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A Fraught Inheritance: Faulkner, Wright, and the Intersections of Race and Manhood 

At a glance, William Faulkner and Richard Wright would appear to be two men 

tenuously connected by their shared birthplace in Mississippi and their careers as writers. 

Faulkner, born into a white family with strong ties to the South's Confederate past, spent the 

majority of his life in Oxford, Mississippi, the town which served as the inspiration for Jefferson, 

the epicenter of his fictionalized Yoknapatawpha County. Wright, a member of a black family 

whose roots began in slavery, spent portions ofhis childhood in various parts of Mississippi, but 

ultimately moved away from the South and spent the majority of his career in Harlem and Paris. 

While the trajectory of these men's lives led them down different paths, both authors concerned 

themselves with exploring and defining the masculine experience and its connection to 

Southerness through many of their major literary works. For both authors, the racial tensions of 

the 1930's and 1940's are inextricably linked to the male coming of age experience; becoming a 

man within the narratives of Faulkner and Wright necessitates reckoning with the South's sordid 

racial history and navigating the unwritten social codes of a pre-Civil Rights America. 

The texts that best represent these two authors' explorations of the intersection between 

race and masculinity are Go Down. Moses by Faulkner and Native Son and Black Boy by Wright, 

all of which were published between 1940 and 1948. This period existed in a state of limbo in 

the cultural history of the American South. The Reconstruction era, with its promise of hope and 

renewal, had long since ended and failed, giving birth to the oppressive Jim Crow South, and the 

Civil Rights Movement had yet to begin in earnest. In his introduction to Southern Masculinity: 

Perspectives on Manhood in the South Since Reconstruction, Craig Thompson Friend discusses 

the changing definition of manhood in the American South after the cultural upheaval of the 
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Civil War and Reconstruction: "Honor and mastery had been the dominant idealized masculine 

traits among the antebellum southern whites, but gone with the wind was the world of 

plantations, slaves, and the exclusivity of the gentlemanly class" (Friend viii). Since a society 

based around the hierarchy of slave and land ownership had been dismantled, new definitions of 

masculinity materialized alongside the changing social order. While certain tropes can be defined 

and various ideals can be sought after, the masculine coming of age experience ultimately takes 

many forms depending on the facts of individual experience, such as race, class, and family 

history. By examining the aforementioned works by Faulkner and Wright, this paper will seek to 

gain insight into what aspects each author believes are critical to the experience of masculine 

individuation. 

Despite not being present or alive in any portion of Faulkner's Go Down, Moses, the 

patriarch Lucius Quintus Carothers McCaslin, commonly referred to as old Carothers, holds 

immense influence over his multifaceted family tree. While his many descendants constantly 

refer to him throughout the novel, the reader learns the most about old Carothers from section 

four of "The Bear" wherein a sixteen-year-old Ike McCaslin examines the family ledger and 

subsequently repudiates his inheritance. While going through these ledgers, Ike happens upon the 

following entries written back and forth between his father, Buck McCaslin, and his Uncle 

Buddy: 

[ ... ]Eunice Bought by Father in New Orleans 1807$650. dolars. Marrid to 
Thucydus 1809 Drownd in Crick Cristmas Day 1832 
And then the other hand appeared [ ... ] 
June 21th 1833 Drownd herself 
And the first: 
23 June 1833 Who in hell ever heard ofa niger drownding him self 
And the second [ ... ] 
Aug 13th 1833 Drownd herse(l(Faulkner 255-256) 
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The strangeness of this interaction amongst what is typically a monetary account of the 

plantation's business causes Ike to search for further proof of Buddy's belief that Eunice 

committed suicide. He then finds another entry that details the death of Eunice's daughter, 

Tomasina, while in labor and a separate entry noting her son Turl's birth: "Turf Son Thucydus@ 

Eunice Tomy born June 1833 yr stars fell Fathers will" (Faulkner 257). With the simple phrase 

"Father's will," old Carothers, through the notation of his sons, reveals a claim on Turl and his 

descendants that transcends his role as a slave owner. He has left Turl a portion of the family 

inheritance, thereby indirectly acknowledging Turl as his son. In the following pages, Ike posits 

that Tomasina was also old Carothers' daughter, making Turl's conception an incestuous act, 

creating "the shadow of double sin, for McCaslin's incestuous miscegenation was a consequence 

of his owning human beings as though they were livestock and treating them not as persons but 

as the convenient instruments ofhis vice" (Hoffman 123-124). Additionally, the land upon 

which old Carothers creates the McCaslin plantation was ill begotten from a Chickasaw chief, 

further emphasizing the patriarch's rapacious use of exploitation. The perverse intermingling of 

property and sexuality defines old Carothers' understanding of manhood; in his mind, manhood 

is defined by a man's ability to assertively possess both property and people. Issues of ownership 

and the choice to reject or pursue property, marriage, and offspring dominate each story in Go 

Down, Moses as old Carothers' plentiful descendants toil under the reputation of their inheritance 

and his sordid past. 

Some members of the McCaslin clan avoid grappling with old Carothers' legacy by 

attempting to maintain various elements of childhood innocence; in other words, characters like 

this reject the realities of ownership, marriage, or offspring that make up the adult world. In 

order to understand what these characters believe they are returning to, Faulkner's readers must 
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understand the edicts of boyhood in the author's world. In Faulkner's rendition ofboyhood, both 

white and black characters exist in a brief state of innocence and ignorance before realizing the 

role and, in some cases, the existence of race in their community. Young white children are often 

depicted sharing a room, and sometimes even a bed, with a black companion of a similar age. In 

Go Down, Moses, the telling of Roth Edmonds' early life in "The Fire and the Hearth" follows 

this pattern: 

[ ... ]he accepted his black foster-brother, as simply as he accepted his father as an 
adjunct to his existence. Even before he was out of infancy, the two houses had 
become interchangeable: himself and his foster-brother sleeping on the same 
pallet in the white man's house or in the same bed in the negro's and eating of the 
same food at the same table in either, actually preferring the negro house[ ... ] 
(Faulkner 1 06-1 07) 

As seen in this passage, Roth leads a normalized existence floating between the white Edmonds 

household and the black Beauchamp household, where Molly acts as his surrogate mother. At 

this point in Roth's development, his sense of self does not center around race; rather, he sees 

himself as having two families and does not question the differences between those families. As 

exemplified by Roth's early life in Go Down. Moses, Faulkner's white male characters are 

allowed to remain separate from racially driven social codes during childhood. 

The trope of the missing mother furthers these white characters' abilities to remain blind 

to the distinction of race during early childhood. This trope occurs throughout Go Down. Moses, 

due to the McCaslin family's obsession with patrilineage, making female ancestors a vessel of 

inheritance who lack individuality and importance in comparison to old Carothers. Earlier in 

"The Fire and the Hearth," the reader learns that Molly assumed the role of Roth's surrogate 

mother because Roth's biological mother died in childbirth: "It was as though the white woman 

had not only never quitted the house, she had never existed--the object which they buried in the 

orchard two days later (they still could not cross the valley to reach the churchyard) a thing of no 
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moment, unsanctified, nothing" (Faulkner 46). As soon as this unnamed woman dies, she 

becomes a "thing" rather than a person; this obliteration of the white mother forces Molly to take 

over the maternal role entirely. In addition to missing mothers, black surrogate mothers were of 

equal importance in Faulkner's life and writing. In fact, Faulkner dedicated Go Down, Moses to 

Caroline "Mammy" Barr, the black woman who helped raise him. In her article "Writing Loss in 

a Racialized Culture: William Faulkner's Jim Crow Childhood," Judith L. Sensibar examines the 

effect of Faulkner's relationship to his own black surrogate mother in his novels. According to 

Sensibar, losing that maternal figure, whether through death or the damaging of the relationship, 

is a critical part of white boys' being initiated into the world of adolescence: "Racialized 

maternal loss marks defining moments toward or away from self-definition" (Sensibar 55-56). 

Faulkner, whether subconsciously or otherwise, connects the realization of race during boyhood 

to the change in Roth's relationship with Molly and Henry, her son and his "foster-brother": 

"Then one day the old curse of his fathers, the old haughty ancestral pride based not on any value 

but on an accident of geography, stemmed not from courage and honor but from wrong and 

shame, descended to him" (Faulkner 107). Here, by referring to this "curse" as "an accident of 

geography," Faulkner explicitly situates this type of shame as a Southern experience. After Roth 

has this realization, he breaks the bond he fonnerly held with Henry and no longer shares a 

bedroom or a table with the other boy, thus also damaging his ties with Molly. Sensibar believes 

that this is the ultimate representation of Faulkner mirroring his own childhood in his fiction: 

"But its fullest meaning is realized in Go Down, Moses, where identification with, desire for, and 

fear of the feminine are irremediably linked with race, gender, and the maternal in every male 

character's quest for identity and selfhood" (Sensibar 58). In other words, in order for Roth and 

white characters like him to begin their journey of masculine individuation, which necessitates 
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seeking a wife and children, they must abandon their relationships with racialized maternal 

figures like Molly as they become aware of their racialized society. 

Later, in an attempt to mend his severed ties with Molly and Henry, Roth requests to have 

dinner at their house once again. Molly agrees, and for a moment Roth believes that he has reset 

the equilibrium of his early years. However, Roth quickly discovers that his earlier stage of 

innocence cannot be completely replicated: 

But it was too late. The table was set in the kitchen where it always was and 
Molly stood at the stove drawing the biscuit out as she always stood, but Lucas 
was not there and there was just one chair, one plate, his glass of milk beside it 

' the platter heaped with untouched chicken, and even as he sprang back, gasping, 
for an instant blind as the room rushed and swam, Henry was turning toward the 
door to go out of it. (Faulkner 11 0) 

In this passage, the reader sees that Molly and Henry no longer regard Roth as a member of their 

own family. By placing him alone at the table, Molly initiates Roth into the role delegated to him 

by race and class. By leaving as this meal begins, Henry shows that he and Roth can no longer 

act as brothers. Interestingly, when Roth asks Henry if he is ashamed to share a meal with him 
' 

Henry says "I aint shamed of nobody[ ... ] Not even me," thus reinforcing the idea that Roth's 

development of shame is unique to the coming of age experience for white men in Faulkner's 

fiction (Faulkner 11 0). Through this experience, Roth learns that he cannot return to the bliss 

provided by childhood and Faulkner's readers learn that, according to the author, the coming of 

age experience will only begin once racial and class lines have been made irrevocably clear. 

Many of Faulkner's other white male characters in Go Down. Moses similarly try to regain 

innocence as adults through failed attempts to subvert or ignore the racial boundaries that 

dominate Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha County, thereby avoiding the expectations for McCaslin 

manhood set by old Carothers. 
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Faulkner begins Go Down, Moses with "Was," a comedic tale that introduces the reader 

to Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy McCaslin, the sons of old Carothers, as well as Cass Edmonds, 

their young nephew. The reader quickly learns that the brothers shun the traditional masculine 

expectations of the antebellum South, choosing instead to live "the dream of perpetual boyhood 

in which man never need assume the responsibilities of maturity" (Hoffman 124 ). Buck and 

Buddy maintain this state of "perpetual boyhood" through their denial of ownership and 

marriage. Despite living on the McCaslin family plantation, the twins live in a smaller cabin on 

the property and place their slaves in the grand plantation house: "Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy 

moved all the niggers into the big house, which [Cass's] great-grandfather had not had time to 

finish" (Faulkner 6). By inverting the traditional living spaces of slaves and owners, Buck and 

Buddy deny the inheritance left to them by their father without actually freeing their slaves. 

Both men also deny traditional codes of appearance as a way of remaining bachelors: 

Uncle Buddy didn't own a necktie at all; Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy wouldn't 
take that chance even in a section like theirs, where ladies were so damn seldom 
thank God that a man could ride for days in a straight line without having to 
dodge a single one. (Faulkner 7) 

This passage delineates the different ways that each brother avoids manhood through recreating 

its opposite. For Buck, the opposite of being a man is to be a boy, seen through his love of games 

and chases and his ownership of the singular tie. For Buddy, the opposite of being a man is to 

embrace the feminine; Buddy functions as the housekeeper on the McCaslin property, tending to 

the kitchen and wearing an apron. 

In the aforementioned passage, Buck and Buddy's abhorrence for female companionship 

leaks into the third person narration of"Was" via the phrase "thank God," showing how 

intensely the two men detest and avoid marriage. The language of avoidance, shown through the 

notion of"dodging" women, also speaks to Buck and Buddy's childlike nature. In Faulkner's 
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Country Matters: Folklore and Fable in Yoknapatawpha, Daniel Hoffman examines the 

brothers' love ofthe faux hunt: "If hunting the runaway slave is a game, Uncles Buck and 

Buddy, superannuated boys, tum all of life into games" (Hoffman 115). Faulkner employs the 

game of the chase as a framing device for "Was." The story starts with the beginnings of two 

different chases. The reader learns that "Tomey's Turl had run again"; Turl, whose birth was 

discussed in the ledger, regularly escapes to a neighboring plantation in order to visit Tennie, a 

slave whom he wishes to marry (Faulkner 4). Before Turl's escape can be addressed, the brothers 

and Cass must deal with a loose fox being chased around their house by dogs: "[ ... ] and this time 

the fox and the dogs and five or six sticks of firewood all came out of the kitchen together with 

Uncle Buddy in the middle of them hitting at everything in sight with another stick. It was a 

good race" (Faulkner 5). At the story's close, after the brothers have dealt with Turl's escape, the 

fox once again escapes its crate and gets treed by the dogs: "[ ... ]they could hear the fox's claws 

when he went scrabbling up the lean-pole, onto the roof--a fine race while it lasted, but the tree 

was too quick" (Faulkner 28). The events that occur in the interim, namely the chase for 

Tomey's Turl and the courting trap that Buck falls into, expose the game-like nature of Buck's 

iteration of the hunt and the eventual upheaval of his perpetual denial of marriage. 

As Buck engages in a chase to track down Turl and bring him back to the McCaslin 

plantation, he quickly becomes the object of someone else's hunt. The neighboring plantation 

where Tennie lives is owned by Hubert Beauchamp, who wishes to marry off his aging sister 

Sophonsiba. For the duration of Buck's time spent at their home during the search for Turl 
' 

Sophonsiba attempts to court Buck through what comes off as a parody of Southern female 

gentility: "Then Miss Sophonsiba said something about a bumble-bee[ ... ] something about 

Uncle Buck was a bee sipping from flower to flower and not staying long anywhere and all that 
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stored sweetness to be wasted on Uncle Buddy's desert air" (Faulkner 10-11). Throughout 

"Was," the narration, once again tinged with Buck's aversion to the feminine, describes 

Sophonsiba in an unkind and misogynistic light; in her first appearance in "Was," the narrator 

likens her to a show animal: "[ ... ) the earrings and beads clashing and jingling like little trace 

chains on a toy mule trotting" (Faulkner l 0). Her brother also describes Sophonsiba with 

animalistic language at a later point in the story, revealing his own prejudices and desire for 

bachelordom: "You [Buck) had to crawl into the den and lay down with the bear" (Faulkner 21). 

The treatment of Sophonsiba throughout "Was" reveals that Faulkner's white bachelors cannot 

simply deny the feminine to retain a sense of boyhood; they must also pervert it and strip women 

of their humanity in order to preserve their sexless worlds. 

After failing to capture Turl, Buck and Cass must spend the night at Hubert and 

Sophonsiba's home. Buck and Cass mistakenly enter the wrong bedroom and Buck accidentally 

climbs into bed with Sophonsiba; according to Hoffman, this act inverts Buck's role in the game 

of the hunt: "Buck, a moment ago the fox hunter of Tomey's Turl, has suddenly become the fox 

trapped by Sophonsiba" (Hoffman 118). In this moment, Sophonsiba briefly regains some of the 

humanity taken from her as Buck becomes dehumanized by the chase. In order to correct this 

affront to Sophonsiba's honor, Hubert engages Buck in a card game to settle the issue of 

Sophonsiba's marital status as well as the issue ofTurl's constant escapes. As Hoffman notes, 

Faulkner once again parodies southern gentility, for the stakes that Hubert sets for the game 

necessitate that the loser takes Sophonsiba, thus placing his sister's honor as a burden rather than 

a pnze: 

Without changing his impassive comic tone an iota, Faulkner has shown up the 
chauvinism of the Code of the Southern Gentleman. For it is the gentleman's code 
that is the basis of this action: a gentleman's word is his bond; hence Hubert is 
bound to honor his silly bet. And Uncle Buck is bound to marry Sophonsiba, 
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unless, by a gentleman's agreement such as the game of poker, he should manage 
to win his freedom by losing the game." (Hoffman 119) 

Ultimately, Buddy comes to Buck's rescue and wins the game; Buck is free from Sophonsiba 

and Turl returns to the McCaslin estate with Tennie by his side. Despite remaining a bachelor for 

the time being, Buck does not feel triumphant after engaging in these multitudinous hunts and 

races. Upon returning home and dealing with the second fox and dog serum, Buck says "Damn 

the fox[ ... ] It seems to me I've been away from home a whole damn month" (Faulkner 29). With 

these closing lines, the reader sees that the constant race away from adulthood and marriage has 

begun to tire Buck; he cannot live the dream of perpetual boyhood forever. 

While many of Faulkner's white male characters like Buck and Buddy seek to reject old 

Carothers' version of manhood, Turl, their black half-brother at the center of the hunt in "Was" 
' 

acts as a foil to their motivations throughout the tale. In Games of Property: Law. Race, Gender. 

and Faulkner's Go Down, Moses, Thadious M. Davis examines Turl's motives for escape in 

"Was": 

By means of his creation and play of the game, Turl defines a black masculinity 
within a space that otherwise, given the cultural conditions of enslavement, would 
deny not only his manhood but also his very personhood. (Davis 47) 

Davis essentially argues that through his escape, Turl does not become simply the object of 

Buck's parody of the escaped slave chase; rather, he parodies that same parody by joining forces 

with the feminine, as opposed to rejecting it, therefore successfully making Buck the true object 

of the chase. In the process of flipping the roles and rules of the chase, Turl, as Davis states , 

"defines a black masculinity." Surprisingly, Turl's definition of manhood mirrors that of old 

Carothers' more closely than that of his two white brothers, for he embraces his sexuality, as 

exemplified by his pursuit of Tennie. Turl has the most direct descendants out of any of the 

conjoined McCaslin/Beauchamp lines, as shown in the diagram below: 
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ROSKUS-rflBBY 

THUCYDus--EUNICE-,...,._...LUCIUS QUINTUS CAROTIIERS McCASLINyWIFE 

d 1832 1 /(f I I I 
TOMEY I SOPHONSIBA THEOPHILUS AMODEUS DAUGHTER 

b. 1810, d. 1833 BEAUCHAMP -"UNCLE BUCKn "UNCLE BUDDY" I 
TENNIE -·-TOMEY'S I CHILD 

BEAUCHAMP TURL I 

\ 

b 1833 "CA .. " . ISAAC "IKE" AUCE- '"' .-----,---,----t----,----, -WIFE EDMONDS I McCASliN \ 
AMODEUS CALUNA CHILD JAMES FONSIBA LUCAS LOUISA ZACKEDMONDS I BE~~f:.t,r~MOLLY d.18981 b.1874 

CHILD HENRY NAT_ GEORGE I b. 1898 WILKINS 

DAUGHTER -------~=-------.........,., "ROTH" EDMONDS 

SON 
b.c.1940 

b.1898 

(Go Down, Moses) 

The key difference between old Carothers' and Turl's pursuit of manhood, however, is that Turl 

does not exploit the women in his life in order to gain a wife or children. During a break in the 

chase, Cass steps outside of the Beauchamp house and discovers Turl casually walking through 

the yard. Cass runs after him, but Turl makes no effort to run as well; instead, he stops to ask 

Cass about the progress of the so-called chase. At the close of their conversation, Turl gives Cass 

the following advice: "I gonter tell you something to remember: anytime you wants to git 

something done, from hoeing out a crop to getting married, just get the womenfolks to working 

at it. Then all you needs to do is set down and wait" (Faulkner 13). This perspective is fairly 

unique among Faulkner's male characters in Go Down, Moses. Turl does not exhibit a fear or 

repulsion of the feminine as Buck and Buddy do, nor does he seek individualism and separation 

as Roth does. Instead, Turl defines manhood for himself in a way that rejects old Carothers' 

negative means while still maintaining the ultimate goal of adult sexual expression. 

Throughout Go Down, Moses, old Carothers' various descendants seek to define 

manhood on their own terms just as Turl does in "Was." Regardless of their success or failure in 
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this endeavor, the resulting definition of manhood can always be read in conversation with the 

patriarch's emphasis on property and the exploitation of women and family members. In "The 

Old People" and "The Bear," the reader sees a young Ike McCaslin trying to avoid the 

obligations of ownership by retreating into the wilderness. Ike attempts to relinquish any 

connection to old Carothers' legacy by giving up his inheritance and using the hunt as the key 

ritual that initiates him into manhood. In Games of Property, Davis notes the ways in which Ike 

differentiates his understanding of property and ownership from that of his grandfather: 

Ike cannot accept the legacy of his grandfather because he has a different 
conception of himself as a human being and of property as a concept. He will 
respect the land and its inhabitants, but he will not accept ownership of the land. 
Unlike old Carothers, Ike acknowledges that harm has been done to others in the 
securing of his birthright. (Davis 181) 

This philosophy about land ownership will dictate how Ike's entrance into manhood unfolds. In 

both "The Old People" and "The Bear," Sam Fathers, a man descended from a Chickasaw chief 

and a slave and "a symbol of the wilderness itself," acts as Ike's guide throughout this process of 

masculine individuation (Wheeler 130). In "The Old People," Sam helps Ike shoot his first deer 

and then smears the animal's blood on the boy's face as a symbol of his initiation into the 

coming of age process: "The boy did that--drew the head back and the throat taught and drew 

Sam Father's knife across the throat and Sam stooped and dipped his hand in the hot smoking 

blood and wiped them back and forth across the boy's face" (Faulkner 158). Despite the 

traditional nature of this gesture, which acknowledges the bloody reality of hunting animals, Ike 

and Sam rarely engage in the hunt in a typical manner; in fact, there are no notable moments in 

either section other than this where Ike actually spills the blood of an animal. In this manner, Ike 

appears atypical in comparison to the other members of the hunting camp party despite his deep 
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connection with the wilderness, thus displaying the disparity between Ike's negative conception 

of ownership. 

For the other men who participate in the hunt, Major de Spain's hunting camp and the 

surrounding wilderness represent a reprieve from everyday responsibility and reality. This space 

is devoid of the obligations typically required of a businessman or husband; it is an entirely male 

space dominated by leisure. In this manner, the act of the hunt serves a similar purpose to Buck's 

use of the chase in "Was": the hunt becomes a way of perpetuating the joys of boyhood. 

However, the added violence of killing an animal paradoxically makes its participants experience 

a heightened sense of manhood, shown in the phrase "the men, the true hunters," which Faulkner 

uses to categorize de Spain and his hunting party in "The Old People" (158). The inverse 

connection between boyhood games and the manly hunt necessitates that its participants only use 

the hunt as a brief escape from the edicts of everyday manhood. Issues arise when characters like 

Ike attempt to inhabit the world of the wilderness and the hunt entirely, thereby abandoning 

society and adult responsibility. Through Ike's attempts to define manhood only in the 

wilderness, Faulkner shows that ignoring the real world only ends in failure. 

As Ike attempts to define manhood devoid of old Carothers' influence, the natural world 

quickly becomes a spiritual space for the young man as Sam Fathers indoctrinates him into the 

ways of the wilderness, which Otis B. Wheeler notes in "Faulkner's Wilderness": "In this 

novitiate he undergoes the tests which will mark his transition from boyhood to manhood [ ... ] he 

comes step by step to an awareness of the spiritual and moral verities which, says Faulkner, 

underlie human existence" (Wheeler 128). Due to this spiritual connection with the wilderness, 

Ike and Sam Fathers engage in the hunt in a different manner than the other members of de 

Spain's camp. The tests that Ike undergoes as he becomes a man in the wilderness center on 
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connection to the natural world rather than disruption of it. One such test occurs during "The 

Bear" when Ike, through Sam's tutelage, learns how to navigate the wilderness without the aid of 

a compass or other man-made tools. At this point in the story, every member of de Spain's camp 

is after Old Ben, a bear of mythic reputation around the campsite. During his attempt at 

navigation, Ike catches a glimpse of the infamous bear once "he relinquished completely to [the 

wilderness]" (Faulkner 199). While this moment does prove Ike's prowess as a woodsman, it 

ultimately does not prove his abilities as a man in the eyes of the other men of the camp; to these 

men, success is measured by one's ability to kill the animal, not just to track it. Later in "The 

Bear," when Ike encounters Old Ben on a hunt, he finds himself unable to kill the bear despite 

being within shooting distance of the animal. Instead, Boon Hoggan beck, a notoriously terrible 

shot, takes the bear down with a knife: 

Then Boon was running. The boy saw the gleam of the blade in his hand and 
watched him leap among the hounds, hurdling them, kicking them aside as he ran 
and fling himself astride the bear as he had hurled himself onto the mule, his legs' 
locked around the bear's belly, his left arm under the bear's throat where Lion 
clung, and the glint of the knife as it rose and fell. (Faulkner 230-231) 

Here, the image of Boon hurling himself at the bear subverts the earlier image of Ike calmly 

wading through the wilderness in search of the mythic beast. The crudeness of Boon's attack and 

the lack of sanctity with which he carries out this act shatters Ike and Sam's idea of the sacred 

wilderness; immediately after Old Ben falls, Sam falls as well: "Then, and he could not 

remember if it had been a call or an exclamation from Tennie's Jim or if he had glanced up by 

chance, he saw Tennie's Jim stooping and saw Sam Fathers lying motionless on his face in the 

trampled mud" (Faulkner 231 ). Soon after, Sam dies, leaving Ike as "the last priest of a dying 

cult, both doomed and avenged by an immanent principle in its source, the wilderness" (Wheeler 

134). For Ike, Sam's death means that his connection with the wilderness will begin to 
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deteriorate; while he will remain a woodsman his entire life, Ike will never be able to properly 

replicate this tie without Sam's guidance. 

As Ike gets older, he attempts to maintain this connection to the wilderness as a means of 

preserving his own sense of manhood while shirking the edicts of masculinity set by old 

Carothers. In section five of "The Bear," Faulkner depicts Ike returning to the site of de Spain's 

camp two years after Sam's death to see the remnants of the camp after it has been sold to a 

lumber company. Time and industry have warped the campsite and surrounding woods, making 

the area appear quite different than the wilderness of Ike's childhood and adolescence. Ike, 

however, feigns ignorance at the changed landscape and treats the area with the same sanctity 

that Sam once exhibited. Upon encountering a rattlesnake, Ike greets the animal as Sam once 

greeted a wild buck: 

He put the other foot down at last and didn't know it, standing with one hand 
raised as Sam had stood that afternoon six years ago when Sam led him into the 
wilderness and showed him and he ceased to be a child, speaking the old tongue 
which Sam had spoken that day without premeditation either: "Chief," he said: 
"Grandfather." (Faulkner 314) 

In his attempt to recreate this scene from his childhood, Ike perverts Sam's original reverence for 

the natural world and its inhabitants. By calling the venomous rattlesnake "Grandfather," Ike 

inadvertently references the curse of old Carothers rather than the spiritual connection that Sam 

Fathers once held with the buck. Almost stepping on a snake does not hold the same spiritual 

weight as the past encounter with the buck, yet Ike attempts to appropriate that sanctity as he 

stands among the ravaged ruins of the former wilderness. This misappropriation, coupled with 

Ike's inability to remain in the wilderness, marks Ike's failure at creating manhood on his own 

terms. Ultimately, Ike cannot avoid his own whiteness and its loaded, familial associations. 
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Other than immersion in the wilderness, Ike seeks to distance himself from the traditional 

McCaslin interpretation of manhood by giving up his inheritance. As mentioned previously, Ike 

holds a unique philosophy on land ownership that necessitates this relinquishment; Ike's 

discovery of the ledger only exacerbates the shame he attaches to notions of ownership. In order 

to free himself from the guilt of old Carothers' sordid legacy, Ike gives his claim on the 

McCaslin plantation to Cass Edmonds and his family. He also actively seeks to dole out the 

inheritance owed to Carothers' black descendants as noted in the ledger, thus furthering the 

original work of his father and uncle, who did not maintain traditional power dynamics during 

their time in charge of the McCaslin family plantation. While Ike struggles to track down a lot of 

his extended black family, one member ofTurl's line, Lucas Beauchamp, comes forth on his 

own accord to receive his inheritance. Unlike his white cousin, Lucas actively makes claim to 

both old Carothers and his inheritance: "I got them three thousand dollars old Carothers left me 
' 

right there in that bank yonder" (Faulkner 122). It is never made clear how much, if any, of the 

family ledgers Lucas has read, meaning that he likely does not view his father, Turl, as a product 

of incest. He therefore conceptualizes his McCaslin heritage quite differently than Ike, often 

lauding his connection to old Carothers. In Faulkner's Subject: A Cosmos No One Owns, Philip 

M. Weinstein discusses how Faulkner' portrayal of Lucas reveals his felt connection to the old 

patriarch: "Lucas Beauchamp--time-immersed--is constructed as an extension into the 1940s of a 

set of nineteenth-century practices signifying honor, integrity, and determination" (Weinstein 

70). Lucas, therefore, attempts to replicate manhood in the same vein as old Carothers. 

Specifically, Lucas will focus much of his adult life on maintaining and accruing property and 

wealth. The racialized world of Jefferson, however, causes Lucas to use unconventional methods 

throughout his process of masculine individuation. 
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Despite possessing the aforementioned inheritance from old Carothers, Lucas still wishes 

to gain wealth on his own. "The Fire and the Hearth" intermittently follows Lucas's attempts to 

find treasure on an old Indian mound using a "divining machine." Lucas quickly associates the 

supposedly hidden gold with the McCaslin land it lies within, therefore making this treasure his 

birthright. Through Faulkner's use of indirect discourse, the reader sees Lucas's reasoning unfold 

in the narration as he decides not to enlist help in his pursuit of the buried gold and reflects on his 

own status as one of the eldest living McCaslins in comparison to George Wilkins, the young 

black man who could potentially help Lucas in this endeavor: 

He, Lucas Beauchamp, the oldest living McCaslin descendant still living on the 
hereditary land, [ ... ]almost as old as old Isaac who in a sense, say what a man 
would, had turned apostate to his name and lineage by weakly relinquishing the 
land which was rightfully his to live in town on the charity of his great-nephew;-
he, to share one jot, one penny of the money [ ... ] with an interloper without 
forbears and sprung from nowhere and whose very name was unknown in the 
country twenty-five years ago[ ... ] (Faulkner 39-40) 

Lucas's understanding of self clearly rivals the prevailing social order. While the inhabitants of 

Yoknapatawpha county, especially its white residents, would see Lucas as another black 

sharecropper on the Edmonds's estate, Lucas views himself as the true inheritor of this land due 

to his descent from old Carothers via a male line. He believes that the Edmonds line, descended 

from a female McCaslin, is unworthy of the McCaslin estate due to their lack of direct 

patrilineage. The importance that Lucas places on systems of patriarchy once again exhibits the 

similarities between his conception of manhood and that of old Carothers. 

As Lucas continues his search for the gold, his marriage to Molly steadily deteriorates. 

She believes Lucas has been driven mad by his desire for the buried treasure: "But he is sick in 

the mind now. Bad sick." (Faulkner 99). In an attempt to separate herself from Lucas's insanity, 

she asks for a divorce. Ultimately, Lucas values his marriage over the search for gold and gives 
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up the hunt, telling Roth "I am near to the end of my three score and ten, and I reckon to find that 

money aint for me" (Faulkner 127). In this manner, Lucas goes against the negative precedent set 

by white characters like Buck and Ike. As discussed previously, Buck must eventually give up 

his iterations of the hunt and chase when he marries Sophonsiba, thus abandoning his perpetual 

state of boyhood. While Ike maintains his connection to the hunt and the sense of manhood he 

attains through a connection to the wilderness, he does so to the detriment of his marriage. By 

choosing Molly over his obsession with the treasure hunt, Lucas chooses to preserve a critical 

element of his manhood at the expense of his pursuit of wealth, thus also distancing himself from 

the exploitive form of manhood set forth by old Carothers. 

Earlier in "The Fire and the Hearth," Faulkner unfolds a story from an earlier period in 

Lucas and Molly's marriage that further elucidates the importance of marriage in Lucas's 

conceptualization of manhood. As noted earlier, Roth's mother died during childbirth, for 

"females drop out of the drama once their purpose as catalysts for the encounters [in Go Down. 

Moses] has been served," causing Molly to take over as his surrogate mother (Weinstein 73). 

While acting in this role, Molly moves into the Edmonds's house to take care of the infant Roth 
' 

which makes Lucas believe that Zack, Roth's father, is having an affair with his wife: "He keeps 

her in the house with him six months and I doni do nothing[ ... ] It would be like I had done said 

aloud to the whole world that he never sent her back because I told him to but he give her back 

to me because he was tired (~lher" (Faulkner 48). To Lucas, the sanctity of his marriage becomes 

intermingled with the dignity and respect he feels he is owed as a man. In order to right this 

affront to his honor, Lucas engages Zack in a parody of the duel, an antiquated mode of settling 

"manly" disputes. 
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During the antebellum period, "to southern gentlemen--often statesmen, slaveholders, 

lawyers, or professionals--dueling demonstrated uncompromising courage, stability, chivalry, 

calmness under stress, and class superiority" (Dearinger 30). This mode of masculine expression 

was, as noted by Dearinger, specifically exhibited by white, upper-class southern men, making 

the appearance of its subverted form in "The Fire and the Hearth" all the more noteworthy. 

Throughout the process of preparing for and attempting to execute this duel, Lucas has his 

grandfather, old Carothers, on his mind. In this section ofthe text, Lucas's feelings of superiority 

based on his patrilineage are explicitly expressed: "You knowed I wasn't afraid, because you 

knowed I was a McCaslin and a man-made one [ ... ] I knowed what I wanted to do [ ... ] what 

Carothers McCaslin would have wanted me to do" (Faulkner 52). Through phrases such as these, 

the reader sees how much influence the deceased patriarch holds over Lucas's understanding of 

manhood. As the parodied duel unfolds, however, it becomes apparent that Lucas falls short of 

this antiquated iteration of masculine honor, for he is first infantilized and then defeated. Zack 

patronizes Lucas, as seen through moments of dialogue such as: "Do you think I'm any less 

McCaslin just because I was what you call woman-made to it? Or maybe you aint even a 

woman-made McCaslin but just a nigger that's got out ofhand?" (Faulkner 54). Here, Zack 

shows that he does not see Lucas as an equal adversary. Then, when the two men spring for the 

single pistol, Lucas momentarily gains the upper hand only to be defeated by the gun itself: 

The white man sprang, hurling himself across the bed, grasping at the pistol and 
the hand which held it. Lucas sprang too; they met over the center of the bed 
where Lucas clasped the other with his left arm almost like an embrace and 
jammed the pistol against the white man's side and pulled the trigger and flung 
the white man from him all in one motion, hearing as he did so the light, dry, 
incredibly loud click of the miss-fire. (Faulkner 56) 

Many elements of this scene mark this rendition ofthe duel as a failed subversion of the 

antiquated practice. Firstly, the two men are in a bedroom, not in an open area, creating awkward 
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spacing. Secondly, there is only one pistol between the two adversaries; Lucas originally brings a 

razor to this duel. Finally, the single gun does not fire, meaning that the duel ends in a draw. 

While, yes, Lucas arguably succeeds because Molly returns to his household permanently, the 

image of the misfiring gun shows Faulkner's audience that ultimately Lucas cannot fulfill the 

archetype of a man as posited by old Carothers, for the racial boundaries of Faulkner's 

Mississippi hold him back from attaining a form of manhood created for and by white men. 

After examining the McCaslin men's struggle to define and attain manhood throughout 

Go Down. Moses, it becomes apparent that these characters' journeys represent far more than the 

toils of one family against the reputation of their patriarch. The story of old Carothers and his 

many descendants should be read as the shared conflict of every Mississippian, regardless of 

race, in Faulkner's contemporary moment. In "Wright, Faulkner, and Mississippi as Racial 

Memory," Thadious M. Davis links the shared themes of racial conflict in the two authors' 

works with their shared Mississippi heritage: 

The So~th, sp:~ifically Mississ_ippi, ofthe,wri~ers' ~o~ative years would appear 
to function as the self-generatmg cement of 1magmat10n as Wright terms it. 
Moreover, it would also seem that the emotional nexus formed out of 
conditioning and responses to the immediacy of regional complexities would 
combine with individual predilections and racial memory to shape those 
ostensible "facts," those images, thoughts, feelings, and perspectives with which 
the creative imagination works. ("Wright" 470) 

In other words, both authors seek to root out and expose what they believe to be the fundamental 

truths about the lived experience of Mississippians. Specifically, both authors view the lasting 

impressions of Mississippi's history as a slave-owning society as a critical component ofthe 

masculine experience. As seen in Go Down, Moses, these impressions are ever-present for many 

of Faulkner's male characters, especially for white characters like Ike who "become victims of 

stasis or of mental paralysis which renders them incapable ofliving fully" ("Wright" 473). In 
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Wright's autobiography Black Boy and novel Native Son, the author displays a very different 

relationship to the past: "Unlike Faulkner whose characters seek to derive meaning or sustenance 

from the past in order to live with the present, Wright desires to shatter the hold of the traditional 

society over his people" ("Wright" 476). Wright's desire to obliterate the past appears in his 

works via his writing style, the absence of fathers, and the prevalence of violence as the key 

initiating factor for young black men in the process of masculine individuation. 

Faulkner's writing style often contains lengthy digressions from plot wherein the author 

includes flashbacks or extended reflections. For example, much of section four of "The Bear" is 

dominated by Ike vividly imagining old Carothers' interactions with Tomasina and other slaves 

as well as the young man philosophizing over land ownership and inheritance. While Wright 

waxes reflective at times, his writing style mostly indicates his characters' deep immersion in the 

conflicts of their present. Despite the fact that Black Boy is Wright's autobiography, and 

therefore a text rooted in memory, the telling of his past feels incredibly immediate due to the 

author's use of detail and dialogue: 

I crossed restlessly to the window and pushed back the long fluffy white curtains
-which I had been forbidden to touch--and looked yearningly out into the empty 
street. I was dreaming of running and playing and shouting[ ... ] A bird wheeled 
past the window and I greeted it with a glad shout. 
"You better hush," my brother said. 
"You shut up," I said. (Black Boy 3) 

At a glance, a reader might find it hard to imagine that this passage, with its inclusion of vivid 

imagery and dialogue, comes from the first page of Black Boy and that it therefore depicts the 

memories of a four-year-old Wright. Many critics of Wright feel that details such as the "long 

fluffy white curtains," which Wright sets ablaze in the following pages, are overwrought, thereby 

revealing that parts of Wright's autobiography are fictionalized. In "Creation of the Self in 
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Richard Wright's Black Boy," Yoshinobu Hakutani defends the author's potential fabrications in 

his autobiography: 

But the most important distinction Black Boy bears as autobiography is Wright's 
intention to use the young self as a mask. The attitudes and sentiments expressed 
by the young Wright are not totally his own, but represent the responses of those 
he called "the voiceless Negro boys" of the South. (Hakutani 71) 

In other words, when analyzing Wright's Black Boy, it is far more important to explore why the 

author may have fictionalized or embellished parts of his past rather than to dwell on whether or 

not the account of Wright's early life is entirely true. In some of Wright's few moments of 

retrospection in Black Boy, the author depicts memories as hazy, minimalistic snippets of the 

past, signaled by the repetition of "There was": 

There was the tantalizing melancholy in the tingling scent of burning hickory 
wood. 
There was the teasing and impossible desire to imitate the petty pride of sparrows 
wallowing and flouncing in the red dust of country roads. 
There was the yearning for identification loosed in me by the sight of a solitary 
ant carrying a burden upon a mysterious journey. (Black Boy 8) 

Wright's use of these listed memories endows the text with greater authenticity; however, the 

brevity of these memories also shows that these moments do not serve the author's ultimate goal 

of exploring the effect of a racialized society on the male coming of age process. By rendering 

the details of his autobiography so vividly, Wright seeks to make his past appear embroiled in 

the conflicts of the present. 

The immediacy of Wright's writing style appears more prevalently in Native Son , 

particularly in scenes dominated by Bigger Thomas' panic. For example, in the moments before 

Bigger gets arrested for the murder of Mary Dalton, the daughter of his millionaire boss, he 

momentarily evades capture by attacking a man: 
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The idea took hold swiftly. Hit him. Hit him! In the head. Whether it would help 
or not, he did not know and it did not matter. He had to him this man before he 
turned that spot of yellow on him and then yelled for the others. (Native Son 261) 

Interjections like "hit him!" appear throughout the novel as Bigger's paranoia and anger filter 

into the third person narrator's voice, just as Buck and Buddy's voices enter into the narration in 

"Was." In Wright, however, these narrative slippages serve to bring the reader into the mind and 

imagination of Bigger, whereas in "Was," these moments primarily appear in scenes of 

retrospection or backstory. In other words, in Native Son, Wright finds indirect discourse useful 

when it brings his readers close to Bigger's feelings of discomfort and panic during scenes that 

are dominated by intense action. 

Along with the syntactical focus on the present, Wright also attempts to obliterate the 

past via the symbolic absence of fathers in both Black Boy and Native Son. In the earlier portion 

of his autobiography, Wright describes his father as a specter-like figure who he only encounters 

in moments that require intense discipline: "He was the lawgiver in our family and I never 

laughed in his presence[ ... ] He was always a stranger to me, always somehow alien and remote" 

(Black Boy 10). Just after this passage, Wright tells a graphic story about a kitten he murdered as 

an act of defiance against his father. Wright takes his father's instruction to "kill that damn 

thing" literally and hangs the kitten, marking one ofhis earliest enactments of violence (Black 

Boy 11). Despite the fact that the young Wright meant for this act to upset his father, his mother 

disciplines him for the kitten's death. Throughout Black Boy, Wright paints the character of his 

mother far more vividly than his father, in part because Wright's father abandons his family 

when the author is quite young. The abandonment of the father begins the family's descent into 

poverty: 

Sometimes, when [Wright's mother] was in despair, she would call us to her and 
talk to us for hours, telling us that we now had no father, that our lives would be 



Speed 24 

different from those of other children, that we must learn as soon as possible to 
take care of ourselves, to dress ourselves, to prepare our own food; that we must 
take upon ourselves the responsibility of the flat while she worked. (Black Boy 
16) 

The trope of the missing father marks a key difference between Faulkner and Wright's depictions 

of boyhood and adolescence. While this trope appears in the text partially due to the socio-

historical trends of black families during Wright's contemporary moment, it also serves a 

thematic purpose. According to Davis, the absence of Wright's father "placed an added burden 

on his reconstruction of his region in fiction" ("Wright" 475). Whereas the McCaslin clan's story 

concerns itself with familial history and the burden ofpatrilineage, the lack of fathers in Wright's 

work means that the author's young male characters do not have masculine role models, let alone 

a familial history. As exhibited in the above passage, fatherlessness also forces these characters 

to take on adult responsibilities at a young age. In this manner, these fatherless characters lack a 

masculine history against which to pattern or distance themselves. 

Due to their struggles with poverty, the Wright family moves quite frequently throughout 

the author's early adolescence. At various points in Black Boy, Wright and his family find 

themselves living in his maternal grandmother's home. Once again, Wright gives far more depth 

to his female family members, such as his hyper-religious grandmother and militant Aunt Addie. 

While Wright's grandfather is also a member of this household, he, like the author's father, only 

appears in the text as a figure of heightened discipline. However, despite his role as the ultimate 

disciplinarian, Wright's grandfather lacks authority over his grandson: 

I had long ceased_ to ~ear <:Jrandpa; he was a sic~ old rna? and he knew nothing of 
what was happenmg m thts house[ ... ] Wrapped m the mtsty memories of his 
young manhood, he sat his days out in his room where his Civil War rifle stood 
loaded in a comer, where his blue uniform of the Union Army lay neatly folded. 
(Black Boy 11 0) 
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Although Wright's grandfather does have a more in-depth backstory than the author's father, his 

grandfather still fails to represent a proper model for manhood. One would imagine that having a 

grandfather who served in the Union Army would be a point of pride. Instead, Wright focuses on 

his grandfather's failure to receive his pension fund, which he believes "that Grandpa had been 

cheated out of [ ... ] because of his opposition to white supremacy" (Black Boy 141 ). Wright 

details his grandfather's lengthy struggle to attain his pension, which would recognize his 

military service, during the portion of the text when the author notes the death of his grandfather. 

He does not succeed in getting his pension; and so, the one male character who could serve as a 

masculine role model for the young Wright has his own sense of manhood negated at the end of 

his life. 

Bigger Thomas, the antihero of Native Son, similarly functions as a character born 

without a past. The reader receives little to no backstory on the Thomas family; at one point in 

the novel, the reader learns that Bigger's father was killed in a riot in Mississippi. Other than 

that, the only mention of Bigger's adolescence in Mississippi appears in a racist news article 

covering the start of the murder trial: 

From Jackson, Mississippi, came a report yesterday from Edward Robertson, 
editor of the Jackson Daily Star, regarding Bigger Thomas' boyhood there[ ... ] 
Had the nigger Thomas lived in Mississippi and committed such a crime, no 
power under Heaven could have saved him from death at the hands of indignant 
citizens. (Native Son 280-281) 

In this passage, the reader sees the only semblance of a personal history accorded to Bigger prior 

to the events of the novel. In it, there is no mention of what that boyhood was like, let alone if 

there were any important male figures in Bigger's early life. Additionally, Native Son lacks the 

aesthetic retrospections sprinkled throughout Black Boy; instead, Wright opts to plunge his 

reader into Bigger's present turmoil entirely. This writing style shows that while Wright does 
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link Bigger's quest for manhood to the sordid racial history of the South, the author feels that 

dwelling in that past does not further an analysis of his contemporary society's issues with race 

and masculinity. 

Once Wright has created distance between his male characters and their historical and 

familial pasts, the author can then begin depicting his characters' attempts to define manhood. 

Both Faulkner and Wright show the repeated infantilization of black men in their literature. By 

infantilizing black men, their white counterparts create distance between themselves and their 

subconscious fear that black men could be equal or superior to them. In Go Down. Moses, Zack 

Edmonds embodies this mindset while patronizing Lucas during their duel; in Native Son 
' 

various white characters infantilize Bigger by referring to him as "boy." With this concept in 

mind, it then becomes clear that black male characters from this literary period face more 

difficulty as they seek to define manhood. As mentioned previously, Wright frequently features 

violent acts in his texts as the initiating rituals of manhood; many of Wright's critics feel that the 

author's use of violence is gratuitous and only furthers negative stereotypes about black men. In 

"Masculinity, Misogyny, and the Limits of Racial Community," Paul Gilroy tackles these 

critiques and mounts a defense for Wright's frequent depictions of violence: 

It is important to appreciate that the violence of Wright's characters is not a 
simple product of their maleness. Violence articulates blackness to a distinct 
mode of lived masculinity, but it is also a factor in what distinguishes blacks from 
whites. (Gilroy 121) 

Based on Gilroy's characterization of Wright's use of violence, it is important to keep in mind 

that Wright does not use violence as a way of characterizing and stereotyping black men; rather, 

Wright's depictions of violence represent the intensity ofblack characters' journeys towards 

masculine individuation. 
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While Wright posits that violence is a necessary component of the black male character's 

coming of age experience, female characters in Black Boy exhibit violence as well. For example, 

after Wright accidentally sets his grandmother's house on fire as a young boy, his mother whips 

him: "I was lashed so hard and long that I lost consciousness" (Black Boy 7). Wright portrays his 

grandmother and aunt as even more violent figures who constantly beat and smack him despite 

their religious backgrounds: "There were more violent quarrels in our deeply religious home than 

in the home of a gangster, a burglar, or a prostitute, a fact which I used to hint gently to Granny 

and which did my cause no good" (Black Boy 135-136). Gilroy argues that Wright's 

representations of domestic violence are echoes of a larger cultural issue: "The key point is that 

Wright connected the violence found in the private domestic sphere to the ritual, public brutality 

that was a means of political administration in the South" (Gilroy 121). In other words, Wright's 

female family members use violence subconsciously as a way of readying him for the more 

brutal reality of the Jim Crow South. In fact, soon after Wright's father abandons his family, 

Wright's mother encourages him to fight other boys while running errands for her: 

She went into the house[ ... ] Presently she returned with more money and another 
note; she also had a long heavy stick. 
"Take this money, this note, and this stick," she said. "Go to the store and buy 
those groceries. If those boys bother you, then fight." 
I was baffled. My mother was telling me to fight, a thing that she had never done 
before. (Black Boy 17) 

Aside from school teachers, Wright only depicts male characters behaving violently outside of 

the domestic sphere. This tells his readers that while violence is a necessary coping mechanism 

for all black people in his contemporary moment, only male characters use brutality as a way of 

entering the social adult world. 
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Throughout Wright's adolescence, his family's poverty causes them to move quite 

frequently, thus creating numerous instances where Wright inhabits the uncomfortable role of the 

new student. At each new school, Wright undergoes a different school yard fight as a means of 

establishing himself in his new environment. In one such instance, Wright reflects that "This was 

my test. If I failed now, I would have failed at school, for the first trial came not in books, but in 

how one's fellows took one, what value they placed upon one's willingness to fight" (Black Boy 

91). Moments such as these depict not only the prevalence, but also the necessity, of violence in 

Wright's rendition of the black male coming of age experience. Additionally, Wright presents 

fighting as an early adaptation to socially dictated racial roles: 

[ ... ]both of us, the white boys and the black boys, began to play our traditional 
racial roles as though we had been born to them, as though it was in our blood as 
though we were being guided by instinct. All the frightful descriptions we had' 
heard about each other, all the violent expressions of hate and hostility that had 
seeped into us from our surroundings, came now to the surface to guide our 
actions. (Black Boy 83) 

With this representation ofboyhood, Wright asserts that systemic racism is the issue of both 

races, for both the white and black boys learn to antagonize and fight each other from an early 

age. This passage supports Hakutani's notion that "It is true that [Wright] is critical of the black 

community in the South, but it is not true that he places the blame on the black community itself' 

(Hakutani 72). Rather, the racialized world that these boys inhabit demands that they use 

violence as an entry ticket into manhood. 

Wright mirrors the initiative qualities of fighting in Native Son, where Bigger also uses 

threats of violence to prove his worth among his peers. However, Bigger represents the extremes 

of employing violence to attain manhood, going far beyond a school yard serum. From the 

opening scene of the novel, in which Bigger kills a rat and then "[pounds] the rat's head 
' 

crushing it, cursing hysterically," Wright makes it clear that episodes of violence will punctuate 
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Bigger's search for masculine individuation (Native Son 6). In an early portion of the novel, 

Bigger and his friends plot to rob a white man's store. When his friend Gus doubts the potential 

success of this plot, Bigger becomes self-conscious of his own fear and projects his doubt onto 

Gus. Bigger quickly escalates their argument and pulls a knife on Gus: "He made a long step, as 

graceful as an animal leaping, threw out his left foot and tripped Gus to the floor. Gus turned 

over to rise, but Bigger was on top of him, with the knife open and ready" (Native Son 38). What 

ensues represents an even more macabre version of the school yard fights from Wright's own 

childhood. Ultimately, Bigger does not use his knife on Gus. However, his leap to intense 

violence separates him from his peers; they will not reappear in the novel until his murder trial at 

Native Son's close. 

Along with excessive expressions of violence, Bigger strives for manhood through 

seeking radical individualism. Through his interactions with both white and black characters, 

Bigger exemplifies the notion that Native Son "remains the most powerful expression of the 

insider outsider duality that we have traced down the years from slavery" (Gilroy 130). In other 

words, in order to create a sense of manhood within a constrained social system, Bigger must 

maintain emotional distance from other people, thereby paradoxically prescribing to social codes 

in order to subvert them. On the night that Bigger begins driving for the Dalton family, Mary 

Dalton and Jan Erlone, her Communist lover, attempt to break down social segregation during 

their interactions with Bigger by forcing him to eat with them and asking him to not use 

deferential language: 

"First of all," Jan continued, putting his foot upon the running board, "don't say 
sir to me. I'll call you Bigger and you'll call me Jan. That's the way it'll be 
between us. How's that?"[ ... ] 
"It's all right, Bigger," she said. "Jan means it." 
He flushed warm with anger. Goddamn her soul to hell! Was she laughing at him? 
Were they making fun of him? What was it that they wanted? (Native Son 66-67) 
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Based on Bigger's confused and heated reaction, it would appear that Mary and Jan only worsen 

Bigger's feelings of discomfort around white people through their misguided attempts at creating 

social connection. He worries that their kindness, which he has never received from white people 

before, will only prove dangerous to him. As Bigger's evening with the two continues, Mary and 

Jan continue to misstep in their attempts at radical social inclusion. While discussing their desire 

to include black people in the Communist party, Mary and Jan speak as if Bigger is not sitting 

with them, only recognizing his presence when they wish for him to exemplify his racial 

community: 

"Say, Jan, do you know many Negroes? I want to meet some." 
"I don't know any very well. But you'll meet them when you're in the Party." 
"They have so much emotion! What a people! If we could ever get them going ... " 
[ ... ]"And their songs--the spirituals! Aren't they marvelous?" Bigger saw her turn 
to him. "Say, Bigger, can you sing?"[ ... ] She tilted her head, closed her eyes and 
opened her mouth. 
"Swing low, sweet chariot, 
Coming fer to carry me home .... " 
Jan joined in and Bigger smiled derisively. Hell, that ain't the tune, he thought. 
(Native Son 77) 

In this passage, Mary and Jan essentially ignore Bigger's presence until he can entertain them. 

Additionally, the way that Mary discusses black culture trivializes and infantilizes Bigger's 

racial community; she admits to not knowing any black people well, yet pretends to celebrate 

black culture by incorrectly intoning the lyrics to a spiritual. Even the minute detail of"fer" 

shows Mary and Jan's inability to properly connect with Bigger; by briefly imitating a black 

dialect, the two well-intentioned whites mock the black community. After many more social 

blunders such as these, it comes as no surprise that Bigger's feelings of discomfort around white 

people do not subside after spending the evening with Mary and Jan. Soon after, his anxieties 
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about Jan and Mary will be proved correct, for the uncomfortable closeness amidst the three of 

them will lead to Mary's death. 

Upon returning to the Dalton home after a night of drinking and poorly extended olive 

branches, Bigger carries an intoxicated Mary into her room. Then, as he is kissing Mary on her 

bed, "[ ... ]a hysterical terror seized him, as though he were falling from a great height in a dream. 

A white blur was standing by the door, silent, ghostlike" (Native Son 85). Mary's blind mother, 

the "white blur," has entered the room looking for her daughter. In a moment of intense panic, 

Bigger covers Mary's face with a pillow to silence her, thereby keeping his presence hidden from 

Mrs. Dalton, and accidentally smothers her to death. After he disposes of her body in the 

family's furnace, Bigger reflects on the disturbing sense of pride that he has developed since 

killing Mary: "No; it was no accident, and he would never say that it was. There was in him a 

kind of terrified pride in feeling and thinking that some day he would be able to say publicly that 

he had done it" (Native Son 106). In "Crossing a Racial Border: Richard Wright's Native Son," 

Doreen Fowler examines the role of gendered violence in Wright's novel and the criticism that 

the author often receives for its inclusion in the novel: "Bigger's sense that the murder of women 

is self-affirming has elicited charges of misogyny" (Fowler 49). Once again, critics of Wright 

feel that in depicting gratuitous, sexualized violence, the author negates progress and furthers 

harmful stereotypes about black men. However, Fowler posits that Bigger's constant desire to 

"blot out" the women in his world stems from fears of identity erasure: "Both Mary and Bessie 

[Bigger's "girl"] invite a desire for sexual union that seems to obscure or even obliterate self

defining borders" (Fowler 50). As mentioned previously, Bigger's definition of manhood 

necessitates an aggressive form of individualism. By creating self-imposed isolation, Bigger 

attempts to lessen the blow of the larger scale isolation imposed upon the black community in the 
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Chicago of the 1930s. Bigger's interactions with Mary, who "evokes his own outlawed desire to 

cross racial boundaries," are therefore damned from the beginning (Fowler 53). Unlike in Go 

Down, Moses, where union with the feminine functions as a necessary component in the process 

of masculine individuation, Bigger's gendered violence shows that in Wright's depiction of 

manhood, male characters must obliterate the feminine in order to retain a masculine sense of 

self. 

In order to cast suspicion elsewhere after the murder, Bigger creates a kidnapping ruse 

that implicates Jan in Mary's disappearance. His plan necessitates a partner, so Bigger enlists the 

help of his "girl," Bessie Mears. He quickly discovers that Bessie cannot handle the horror of his 

crime and worries that she will expose him. While hiding out in an abandoned building, Bigger 

rapes and then kills Bessie. After he has dumped her body down an air shaft, Bigger once again 

muses over the newfound autonomy he has gained through gendered violence: 

And, yet, out of it all, over and above all that had happened, impalpable but real 
there .remained to him a _qu~er sense of power. He had done this. He had brough~ 
all thts about. In all of hts h~e these two murd~rs ~ere the most meaningful things 
that had ever happened to htm[ ... ] never had hts wtll been so free as in this night 
and day of fear and murder and flight. (Native Son 239) 

While, yes, Bigger's overtly positive outlook on his crimes is incredibly disturbing, it also speaks 

to the excessive repression Bigger has endured throughout his life. Bigger finds that in order to 

become a man and thereby experience power within a racially segregated society, he must leave 

a violent mark on his world. That mark requires that Bigger enact brutality upon others 
' 

especially women, for the feminine has no space within Bigger's version of manhood. Once 

again, readers of both Faulkner and Wright discover that female characters often suffer 

dehumanization, if not obliteration, in order for the masculine experience to unfold for their male 

characters. 
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Later, during Bigger's murder trial, a male character once again exploits Bessie's body. 

While presenting evidence for the trial, the coroner wheels Bessie's corpse into the courtroom, 

stating that "As Deputy Coroner, I have decided, in the interests of justice, to offer in evidence 

the raped and mutilated body of one Bessie Mears" (Native Son 330). Up until this point, no 

character other than Bigger has expressed knowledge, let alone concern, about Bessie's death. 

Even though the coroner technically recognizes her brutal murder, he only does so to incense 

more riotous feelings towards Bigger in the public sphere. In fact, it is never made clear whether 

or not Bessie's death is included in the charges against Bigger; as far as the reader can tell, her 

body only functions as a grotesque prop in the state's case against Bigger. In this manner, Wright 

employs the absence of legal justice for Bessie's death to further shed light upon the injustices 

enacted against the black community as a while during the Jim Crow Era. Both white and black 

male characters exhibit little guilt over the exploitation of black women in their pursuit of 

manhood. 

By the trial's close, Bigger's earlier feelings of power have dissipated. His lawyer Max's 

strategy of pleading guilty has not succeeded in lessening Bigger's sentence; the court has 

decided that Bigger must die. In the final pages of the novel, during his last conversation with 

Max, Bigger appears to have descended completely into delusion as death nears: 

"What I killed for must've been good!" Bigger's voice was full of frenzied 
anguish. "It must have been good! When a man kills, it's for something ... .I didn't 
know I was really alive in this world until I felt things hard enough to kill for 
'em .... " (Native Son 429) 

Here, Bigger's insistence that through murder he gained a life displays the utter abjection he 

feels as his life is coming to an end. The brutality he enacts throughout Native Son is meant not 

only to create manhood, but also personhood, for Bigger, much like Wright himself, enters the 

world devoid of a past and an established masculine tradition. The society Bigger lives in does 
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not allow him to seek manhood in a traditional manner, so he is forced to seek meaning and 

masculinity through a denial of human connection and a reverence for violence. Wright creates 

Bigger Thomas not to show the depravity of one man, but rather to point out the inhumanity of 

the society that drives an average young black man to commit such egregious acts in the pursuit 

of masculine individuation. 

Over the course of this exploration into the intersections of race and manhood as depicted 

by Faulkner and Wright, the analysis of these literary works has yielded the following 

conclusions about what each author feels are the necessary components to the arduous process of 

masculine individuation: for Faulkner's male characters in Go Down, Moses, seeking manhood 

requires grappling with one's familial past and deciding whether or not old ideals are still worth 

upholding. Many of Faulkner's characters, like Buck and Buddy, feel that the masculine coming 

of age process is not worth the pain and discomfort one must go through to enter the adult realm, 

thereby causing them to seek, and fail to sustain, perpetual boyhood. Others, like Ike and Turl , 

seek to create manhood on their own terms, thus reacting against prior precedents. And finally, 

characters like Lucas attempt to rearticulate the manhood of the past, despite the nearly 

insurmountable barriers created by class and race. In Wright's rendition of the black coming of 

age experience in both Black Boy and Native Son, the author feels that the stain of slavery has 

blotted out any sense of a masculine history, therefore necessitating that his characters, including 

his rendition of his young self, disregard the past and any semblance of community, turning 

instead to violence as a means of expressing and discovering the self. Regardless of the 

differences in each author's representations of manhood, both Faulkner and Wright create stories 

where issues of racial inequality intermingle with issues of masculine individuation, thereby 
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concluding that every Mississippian inherits the complicated and tragic racial history of the 

South. 
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