flctiono1 By 

it· they . deflne' themsel vesr their relation to one': ano.ther and 

'to the ··rast.•of Anie~ica~~- It i·s oilly in the freedom .. of·.love 
I I ' • 

. that the Btack American can hope to relea.Se himsetf .from his 

bondage i;o tti.e white world to find "the . truest f~r'm .of ·self• 

expression •. · Funetion,ing from w1th!n -it' -~d · tnrotlgh it, b.e 

"lill ·restore to himseil'. ~l' that ·waa hidden. and lost; all that 

wa.S denied· to· him, so that his life w£'11· be a me'an.ingf:ul. 

jQurney 0 towards something": he does- not yet undetstand but 

"\·lhiC b in the goirig towa.r:dsct makes him Abetter41e;!!o '15 For the 

reader; the one· per.fee.t eX::ample ·of_. this joilrney li8.fJ already 

been enacted in the lives. of Fonriy and Tish. who are bound 

together in a ·love wbic.h. impels them forward ·into. a greater 
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. understanding .of .. themselves: as ·individuals: capab:L·~ Of 

. fUlfilment• . .This ·indicates· the -movement~ ·· alreadY·. ett~ed 

·.out: throUgh John ·Grimes in tne first· novel,· awQY .ftom· black 

•. fanaticism into an. ai'$11cted un1 v'erse and firn~.lly t·o· .· ~ 

.. sincere·recognition of the··personal. validity·o:t love.·) ·It is 

ttpon· t~,s -'basie premise· of· life· tnat· B.aldwin' s cha:r~ters 

set out: ·to ·find : th~msel vas• , · 

~ . . " . 
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