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I see no value either in presenting a catalogue of Negro
appearing in twentieth-century fiction or in charting the
tudes of white writers. We are interested not in quantities
qualities. And since it is impossible here to discuss the entire|
this writing, the next best thing is to select a framework in whi
relationships with which we are concerned may be clearly seg
brevity let us take three representative writers: Mark Twain,
ingway and Faulkner. Twain for historical perspective and as’
ample of how a great nineteenth-century writer handled the N
Hemingway as the prime example of the artist who ignored ¢
matic and symbolic possibilities presented by this themeé
Faulkner as an example of a writer who has confronted Negroes
such mixed motives that he has presented them in terms of bof
“good nigger” and the “bad nigger” stereotypes, and who j
explored perhaps more successfully than anyone else, either wi
black, certain forms of Negro humanity. iy
For perspective let us begin with Mark Twain’s great
Huckleberry Finn. Recall that Huckleberry has run away from|
ther, Miss Watson and the Widow Douglas (indeed the whole
munity, in relation to which he is a young outcast), and has witl
as companion on the raft upon which they are sailing down
sissippi Miss Watson’s runaway Negro slave, Jim. Recall, too.
Jim, during the critical moment of the novel, is stolen by two ¢
drels and sold to another master, presenting Huck with the prol
reeing Jim once more. Two ways are open: he can rely up «
enuity and “steal” Jim into freedom, or he might write ¥
d request reward money to have Jim returned to her.
ger in this course, remember, since the angry wom
e slave down the river into a harsher slavery. It is 8

ch Huck starts to take, but as he composes the letter

It was a close place. I took it up, and held it in my hand. I
was a trembling, because I'd got to decide, forever, betwixt
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two things, and T knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding
my breath, and then says to myself:

“All right, then, I'll go to hell”—and tore it up.

It was awful thoughts, and awful words, but they was said.
And I let them stay said; and never thought no more about
reforming. I shoved the whole thing out of my head; and said I
would take up wickedness again, which was in my line, being
brung up to it, and the other warn't. And for a starter [ would
go to work and steal Jim out of slavery again. . ..

And a little later, in defending his decision to Tom Sawyer, Huck
comments, “I know you'll say it’s dirty, low-down business but I'm
low-down. And I'm going to steal him ..."

We have arrived at a key point of the novel and, by an ironic re-

versal, of American fiction, a pivotal moment announcing a change
of direction in the plot, a reversal as well as a recognition scene (like
that in which Oedipus discovers his true identity), wherein a new
definition of necessity is being formulated. Huck Finn has struggled
with the problem posed by the clash between property rights and
human rights, between what the community considered to be the
proper attitude toward an escaped slave and his knowledge of Jim’s
humanity, gained through their adventures as fugitives together. He
has made his decision on the side of humanity. In this passage Twan
has stated the basic moral issue centering around Negroes and the
white American’s democratic ethics. It dramatizes as well the highest
point of tension generated by the clash between the direct, human
relationships of the frontier and the abstract, inhuman, market-
dominated relationships fostered by the rising middle class—which
in Twain’s day was already compromising dangerously with the most
inhuman aspects of the defeated slave system. And just as politically
these forces reached their sharpest tension in the outbreak of the
Civil War, in Huckleberry Finn (both the boy and the novel) their
human implications come to sharpest focus around the figure of the
Negro.
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Mark Twain was alive to this irony and refused such an easy (and
dangerous) way out. Huck Finn’s acceptance of the evil imPijcit in
his «emancipation” of Jim represents Twain’s acceptance of his per-
sonal responsibility for the condition of sociery. This was the agic
i1ce behind his comic mask. { |

But by the twentieth century this attitude of tragic responsibility E
had disappeared from our literature along with that broad concep-
tion of democracy which vitalized the work of our greatest writers.
After Twain’s compelling image of black and white fraternity the

Negro generally disappears from fiction as 2 rounded human being.
And if already in Twain’s time 2 novel which was o‘pmmsnc concern-
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erating in nineteenth-century America. And if humanigm
basic attitude toward a social order which he accepts, and i
ism his basic attitude toward one he rejects, one might
Twain, by allowing these two attitudes to argue dialecti
work of art, was as highly moral an artist as he was a belieyt
mocracy, and vice versa.

History, however, was to bring an ironic reversal to the ¢
which Huckleberry Finn chose, and by our day the divided
the community had won out. In contrast with Twain’s hug
individualism was thought to be the only tenable attitude
artist. .

Thus we come to Ernest Hemingway, one of the twal
whose art is based most solidly upon Mark Twain’s lang
one who perhaps has done most to extend T'wain’s technig
ence upon our fiction. It was Hemingway who pointed out
modern American writing springs from Huckleberry Fi 7

that Hemingway goes on to warn us to “stop where the Nigget
stolen from the boys. That is the real end. The rest is just chea
So thoroughly had the Negro, both as man and as a sym
man, been pushed into the underground of the American conse
that Hemingway missed completely the structural, symboli
moral necessity for that part of the plot in which the boys reser

Without it, except as a boy’s tale, the novel is meaningless. Yet:
ingway, a great artist in his own right, speaks as a victim of
ture of which he is himself so critical, for by his time that
rift in the ethical fabric pointed out by Twain had become
pletely sundered—snagged upon the irrepressible moral real
the Negro. Instead of the single democratic ethic for every:
there now existed two: one, the idealized ethic of the Cons .“
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.nd the Declaration of Independence, reserved for white men, and
the other, the pragmatic ethic designed for Negroes and other
[ninorities, which took the form of discrimination. Twain had
dr;mmtized the conflict leading to this division in its earlier historical

form, but what was new here was that such a moral division, always a
(hreat to the sensitive man, was ignored by the artist in the most

gcnural terms, as when Hemingway rails against the rhetoric of the
pirst World War.

[ lemingway’s blindness to the moral values of Huckleberry Finn
despite his sensitivity to its technical aspects duplicated the one-
.ided vision of the twenties. Where Twain, seeking for what Melville
called “the common continent of man,” drew upon the rich folklore
of the frontier (not omitting the Negro's) in order to “Americanize”
his idiom, thus broadening his stylistic appeal, Hemingway was alert
only to Twain’s technical discoveries—the flexible colloquial lan-
guage, the sharp naturalism, the thematic potentialities of adoles-
cence. Thus what for Twain was a means to a moral end became for
I lemingway an end in itself. And just as the trend toward technique
for the sake of technique and production for the sake of the market
lead to the neglect of the human need out of which they spring, so do
they lead in literature to a marvelous technical virtuosity won at the
expense of a gross insensitivity to fraternal values.

It is not accidental that the disappearance of the human Negro
from our fiction coincides with the disappearance of deep-probing
doubt and a sense of evil. Not that doubt in some form was not al-
ways present, as the works of the lost generavon, the muckrakers and
the proletarian writers make very clear. Butitis a shallow doubr,
which seldom turns inward upon the writer's own values; almost al-

ways it focuses outward, upon some scapegoat with which he is sel-
dom able to identify himself as Huck Finn identiﬁc’d~ bimself. with
the scoundrels who stole Jim, and with Jim himse\i: This particular
naturalism explored everything except the nature of man. .

And when the artist would no longer conjure with ! e s
moral problem in American life, he was defeated as a manipulator of




