Lessons before Dying:
The Contemporary Confined
Character-in-Process

Dana A. Williams

In the opening essay of The Furious Voice for Freedom: Essays on
Life, Leon Forrest writes, “I believe that in Afro-American
]it.emture, reinvention has been the basic hallmark of the
transformation of those black novelists coming after Richard
\\'right.’” He defines re-creation or reinvention as “the powerful
use of the imagination to take a given form and make something
that appears completely new of it—that creates within the
reading...audience a sense of the magical meaning of life
transformed.™ Forrest’s concept of reinvention comes, of
course, in conversation with Henry L. Gates, Jr.’s idea of
signifyin(g). As Gates notes, signifyin(g), like reinvention,
“entails formal revision and an intertextual relation.” Because of
the “formal manner in which texts seem concerned to address
their antecedents,” signifyin(g), which involves “repetition, with
a signal difference,” is indeed a viable theory through which to

‘Leon Forrest, The Furious Voice for Freedom: Essays on Life (Wakefield RI:
Asphodel, 1994) 28.

‘Ibid., 10,

Henry L. Gates, Jr., The Signifyin(y) Monkey: A Theory of African-
Anerican Literary Criticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988) S1.
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As Gates suggests, “authors produce meaning in part by
revising formal patterns of representation in their fictions, This
production of meaning...simultaneously involves a positioning or a
critiquing both of received literary conventions and of the subject
matter represented in canonical texts of the tradition.”* Few
texts are more canonical in African-American literature than the
emancipatory narratives, and few tropes recur with more
frequency than the trope of confinement in contemporary
African-American literature. From Wright's Native Son to Ralph
Ellison’s Invisible Man to Leon Forrest’s The Bloodworth Orphans
(which aggressively engages with Ellison’s Invisible Man) to
Ernest Gaines’s A Lesson before Dying (which is in conversation
with Wright's Native Son)," contemporary African-American

‘I am thinking here of Wright's “The Man Who Lived Underground” and
Ellison’s Tnvisible Man, where characters are literally physically underground.

‘Forrest, Furious Voice, 113,

“On a number of occasions, Gaines has suggested that he was not
influenced by Wright or by Native Son in his writing of Lessons; see interviews
reprinted in '_]nhn Lowe's Conversations with Erunest Gaines (Jackson: University
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A close reading of “Fate,” the final section of Native Son,

reveals Bigger Thomas as the prototype for the contemporary
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University of Illinois Press, 2002) and Madelyn Jablon, Black Metafiction: Self-
Consergusness in African American Literature (Iowa City: University of Towa Press
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by the police for the alleged rape and murder of Mary Dyl

Bessie Mears, Bigger sits aimlessly in a ce]) at the ‘F](’n? and
Sereet Police Station. In spite of the police’s e '". eventh
Bigger refuses to speak or to eat. When he ﬁnall;' |;et,e'm‘pt5’
«come out into the world again,” he is stil] so disconnect %]‘n; o
everything that he claims that they could take him o thcc rom

electri
at that moment for all he cared. He does eventy tric
1

chatr . . ally come
and his first fully articulated words, ironjcally.
communication. As one who is portrayed as and l)clievc%l (’l‘)‘V()lle
C;\ptOrS) to be more animal-like than human, Bigger shifts }fr -
silence and grunting to a verbal request for a newspaper so tlntoln1
can read about himself. e
Isolated from the mainstream world for most of his life and
now, isolated in his cell of confinement, Bigger on;gs to Zei
himself in the context of larger society. What he quickly reali7csL
however, is that while he has indeed become a real pnrt‘ 01’T
society, it is not in the context he desired. Nor does socie
represent him truthfully. Instead, he is portrayed as a beastg
member of “a poor darky family of a shiftless and innnéra]
variety” who avoids earlier confinement in a chain gang only
because of his youth.'” Angered by the comments about himsel%
Bigger debates returning to a conscious state of unconsciousness'
But before he resolves to shut the world out once again, he 1s
visited by Reverend Hammond, the pastor of hig mother’.s
church. And as Reverend Hammond prays for him and, again
places him in the context of a broader society—in this case :1
society of religious believers—Bigger feels “a sense of gllilt
deeper than that which even his murder of Mary had made him
feel.”"" Seeing Reverend Hammond’s eyes and L:nowing that the
reverend believes that he had a soul that could be saved causes

t01

“Richard Wright, Native Son (New York: HarperPerennial, 1993) 321.
“Ibid., 323.
"Ibid., 328.
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imagines he can do this rather
Max. both of whom also claim to believe in his worth.

In spite of the fact that Bigger implicates Jan as being guilty
of killing his girlfriend Mary, Jan tells Bigger that he is not angry
with him and that he wants to help him. While he is confined,
Jan claims to realize that it is Bigger’s right to hate him and that
his white face probably made Bigger feel guilty; so, on some
levels, it is Jan who is the guilty one. Wondering whether Jan’s
offer to help him is a trap, Bigger begins to examine his self and
his worth again: “He looked at Jan and saw a white face, but an
honest face. This white man believed in him, and the moment
he felt that belief he felt guilty again; but in a different sense
now....For the first time in his life a white man became a human
being to him; and the reality of Jan’s humanity came in a stab of
remorse: he had killed what this man loved and had hurt him.”"
Bigger’s acknowledgment of Jan’s humanity foreshadows his
acknowledgment of his own. While the significance of Jan’s
whiteness to Bigger’s acceptance of the possibilities within

“Ibid., 328.
“Ibid., 333.
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himsclf may be problematic, it is clear that he beging
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sForget me,” [Bigger] mumbled.

«[ can’t,” Jan said.

«[¢’s over for me,” Bigger said.

«Pon’t you believe in yourself?”

«Naw,” Bigger whispered tensely.

«You believed enough to kill.

k : g You thought you were

settling something, or you wouldn’t’ve killed,” Jan said

Bigger stared mlil did not answer. Did this man believe
in him that much?

Max, who has been waiting outside, then enters, and Bigger
still doubtful of Jan’s intentions, repeatedly tells Max that thha;
no money. Eventually, he accepts Max’s help, and it is during amj
after conversations he has with Max that he engages in the most
peneficial self-examination and reaffirmation of his humanity.
Significantly, however, thoughts of his family and his desire to
accept Reverend Hammond’s belief in him prepare him for full
acceptance of his worth. After secing his mother, brother, and
sister, Bigger realizes that neither his life nor his actions exist in
isolation after all: “He had lived and acted on the assumption that
he was alone, and now he saw that he had not been. What he had
done made others suffer. No matter how much he would long for
them to forget him, they would not be able to. His family was a
part of him, not only in blood, but in spirit.”” He struggles with

“Ibid., 334.
“Ibid., 345.
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And this is, indeed, how Bigger comes to accept his fate—on his

own terms.

“Ibid., 390.

"While Bigger has clearly abandoned religion as a real possibility for
survival long before he commits his murders, his disappointment in the public’s
usc of the cross as a symbol of hate so soon after he reluctantly accepts the cr()"
from Rev, Hammond suggests to me that, at the very least, he hricﬂ“
reconsidered religion as a possible source of comfort and survival. , Y

"Wright, Nutive Son, 394.
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than they are different. Once he realizes
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though, at times, it echoes Bigger’s 1'cvcl:1t|f)n. He ‘.lccep'ts the
fact ;11:|r he was unconscious of his belief in his own humanity .fm_
long. Ultimately, he realizes that deep down that belief
t mpted him to kill. Thus,
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people are more alike

far too
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he willingly confesses to Max that
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man.
While Bigger’s prison confinement, like the physical

confinement of slavery, is involuntary, Ellison revises the trope
of confinement and has his protagonist in Invisible Man choose to
imprison himself. Initially, the Invisible Man is indeed hiding
from pursuers, but eventually he openly chooses to stay
underground and to write his story. Even so, he loosely follows
the pattern of the confined character-in-process and uses his
confinement to examine the “self,” to affirm his individuality, to
formulate survival strategies to ensure his success upon
reemergence, and to prepare to reassert his re-defined self in the
context of the community. Logically, it is a sub-plot of
confinement, the infamous Golden Day scene that occurs in
chapter 3, that foreshadows all that the Invisible Man will
experience, particularly as these experiences relate to his quest
for identity and to others’ denial of it.
As one of the naive acts that initiates the Invisible Man’s
dismissal from the college and thus thwarts his plan to become
the next Booker T. Washington, the narrator’s choice to take

"Wright, Native Son, 418.
“Ibid., 501.
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“Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York: Vintage, 1972) 88.

“Ibid., 73.

“Ellison’s use of The Golden Day as the name of his bar mocks the
concept of a “golden day” for America as espoused by Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Henry David Thoreau, and Henry James and by Lewis Mumford’s The Golden
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Ellison’s confined protagonist uses the last few pages of the
novel, especially the epilogue, to reveal his critical findings. The
novel almost comes full circle, with the narrator still questioning
the meaning of his dying grandfather’s words about being a traitor
a.nd his command to the narrator to live with his “head in the
lion’s mouth.”” Though he can never be sure what his

Day: A Study of Ameri xperi 1

oy ly of American Experience and Culture (New York: Boni and Liveright,
"Iillis(m. Invisible Man, 92.
“Ibid., 16.
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¥Ibid., 567.
"Ibid., 568.
“Ibid., 560.
“Ibid., 564.
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\W. Ford. but Nathaniel and Noah
ation ward where the men are being held for experimental
ance, robs two meat stores with a toy

the ICU ward for Noah’s cold; the

the isol
purposes. Nathaniel, for inst
oun; he steals medicine from
;\\'0 men lift each other up to the roof of the hospital to watch
the stars at night; and they create a contraption that allows them
to steal cartons of milk from nearby window sills. Yet they never
ry to escape, arguably because Noah must first explain his life. to
Nathaniel and then because they must investigate strategies of
survival before they complete their reentry into the world.

Like the veterans who are institutionalized by a Jim Crow
system in Invisible Man, the residents of Forest County’s Refuge
Hospital are former middle-class artists and professionals who
have gone mad after being exploited for their talent and then
denied dignity. One such character is the jazz great Ironwood
Ramble. Ironically, before Nathaniel is captured, he would often
sneak into the hospital just to hear Ironwood play. His music
takes all of the residents to places otherwise unknown, and, as a
survival strategy, it orders their chaos and leads them to some
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In order for them to have a reasonable chanc;: of survivi

they must successfully navigate their journeys as con]f\‘lmgi)
characters-in-process. Noal’s self-examination tal'(es o.n the f(r)l:(

of storytelling, while Nathaniel’s occurs as he is compelled to sm
his and his family’s likeness to Noah and his experiences Noahe’es
story also offers much needed insight into Forrest’s .rccurrin

trickster figure Ford. Left orphaned by his mother, who hangg
herself after killing his father for repeatedly mistreating and
exploiting her sexually, Noah informs Nathaniel that Ford
Noah’s great-grandfather, the fortuneteller who uses the younv,
Noah to exploit clients, and the Seer who claims to allow Nonlt;
to speak to his dead mother are all one and the same. As
Nathaniel bemoans Noah’s tendencies toward tall-tales, one of

"Leon Forrest, The Bloodworth Orphans (New York: Random House, 1977)
316.
STbid.
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Nathaniel learns is that the real and the imagined apq
h Burt the larger lesson, one that adopes
and ideology, comes in the form of
hiteness and light as its theme
his satirical commentary, even as.

ents it as scientific truth, ang

the lessons
sometimes inlcrchungc:\blc.
the Invisible Man’s language
satire and takes ideas about w
st outright reject t
administrator pres
is own ideas about “the light” instead.

lmost completely from the form in which

confinement appears in Invisible Mamn, Forrest’s confinement

are nearly carnivalesque. As Nathaniel and Noah are in the
ir talks about Ford, they are interrupted by a “power
w6 A Vietnamese midget, dubbed Hoo-
Chardo, appears with a police dog almost as tall as he and begins
to talk to them about the definition of fight and whiteness. When
Nathaniel comments that he thought whiteness was the absence of
color and not that which light serves, which is what Chardo
Chardo tells Nathaniel, «Well, see, that’s why you are
ee your mind of this misinformation. Light
slow trickling down into the interior, or
\ard-core, which is part of our thesis.””
He then goes on, claiming to demonstrate his thesis to them:
“You see this prism; now, notice how the prism separates and
divides and subdivides the light into all its different basic colors.
But purely separates, fairly, clearly. Each color of course has its
own autonomy, almost personality, inherent, you might say;
although we do discourage...misdirected individualism. Each color
is imbued with a different wavelength and frequency.” Then he
tells them that if he is giving them too much information too
fast, the one thing they must remember above all else is “that
White Light is a cluster of all those different frequencies which

Nathaniel m
the institution’s

formulate h
Transformed 2a

scenes
middle of the
explosion of sound.

claims,
here, in order to fr
and truth are rather
rather, shall we say the 1

“Ibid., 288.
“Ihid., 291.
*Ibid., 291.
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the pl‘iSln sorts out.”” Sll‘i[) C\'Crything
b Clﬂiln.s’ :]:].:JI what you will retyrn to
of creation ,
q-mrdo s,comr??ents sta.nd in complete o
visible Man’s craving for individualism and hj
how man is at bn.se essentially and incqéa I’I‘S revelation aboue
wonly in division is there true health,” ;hep; ),)-’ connected. But
o believe; “diversity is the word. Let map kf“ls‘bl-e
and You’ll have no tyrant states.” As he coneclp'l“S
ion toward conformity, he notes that Un]e:P ;ms
end up becoming white, “which is not 4 Cc;lso Clrebcls, he will
pe.” ™ If they are to avoid such a fate, Noah ardn:' - .]ﬂCk of
whom the Invisible Man seems also to speqll: f1 Sthanisly for
frcq"""[)" must .choose wisely as they e:\'amir;c thoj (‘m & Uneh
strategies the trickster Ford uses to reinvent him L‘fc<1t'<110gue °f
and to avoid the traps of conformity. >
One such strategy is the power of transformation. A .

o Noah, Ford is a serial hermaphrodite who, like tl; 1 CCOrd‘mg
Tiresias, changes back and forth from male to ,fem-\le eev P
-ears as a result of seeing snakes copulate. He ‘also ‘t::V ;e"en
himself from salesman to fortuneteller to preacher llb o
whenever doing so is necessary or convenient. Noa(;l Sce(rl
Nathaniel adopt this imperative to transform to sustain andant
entertain themselves in the Refuge Hospital. When they find Oq
closet full of children’s toys, they remake them into aduit mme;
of chance. They transform straightjackets, sheets, blanket:( and
piIIO\vs]iPs into a ladder, which Nathaniel uses to scale the ;ixt)T—
story building. They dip Nathaniel’s hospital tunic in paint and
use coloring sets they find in the closet to transform the tunic

down 1o its orj

: . ginal f
1s whitenesg orm,

«
at the dawnp

ositi
In Pposition to the

Man comes
many parts
about man’s

1’)'.155

repeatedly

"Ibid., 292.

“Ibid., 292.

Ellison, Invisible Man, 563.
“Ibid., 564. -
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hiki to disguise his confined status whep he
(R Ve . ST p
‘Fhe more their supplies run out, the More

o become. So what N‘"hﬂllicl‘

into a bright di
escapes to et tood.
they are forced t

3 as
:\pprcnticc, must learn f{rom

lhis

imentive Kie"
Ty » “younyy rooKIe . K .
EmAlls 3 matter how dire the situation may seem, |y,
his
consumed by it and thus rendere

Sence 1s that no
eyperience 18 . - s s H
l! never allow himsell to be so overwhelmed with
mus :

condition that he becomes

imumobile. . T Als I
To teach Nathaniel this lesson, Noah tells Nathaniel ¢},

storv of how Noah successfully escaped a band 0[. Ford’s followers,
(ml\: to awaken on a Mississippi border to two highway C(.)ps f"ith
their guns pointed at his eyes and bloodhound‘s on their sides,
«that was when I discovered that the problcm. is not the ener
crisis. nor a bankrupt blood bank, nor bloodletting, nor h'dl'(lening
of the arteries, in the life-prolonging 11c‘rvous system, bug,
Spoons, how to keep that old blood circulating, no matter whaqg
blood group or bloodlines your streams shoot through...that’s the
best \\-:1\' I know to avoid a bloodbath, and a low blood count.”#
What Noah tells Nathaniel, in essence, is that when it comeg
down to it, all that matters is knowing how to stay alive. One can
indeed become overwhelmed with trying to locate or to define
the origins of the social, economic, and political crises; with
anger ;1;1(1 rage, hence the blood bank and the hardened arteries;
or with despair about suffering, hence the low blood count. One
wav to avoid such failures is to move forward constantly so as not
to 'lose the driving force of life. Constant action offers one of the
few chances of survival.

And this is what Noah boldly announces near the end of the
novel when the two men prepare to reenter the chaotic world of
Forest County. As Nathaniel bemoans not being able to free
Ironwood and complains of the loss of his friends, who turn out to

*Forrest, The Bloodworth Orphans, 338-39.
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N”"h'.‘, siblings, Noah screams at N
. s own ¢ ¥ ‘
e o in hi N EMOtONS 14 ey, forwarg -
) sobbing ove ¢ past, lmlucd, the only i e
ol : past. F way [y
the hounding voices.. s 1111'uug|\ Actinn A nie o ;
) i
< And oy,
EVE gt gy
out a fey
deceaseq one

Ever
, N voe i ) Ve as No
N;\thﬂ““"l’ he forces him to contemplate the past
ASL but tg
move

peyond it quickly rather than dwelling on iy -
gives him a parachute, which he hag stolen fr(‘ e
%

) athanic), wWho is ¢l
’ carly
stol
stop 1 W

e AT £ e
move forware NOW. YOU Were prepared g

P - Move
et the mention of the pergon

ago Yy :l“y

Minutes
(hrows You into deep depression »#

S alwayg
ah chastigeg

‘mmediately

» i » n o IS §

cervice section, and they descend “into a h‘hL R
‘ a cathe, i

w.xrfnrc,’m And even though there are gany ot

‘ BANg wars all aroypq them

;

and the body of the mayor is burning, like the 1
’ ¢ lnvisible

Man, know that they must try o “give pattern 1o g

. E— 1 1 3 | e >

which lives within the pattern of...ccrminty KT ¢ chios

) ! ) i ) O no othe

reason than to save the sobbing babe they find in a hoo | e
S ) 00

they flee the city ina stolen police car. o

Because they have access to and aw

they

areness and acce
. L . ¢ptance o
more cultural strategies of survival than any of the Otherpu fi (§

J *onfine

protagonists—from musical impulses to storytelling

i to the owe
of transformation—Noah and N power

' . athaniel are perhaps better
equipped to accept their fate than Bigger Thomas or th
¢

Invisible Man. They also have each other, while Bigger and th

Invisible Man are ultimately isolated. Communit; thus holdcs‘
more significance and has a more formidable pre;ence in 771;'
Bloodworth Orphans than in either of the other two novels, Again
Forrest seems to be riffing on an idea espoused by the ‘n\‘i:iblf;
Man, who realizes that any we is a part of any than “as well as

apart from then and subject to die when they died.”" Highlighting

*Ibid., 382.
Ibid., 382.
“Ellison, Invisible Man, 567.
“Ibid., 562; emphasis added.
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ceemingly distinet thus becomg,
lessons o Nathaniel, "hl‘“um'
his own family history scems ])1‘
Nathaniel. Fven as he listens ut
thing useful from Noals )
insert himself ang

.dness of the

the interconnecie
)
N(l:lh s

feature ol
connecting Noah's stories 10
natural than Jearned for
o glean some

\i}!lml

more
Noah and attem
Nathaniel
his history
vulnerability of
efining onesell
hecomes cssential.

|)|5
constantly seeks
into the stories.
nr|)h;mlmml and the detriments of

tales, to %
integrate In a novel overly concerng,
with the
motherlessness, 1¢
on to the community
i similarly important in
y or unconsciously, Gaines’s noyg
into black humanity but allgw,
community. While lh;

in the context of and j,

relan .

Community Lrnest Gaines’s 4
Lesson before Dying. Consciousl
Native Son's inquiries
through the black
Native .S'(u/——-~l'c|n'c~;cnlc(I by Revereng

adopts
affirmation o come
black community in
Hammond and Bigger’s

on Bigger’s belief in his

; family and friends—has a limited ¢ffecy
s own humanity, in A Lesson before /)),,‘,”{
the  community—=Grant, Jefferson’s family, and the ”Cilm;l
children—ultimately offers Jefferson the courage he needs 1o
walk to his death lTike a

language about manhood and being
10 do so because, at the time of

nan. Bigger, of course, uses this same
able “to walk” to hig

exccution, and bath men are able
their deaths, they believe wholcheartedly in their humanity.
liven as the novels exhibit obvious parallels, Jefferson g
drawn somewhat differently from Bigger. Jefferson, for one, is
not guilty of the crimes for which he is being accused. Yet, l,hi;
,ﬁ“‘mr is of litde significance since both authors suggest le.(
‘mnuccnvc and guilt are inappropriate measures of humanity and
inhumanity. Both men make bad choices under tremendous
amounts of pressure, but neither should be judged as less hum-n;
'f::r jln.s" m;lllnlil,y ”(.n reason quickly and effectively. Yet this ‘ik;
ceisely why Jefferson’s attorney argues that Jeffer :
not be killc(l'——n()( hcc'ms'c”l:(c”Ii):);n‘xllgflf.s e Jeerson should
aus ¢ wceence but because killing

Lessons bef,
+before Dyigg

vould offer only as much justice ne 51
hog- 50, w!lilc Max argues for Bigzr':-'(?mf could
i,mcccssihillly x.o full lunn:mily ;md—:hcslllf’c
Cﬂpil:llisl society, Jefferson’s ‘”lurnc; cnln

' C

. hould be spared beeause he j
jife sho ause he is g :
TC anir

him v
achieve kil

e chieve killing 4

| xfthu basis (f Eis
al ¢ }

! of hig manhoa by
ams th;

that Jefferson’s

ns “
1l thap human #

Gentlemen of the jury, look ar thi
- at this—hje
almost said man, but I can’y ay S—this—¢
. say man.
reached the age of twenty-one \\.h‘ Oh,
. . . % 'hen we .
consider the male species hag , ci
5 has reached
d m

his boy. 1
sure, hC hﬁs

vilized men

“r()lll(l C'J“ ll]is—l'l)i.'—tl\i\.' a mar I 1 o h“l e
S nan: ( C 1l
1] an? ] n I... L Yok at t} ¢

shape of efferson’s] skull, this face 5 a
my hand.... A cornered animal to striifz '(“‘ as the palin of
a trait inherited from his ancestors i‘n ‘1l“lckly out of fear,
of blackest Africa—yes, yes, l’h:'n hl-m deepest jungle
pl:\n...this skull here holds no plan.” ¢ can do—bhut 1

B The ,dclcnsc.d()cs, at points, note that the
Jefferson’s version of the apisode l}:"l’)’ should believe
killed—that he had no idea Bear and Brother W' ich he will pe
store (unlike Bigger and his friends, who do “({ult‘ try 1o rob the
robbery), that he did not kill the store ()w:‘lltunl)t to plan their
the liquor and the money because he pani:::dund th;\.t he took
when Mrs. Dalton enters Mary’s room). But Lt (a:s Bigger daes
Jefferson’s innocence, the attorney denies l‘;’“ ﬂshhe Drf)claixns
likens Jefferson to a hog. And it is an att;m b o weetl wnd
wrong that sets the formal diegesis of the nm?-tl w0 rcCt_'f.V this
role as a confined character-in-process in moti(); and Jefferson’s

*Notably > legal st
el Crili:‘l;ylLd[.h:cl:[_I&IiITt.r.\lﬁﬁyj Mnx’ Fh()()scs to use for Bigger's trial is ako
ey erlans c;wncc .cr,r : igger Thomas’s Quest,” 505. The attorneys in
e l;l.“ck I;l.un d;u (’lrlt,'uc',)t:\:u \mlh. protagonists’ lives should be simred
o A T 3 ) A\.I\L been (I‘cmcd full access o humanity.
sines, A Lesson before Dying (New York: Vintage, 1994) 7.
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While Gaines does not

nee
characterization
“selt)”
ave the following exchange:

J;’”vl\nn'\‘ contide ‘ :
. has a dramatic effecy

it is clear that the
Jefferson's jdea of his
for the first tme, they h

“You hungry?” [Grant] asked.

“You brought some corn?” [Jefferson] said.

“Corn:”
s 50
“That’s what hogs eat...”

Grant notices that Jefferson has
days, and he is not wearing any shoeg

combed his hair in some
grunt like a hog, while Grang

Then, Jefferson begins to

comments that the food he has brought is good:

“Your nannan can sure cook,” [Grant] said.

“That’s for youmans,” [Jefferson] said.

“You're a human being, Jefferson...”

“I'm a old hog,” he said. “Youmans don’t stay in no
stall like this. ’'m a old hog they fattening up to

kill.™™

Even if he believed in himself and his humanity before, he
does not now, so his self-examination is almost in reverse of the
more typical character-in-process pattern. Instead of reaffirming
his humanity, his self-examination in confinement denies it.
What Grant must do, in his combination role of teacher and
pupil, is to find ways to help Jefferson rediscover his humanity
and to accept his fate. And it is his fulfillment of this challenge
that proves to be his and the readers’ lesson before: dying.

'i)”)id., 82.
Ibid., 83.

go to any lengths to SUgpes
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in his humanity before he is called g h”g
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While the text does not offer |, foo]

~ L )
. able to get Jefferson 1o believe
the importance of ey
« S

droye
i[l l ?f Mmethog by wh;
1 himngelf again, e
i g ce i "
dness with his community jp N ¢
US55 e
AS8Cssmeny :
o of “seff »
S godmothey and :
J 1 ' ( ‘
ated to hijpy, or e
less care | :

s 1t (ll)(»_g

te
Jefferson’s relationship wigh,
v that people who are not rel

COH“CU
Thus,
)oSSil’i“t p
Joes not e c§pec'ml]y well neverthe
Festore his f:uth. in ?n’msclf. He stops
o eat with his ‘”5'.“’1'5 because Grant rep;
ol)ligntion to make his godmother’s Jjfe casie -"}m]S him of his
disrcSPCC[i"g Grant’s girlfriend Viyian l)ccnr’ ¢ apologizes for
she cares about him; and his first fu]] Smtcm‘clsc he realizes that
(o do with his being characterized a hog jg O”t that hag Nothing
ity children, who send him pcca:ms tze -Of thanks 0 the
come tO visit him. It is through his direct and infja't :md. who later
with the community, then, that Jefferson gy Irect interaction
express himself, which he does most effectivelg "’;5 the desire 1o
At least two significant elements are a}: ‘iroﬁgh \\./riting.
chapter titled “Jefferson’s Diary.” First: Gajne‘or-’ during the
accepts and mocks the Enlightenment philos()s lSlrmultaneously
distinctive characteristic is his ability to realz;) e man'
attorney, who might be appropriately re‘cognized aSn. Jefferso.n’s
well-meaning but poorly informed white Ame .represer}tlng
wholeheartedly in this philosophy, which is why }:leca, believes
Jefferson, because he has no skills of reasonin; shoaigues Pt
acknowledged as a man. Gaines rejects this phi,losol; n10t b
Yet, he has Jefferson achieve manhood by reasoning h‘;gg;fea_rl)’.
humanity. T}.le entire diary thus becomes proof of his abilit‘l’nz
reason, even if only minimally. ’
His entrles. move from almost purely observational to
thoughtful. He is able to make this transition largely because of
Grant. Jefferson writes, “mr wigin you say you like what i got
here but you say you stil cant give me a a just a b cause you say i

0g and beging

comin un
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in me _Y()lf : wh %
¢ fecl like tellin you i like yq,, buy
i n-?ver S“Y It to nOdet
to me.”" But after visjtg o]
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hadn never done nothin lik
e

is able to connect, thro

after their Visits:
door bahind me the
but not let them see
cause
) sec me cause they |
5 And he cries again when Grant tellg i
ming to see him any more, and, agqj,
¢ his emotions to his actions: “im Sor‘:

oming back tomoro...reson j

but 1 was crvin
the peple com «
that for me befor.”
that he will not be co

Jefferson is able to connec
you aint ¢

i cry when you say § = : cry
| been so good to me mr wigin an nobody aint never been

make me think im somebody.”™ T

. . s,

Jefferson’s achievement of his manhood, his acceptance of Lis

fate, and his ability to reason seem parallel. But when read in
i T gy .

ction of Native Son, Gainegg

cause yot
that good to me an

conversation with the final se
mockery of the Enlightenment and of the second significant
element of the “Jefferson’s Diary” section of the novel becomes
apparent. Self-expression, not reasoning, as the Enlightenmen;
purports, becomes the distinctive feature of humanity.”

While the lateness of Jefferson’s acquisition of this ability

has an obvious visible effect on his life, Bigger’s inability to

“Ibid., 228.

“Ibid., 231.

Mbid., 232.
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The rec.urring trope of confinemeng j
African-American literature offers insight into n
of being denied freedom in a world that ¢l
as an inalienable right. Ironically and
these confined characters are not all that i
characters who are not physically or literally c(;nﬁ, “f(;rent from
no less imprisoned than those pr"tﬂgonists' e, Cl\e( b)ut who are
defined as confined charncters—in—process. But unllnl\ € accurately
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