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Native Son, often hailed as the quintessential protest novel, was
equally remarkable for its profound exploration of Black Ameri-
cans’ mental health through the lens of Bigger Thomas’s troubled
psyche. Wright’s portrayal of Black American mental illness is
deeply intertwined with his critique of the living conditions in
Chicago’s South Side kitchenettes. These cramped and squalid
spaces, as detailed in his subsequent book 12 Million Black
Voices (1941), bred both mental and physical illness. This, in
turn, contributed to the emergence of individuals prone to violent
behavior in American society, a manifestation of the mental
health issues prevalent in these communities.
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This essay traces the reception of Native Son, starting with its
pre-publication accolades—a Guggenheim Fellowship and its
selection by the Book of the Month Club. It goes on to explore the
largely enthusiastic response of early reviewers in influential
newspapers; Wright’s lecture “How Bigger Was Born”; the Afri-
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Shirley Graham, W. E. B. Du Bois, Ralph Ellison, C. L. R. James,
and Langston Hughes. Malcolm Cowley’s advocacy; Wright’s
response to David L. Cohn’s attack on the novel; and the 1941
Broadway stage adaptation that involved dramatist Paul Green
and director Orson Welles.

Against Naturalism! Crude Psychology in Native Son, Stephan Kuhl . . . 49

This essay challenges the classification of Native Son as a natu-
ralist novel. It argues that Wright’s representations of Bigger
Thomas’s psychology are heavily indebted to Joseph Breuer and
Sigmund Freud’s Studies in Hysteria, a founding text of psycho-
analysis. It provides close readings of two early scenes in Native
Son that depict Bigger’s psychology; their psychoanalytic dimen-
sion fully contradicts the central naturalist assumption that
heredity and physiology determine the human psyche. The essay
concludes that Native Son can adequately be described as a novel
of “crude psychology”, a category that emphasizes Wright’s
artistic—as opposed to scientific—use of psychological theories.
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Experiment, Sid Sondergard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

Contemporary readers may find the violence in Native Son too
extreme to elicit any sympathy for Bigger Thomas. This essay
contrasts Wright’s overt approach to social criticism with the
more subtle techniques Colston Whitehead employs in his novel,
Harlem Shuffle. Bigger simply accepts the consequences of the
racist myth of Black inferiority, seeing no space for himself to
oppose that falsehood or to improve his lot in life. Ray Carney,
Whitehead’s protagonist, grows up in a New York City environ-
ment only slightly less racist—but, he determines to become a
successful businessman, thereby disproving the pervasive vision
of Black inferiority.
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Legacy, Trudier Harris . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89

Usually identified as “Bigger Thomas’s mother” and “Bigger
Thomas’s sister,” Mrs. Thomas and Vera have lacked a sustained
place in criticism and have been dismissed, in one critic’s words,
as “nagging bitches.” A more careful look reveals they are not
out to harm Bigger or curtail his chances in the world, but want
him to assume financial responsibility for his place in the family.
Although they have little power or influence in the text and vanish
from the last third of the novel, they nonetheless haunt the imagi-
nations of readers as they speculate about Wright’s ultimate
purpose for these creations.

The Women Who Shaped Native Son, Patrick Chura . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 108

This essay focuses on three accomplished women who signifi-
cantly shaped Native Son. Margaret Walker, who achieved recog-
nition as a major writer herself, had a close literary and personal
relationship with Wright while Native Son was in progress, Jane
Newton, a well-read, politically committed wife and mother, pro-
vided criticism, feedback and advice as Wright was composing
Native Son; and. Dorothy Canfield Fisher, an influential member
of the Book of the Month committee, backed the selection of
Native Son but insisted on cuts that diminished its power. After
finishing Native Son, Wright worked intensively on a novel fea-
turing a female protagonist that was never published.
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This essay explores the fraught relationship between Richard
Wright and James Baldwin. It traces Baldwin’s essays on Wright,
which reject the notion that literature’s primary purpose should
be political or social. Their relationship cannot, however, be
reduced to debates about art versus politics. Several critics found
Baldwin’s political aesthetic much closer to his former mentor’s
than is often supposed. Furthermore, Baldwin and Wright shared
a fascination with the singer Bessie Smith, an artist often over-
looked in scholarship on the Mississippi writer. Exploring both
writers’ engagement with Smith suggests how their work and out-
look are less opposed than is often assumed.
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Peter J. Bailey. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 149

At the heart of the conflict between Richard Wright and James
Baldwin is a disagreement about the nature of the novel and the
representation of African Americans in fiction. Baldwin’s essay
“Everybody’s Protest Novel” attacked Native Son and the whole
genre of the protest novel as lacking the complexity of true fic-
tional art. Baldwin claimed to have been unaware that this would
seem an offensive assault on Wright, his former mentor. In “Many
Thousands Gone” (1951), Baldwin developed his critique of
Wright and showed the increasing influence of Henry James on
his own style and his aesthetic of the novel.
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Hue Woodson. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 169

This essay is a critical reading of Native Son through the philo-
sophical lens of phenomenology, which offers a means of theoriz-
ing black masculinity. It will draw on the thought of Edmund
Husserl, employing notions of reality, consciousness,
intentionality, and embodiment as conceptual tools for grasping
Bigger Thomas’s complex experiences and perceptions in the fic-
tional world of Native Son. It will also suggest how the phenom-
enology of black masculinity can apply to Wright’s subsequent
novels, The Man Who Lived Underground (written 1942, first
published 2021), The Outsider and The Long Dream (1958), as
well as to the autobiographical Black Boy (1945).
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Comrades and Loners: Marxism and Existentialism in Native Son
and The Outsider, Nicolas Tredell . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 190

In his life and literary career, Wright grappled successively with
two powerful systems of thought that fed into his experiences and
his fiction. The first was Marxism, especially as promulgated in
the 1930s by the CPUSA [Communist Party of the United States
of America]. The second was existentialism, as he encountered it
in the postwar Paris of Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir,
and Albert Camus. This essay explores the interaction of these
ideas with Native Son, which can be seen as both a rejection of
Marxism and an anticipation of existentialism, and with The Out-
sider, often called an existential novel.
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Joseph G. Ramsey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 209

It may seem puzzling that Richard Wright, the uncompromising
author of Native Son and committed activist, turned near the end
of his life to the Japanese form of short poem known as the
“haiku,” which aimed to capture fleeting sensory impressions
that had a wider resonance. Wright produced over four thousand
haiku and of these chose 817 for publication in one volume, but
this did not appear until 1998. This essay traces the continuities
between his haiku and his earlier literary texts, especially Native
Son, focusing particularly on the implications of the recurrent
images of the sun and the butterfly.

Sympathy for the Rat: Reflections on Wright’s Critical Critters:
From Native Son to Wright’s Haiku, Joseph G. Ramsey . . . . . . . . . 229

The rat that appears at the start of Native Son resonates symboli-
cally and thematically throughout the whole novel and literal and
symbolic rats recur in Wright’s work even up to his late haiku.
Rats often play a key role in Wright’s coterie of “critical crit-
ters,” whereby he employs figures from “nature” to critique the
“naturalized,” including dominant institutional divisions of
human beings into hierarchical categories. Other creatures who
feature in Wright’s work include horses, butterflies, and ants, and
together they contribute to a vision of a world without hierarchy
and domination.
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Native Son, Robert C. Evans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 249

This essay provides a fuller survey than ever before of the wide
range of review responses to the movie when it premiered in
America in 1951. There was a widespread feeling that the film
had fallen short of the novel, with some concerned at its apparent
failure to deliver a clear anti-racist message, and others finding it
biased, even anti-American, because it did not recognize that race
relations had improved in the United States since the 1930s. The
essay also considers the much later reviews that appeared when
the 1951 film was re-released in a substantially longer version, in
2019.

Native Son Movies—Gross Failures All, Trudier Harris . . . . . . . . . . . . 278

The three films of Native Son have all been failures. They have
made questionable artistic choices such as stripping away the
novel’s politics and cross-racial sexual tension, featuring a
forty-two-year-old Wright as the twenty-year-old Bigger (1951),
casting Oprah Winfrey as Mrs. Thomas (1986), and making Big-
ger the narrator of his own story (2019). From deleting sexual
and racial politics, to geographical complications, to the politics
of filming in Argentina in 1950, to dramatic cuts or additions of
characters and scenes, to attempts to equalize Mary and Bessie or
Bigger and Jan, the films have shown little kinship to the novel.
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