
CHAPTER IV 

B I OGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF RICHARD WRI GHT 

AND 

THE SIGNIF ICANCE OF NA TIVE SON 

Richard W r ight was born 4 Septemb e r  on a p lantat i on outs ide 

. Natche z ,  M is s i s s ipp i ,  to N athan W r iSht , a sharecropper , and 

E l la W r ight , a c ountry schoo lteac her . He grew up in one o f  

t h e  most poverty-str i cken and ·r igid ly segregated parts pf 

the Sou th . His l i f e  proceeded f rom the masses of Amer ic a ' s  

' B l ack B e lt ' , a dense S outhern bod y  th�� had t hinned s ince 

t he turn · o f  the century and becam� the mass o f  Ame r i ca ' s  

u rban ghettos . W hen. he was n in eteen years o ld , W r ight 

was nurtured on the valu e s , modes of adaptat i on , patterns 

of soc i�l and r e l igious o rgan izat i on , b ittern e s s , 

asp irat ions , and v i o lence o f  the Sou t hern black Ame r i c an 

f o l k . I n  sear c h  of better emp loymen t , the W r ights moved to 

Memphis , T ennessee , whe re Nat han worked as a .n ight porter 

in a hote l and E l l a  worked as a cook for a white f am i ly .  

T he W r ights were left d e s t i tute when Nathan d e se rted � l l a  

and c h i ld.r en f o r  another woman . In  1 9 1 5  E l la contracted an 
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i l lness than eventu al ly reduced her to the status o f  an 

inval id for the rest of her l ife . Along w i t h  h i s  mother and 

b r·othe r , moved .to J ac kson , M is s i s s ipp i , to l ive w i t h  his 

matern a l  grandmother , Margaret W i l son , and t hen to Blaine, 

Arkansas , where they l ived with h i s  aunt Maggi e  and her 

husband , S i las Hoskins . They were a l l  forced to leave 

Arkansas when S i las was mu rde red by whites who threatened 

to k i l l  the ent i re fam i ly .  For the next two years , the 

W r ights moved baok and forth between H e lena and Jac kson . 

Dur ing t h i s  t ime W r ight's scho o l ing was sporad i c , and he 

became acu te ly aware of Southern rac ism and v i o lence , both 

o f  which · l eave ind e l ib l e  impr ints on his c onsc iousness and 

;became important preoccupat ions in h i s  f ic t ion . Hunger , 

f e ar , father who deserted the f ami ly ,  the v i o lence of 

whites who k i l led one o f  h i s  unc les in order t o  take over 

h i s  property , the malign i ty of a sport ing "professor· who 

was cou r t ing h i s  aunt and murde red a white woman with whom 

he was hav ing an affair and burned t he house that contain ed 

her l ife less body -the s e  were but a f ew of t he g r im 

e lements o f  W r ight"s ear ly l ife . · Dur ing 1918-1925 i t  was a 

per iod o f. ser ious and w idesp r e ad r ac i al d is c r im inat i on 

against b l aoks and other m in o r i t i e s . Rac ial r io t ing took 

p lace in many Ame r ican c i t ie s  in t he years immed i ate ly 
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f o l l ow ing Wor ld W ar I .  W r ight attended , with many 

interrup t ions , pub l ic and Seventh D ay Adven t i s t  schoo l .  I n  

1923 he en tered the Sm ith- Rober t s on Pub l ic s c ho o l  and in 

1925 gradu ated v a l ed i c t o r i an . I n creas ingly aware of the 

S outhern r ac ism and vio lence -brought to a �harp f ocus when 

the brother of a h igh scho o l  · fr iend was murdered by white s , 

he dec ided to l e ave M is s i s s ipp i . S aving enough money f rom 

from an assortmen t to men ial j obs , he arr ived in Memp h i s , 

Tennessee , in November 1925 . 

I n  1 8 2 6 , he began to read w id e ly and was e sp e c i a l ly 
-

d r awn to H . L .  Mencken ' s ideas c r i t i c i z ing Ame r ic an s o c i ety 

and modern l i fe . At t h i s  p o in t  he a l so began to read 

s e r iou s ly such Amer ican natu r a l i s t s  as Theod o r e  Dre iser , 

Sherwood Anderson . ,  and S inc lair L�w i s  and was a l s o  

s trongly inf luenced b y  European real ists l i ke Henry I bs en, 

Emi l e  Z o l a ,  and Fyodor Dostoyevs k i . H is p e r i od in Memp h i s  

was a profound p sycholog ical awaken ing that transformed h i s  

l if e  and con f i rmed his des ire to b e  a wr iter . He  then moved 

to Chicago . He deve loped a strong interest in Edgar A l l an 

Poe and a l s o  b egan to r e ad wor ks by T . S .  E l l iot , C har l e s  

B aude laire , And re Gide , Thomas H ann , F r i ed e r i c k  N ietzsche , 

Gustave F laubert , and N icko l a i  Gogo l . S o on after t he stock 

market crash of 1 9 29 he lost p o s i t i on as a pas t e l  clerk and 
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was forced t o  support hims e l f  and his fam i ly w i t h  a s e r i e s  

o f  low-pay ing j obs ; for much of t h i s  t ime he had n o  c h o i c e  

b u t  to l ive i n  s lum hous ing ve ry muc h  l ike that dep icted in 

Nat i."Ue Son . In the next years , he became in t.erested in 

Marxism , l isten ing to the Commun ist speakers in Washington 

park and attend ing meet ings of the J o hn Reed C lub , 

o rgan izat ion of young w r i ters comm itted t o  us ing l iterature 

as a too l for promot ing Marxi s t  idea .  H e  t hen began 

pub l is h ing poems , stor ies and · ess ays in Ne� Hasses . Lef t 

Fron t . and other l e f t i s t  j ou rn a l s . Richard W r ight , w ho 

became s e r ious ly in terested in Marxis t  ideas in the e ar ly 

t h i r t i e s  and who formal ly j o in ed the commun i s t  party in 

1933 , s aw his f ic ti on as a · we ap on · t o  be u s ed in the 

s truggl e  f o r  transform ing Amer ican soc i e ty . 

A year l ater , he became wide ly known in C hicago 

l i terary c irc les and d eve loped f r i ends h ip w i t h  t he nove l i s t  

James T .  Farr e l  and N e l son Algren . H i s  f ir s t  nove l ent i t l ed 

Lawd. Toda.y was pub l ished and f o l l owed by Bi. a Boy Lea"U�s 

Home in the Nearo Cara"Uan in 1936 . By the end o f  t he year , 

he comp l e ted a l l  four s t o r i e s  that wou ld later b e  pub l is hed 

in Unc te .Tom• s Chi ldren and b egan to work on Nat i."Ue Son.  

H av ing ide o l og i c a l  d iff erences w i t h  members o f  t he Chicago 

John Reed C lub , Richard Wr ight moved to N ew York ,  where he 
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became the har lem ed itor of the Dai ty Worker . Keep ing to a 

r igorous wr it ing schedu l e , he worked inten s ive ly on Nat ive 

Son thr oughout the year . W h i le wr i t ing the nove l W r ight 

f e lt a healthy tens ion between his commi tmen t to p o l i t ical 

ideo logy and his own sense o f  b lack Ame r ican l if e  ar is ing 

f r om h i s  p erson al exper iences . H i s  nove l thus enr i c hed his 

p ersonal out look w i th a p o l i t i c a l  v i s ion t hat gave it 

un i ty . dept h ,  and resonan c e , bu t at no point d id po l it i cal 

abstrac t i on d is t o r t  o r  compromise the integr i ty of what 

W r ight as an ind ividual b lack man knew . 

In Nat ive Son, R i c hard W r ight is in hard attempt · to 

m irror the soc ial c ond i t ion of b lack Amer icans l iv ing unde r  

t he dominat ion of white s o c i a l  caste that had t r eated t hem 

l e s s  than human . Depicted from his own exp e r ience par t l y ,  

W r ight v iv id ly f igu res ou t severe �nd har s h  treatment o f  

w h i t e  crashing o n  his race . Segregat ion and d is c r iminat i on 

are maj or poin t s  of Nat ive Son. 

Nat ive Son for Richard W r ight is a mockery t oward the 

existence of Dec l arat ion of Independence in which its word s  

s tate that al l men are created equal are mean ingless 

because b l acks have less c hanc e s  to make up and c arry out 

t he i r  own l i fe . W hite Ame r ican c ou ld proc laim that al l men 

are creaed equal yet they to lerate s lavery as a l egal 

IR - PERPUSTAKAAN UNIVERSITAS AIRLANGGA

SKRIPSI BIGGER THOMAS'S REBELLION... NOVA EVIANA



33 

institu t i on for a lmost a hundred years . B lacks ' freed oms in 

fact to und ergo the ir l ives in f act are b locked . Nat tve Son 

is also an embod iment of Richard Wr ight ' s  r evo l t  aga in s t  

C hr ist ian d ogma w h i c h  exresses al l men s houl d l ove each 

other , bu t  in fact b l acks in white Amer ican s o c iety s t i l l  

get severe tre atment . T h i s  n ove l exp l o its the · parad ox 

und er lying the b l ack Ame r ican o ond i t ion is that , t he b l ac k  

man is b o t h  an ou t s ider and an e a r l y  a e t t l e r  of Ame r i c a . 

Resard inS the parad ox and sharpen ing t he i r ony is the 

c on trast b e tween the s itu at ion of b lack Amer i cans and t he 

ideal ism proc laimed by t he Chr ist i an be l ief in the 

un iversal brothe r ho od and t he s t at ement of Dec tara t ton of 

Independence .  Nat tve Son has s hocked Ame r ican pub l ic 

espec ial ly and made the world ' s  eyes w ide opened . This 

nove l has moc ked the hypocr isy o f  white Amer ic an as t he 

found e r  o f  an id e a  of De� t qra t t on of H'U.11l0,n RtBh ts and the i r  

segregated treatment cras hing on b l ac k  race . Nat tve Son can 

also be regarded as a h int of white Amer ican s · 

�ndere s t imat ion upon the th ird wor ld . The most important 

t h ing found in this nove l that i s , Na t t ve Son has touched 

our consc iousness for human r ights . I t  s hares a d escr ip t i on 

of b lac k ' s struggl e  through the c haraeter o f  B isse r  Thomas 

to search for the equ a l i ty in human r ights . 
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Adap ted from t he l ife of R i c hard Wr ight is h ims e lf 

exp e r ienced , the c r e at i on of Nat i ve Son is a weapQn to 

expose his idea about equal i ty . Some d e t a i ls ao par�l le l  

w i t h  his own l ife . L ike R i chard W r ight who c omes into h i s  

consc iousness after his partic ipat i on i n  commun i s t  p arty , 

B igger Thomas a lso deepens his c on s c iousn e s s  in j ai l  after 

hear ing the speech of M r . M ax ,  a member of commun ist party . 

B igger T homas has n o  fathe r ; he has on ly memo r i e s  of h i s  

father ' s  be ing k i l led in a rac i a l  inc ident in t he Sout h . 

b e ing p ar a l led w i t h  the aut hor ' s  l ife , he is  abandoned by 

his father for another woman , l e av ing the f am i ly burr i ed in 

sorrow . 

W r ight ' s  f ie r c e  d evot i on to portray ing the rea l it i e s  

o f  b l ac k  l ife in Ame r i c a  a s  he hon e s t ly l e f t  t hem 

eventu a l ly created prob l ems for h im with the Commun i s t  

p arty , from w h i c h  h e  r e s igned in 1942 , f o l lowing several 

years o f  increas ing d oub t . H e  f inally s aw commun i sm as 

d epr iv ing him of the independence and f r e edom he needed to 

reveal fu l ly h i s  v i s ion o f  Amer ican b lack l if e . As he 

observed in American Hunser , commun ism iron ic a l ly took on 

many o f  the r ep re s s ive f eatu r e s  of the Sou t hern l ife 

aga inst which he had ear l ier r eb e l l ed " I  had f led from men 

who did n o t  l i ke t he c o l o r  of my s k in and now I was among 
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men who d id not l i ke the co l o r  o f  my t houghts " . 

Unc le  Tom' s Cht tdren was pub l i s hed in 1 93 8 , making 

Wr ight one of the comun ist 

wr i ters . He also became d e ep ly 

party ' s outstand ing 

interested in the 

young 

Rob e r t  

N ixon case , invo lving a n  1 8 -year-o ld b lack man accused o f  

mu rder ing a w h i t e  woman . He d id exten s ive research o n  t he 

case and u s ed i t  as a documentary para l l e l  to c haracters 

and even ts in Nat tve Son. 

F e l l ows hip , it is enab l ing h im 

H av ing won a Guggenhe im 

to work fu l l t ime on the 

comp le t ion of Nat tve Son which was pub l i s hed a year l ater . 

Later in the year Wr ight c o l laborated w i t h  Pau l  Green on 

on Twe t ve the stage vers ion of the n ove l and began work 

Btack Vo t ces , a documen tary s tudy o f  the 

featur ing ph9tograp hs by Edward Rosskam . he 

b lack sout h  

t h e  Sp ingarn M ed a l  award ed b y  t he NAACP t o  

also received 

an outstand ing 

N egro . H is d oubts about b e ing a member of commun i s t  party 

inten s i f ied , par t ly becau s e  o f  t he party ' s  turn ing away 

from Amer ican· rac ial i ssue s  in ord e r  to pursue a b road e r  

strugg l e  agains t  Fasc i sm in Eu rope . H e  began 

sharp ly d ivided between his commi tment t o  

rac ial inJ u s t i c e  in Amer ica and h i s  loyal ty 

id e o l ogy , I t  brought him breaking off i c i a l ly 

to fee l 

oppos ing 

to party 

w i t h  the 

commun ist party . Twe lve Ht t t ton Btack Vot ces was t hen 
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the 

f o r  

h i s  

pub l is hed . He also comp l e t ed a manuscr ip t  vers ion o f  

The Han Who L ived Under6ro�nd. a s h o r t  n ovel n o t ab l e  

i t s  existen t i a l  rather t han M arxist ver s i on of l ife . 

t r ip on v i s i t ing the Deep South t o  g ive a lecture at F i s k  

Un ivers ity reacquain ted him d ir ec t ly w i t h  t he p r ob lems o f  

t h e  s egregated Sou t h ,  tr igger ing h i s  d e s i r e  t o  wr i t e  h i s  

au tobi ograp hy that cover ed h i s  l ife up to h i s  d ep arture 

from Chicago in 1 93 7 . N ext , his pub l ic d is avowal o f  

commun i sm , " !  tr ied to be a commun ist" , was pub l is hed in t h e  

A t t ant tc Honthty , He also pub l ished Btack Boy, a shorten ed 

vers ion o f  Wr ight ' s  autob iography , cover ing his c hi ldhood 

and ado lescene in the Sou t h  as a Book-of-the M onth C lub 

se lect ion . Later in the year 

he lped l aunch of B a ldwin ' s  

he met 

car ee r  by 

James B a ldwin 

ass i s t ing h im 

rece iv ing a grant from Eugene Saxton F ound at ion . 

and 

in 

A year later , he d e c ided to ' ex i l e ' h ims e l f  

perman en t ly in France , l e av ing the Un ited States . H is 

c i rcle of fr iends in Fran c e  inc luded such existen t ia l i sm as 

Andre G id e , Jean-Pau l  Sartre , and S imon de B e auvo i r , as 

we l l  as Amer i can expatr iate wr iters Gertrude · S t e in , 

B a ldwin , .and Chester H imes . He also deve loped 9 lose t ie s  

w ith t h e  W e s t  Ind i an poet A ime Cesai r e , the Jamai c an wr iter 

George P admore , and the Af r ic an int e l lectual Leop o ld 
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Sengho r ,  e ac h  o f  w hom w as c omm ited to view ing the s ituat ion 

o f  b lack peop l e  from a g lobal , ' th i rd wor ld ' perspect ive . 

He  worked hard on two n ove l s  The Outstder and Sau04e 

Ho t tc:la� in which both ref l e o t e� h i s  inc reas ing interest in 

French existen t i a l i sm .  In  1053 W r ight v i s i t ed the Go ld 

Coast , where he obtained f irsthand an Afr ic an n at ion in the 

p r ocess o f  l iberating i t s e l f  f r om co l on i a l  ru le . H e  

par t i c ipated i n  t he Bandung Con f e r ence in I ndon e si a ,  which 

focused on prob lem s  of the third wor ld . H is book T he  Co tor 

C�r tatn appeared and p laced heavy emphas i s  on race as the 

crucial  f actor in reso lv ing the prob l em of W es tern and 

third wor ld cu l tu re s . H e  j o ined to he lp o rgan i z e  t he F irst 

C ongress o f  N egro Artists and W r iters in P ar i s . 

T he f irst instal lment of t he t r i logy center ing on a 

b l ack man ' s  exper ience in the South and h i s  exi le in Fran c e  

became a top ic of h i s  Htsstsstppt . H is n ext works Lon6 

Oream. and Whi te Han, L i s t en! next were pub l is hed . He  d i ed 

sudden ly f rom a heart attact in 1960 . 
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