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Mental Escape
For many years oppression of the races has been a factor that has impacted the minds of many people.   The book Native Son, by Richard Wright, demonstrates how the minds of different races are effected by their environment.  Native Son depicts a story of an African American man who suffered the oppression of whites in the 1930s of Chicago.  Oppression forces African Americans like Bigger Thomas to avoid and wonder about reality.  In the book Native Son, the main character, Bigger Thomas, deals with life’s sufferings that force him through a mental state of escape which connects to Freud’s psychoanalytic theories of defense mechanisms and human personality.  

Bigger's mental escape is grounded in Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytic interpretations of the human mind.  According to Sigmund Freud, Bigger Thomas would likely fit into his idea of “id”, which is one part of Freud’s structure of personality.   The id…“is used by Freud in his structural theory to designate that part of the psyche which contains repressed wishful and aggressive impulses” (Lear, 254). Bigger was left in an oppressed state due to the lack of humanity and respect that was received from the whites.  All his life he has been forced to live in a world where he has no identity or meaning in society, but an outcast to the whites.  He has been stuck in this situation, which led to sufferings and this was a factor that made Bigger want to turn away from reality and escape his fears in order to protect himself.  In life it's natural to turn away from reality.  Just like Bigger, we turn away from reality because it's a way to protect ourselves, instead of constantly facing harmful ideas of reality which degrades our minds. 
Bigger Thomas, a 20 year old African American man who grew up in Chicago during the 1930s, lives in frustration because of the poor living conditions he has to deal with in the Black Belt.  Given the limited opportunities that African Americans had, Bigger has no choice but to hang out with his crew, Gus, G.H. and Jack.  Bigger and his crew made a plan to rob Old Blum’s, a store that a white man owns.  Bigger finds a way out by taking his anger out on Gus, Bigger’s friend, to prevent the plan of robbing Old Blum’s. Bigger was afraid that his fears would leak out, so he tried to escape all causes that led to an elevation of fear. Bigger “…knew it in a way that kept it from coming to his mind in the form of a hard and sharp idea. His confused emotions had made him feel instinctively that it would be better to fight Gus and spoil the plan of the robbery than to confront a white man with a gun” (Wright, 42).  Deep down Bigger is afraid, but if he shows that he’s afraid then it would be taken as a weakness.  Showing signs of weakness is humiliating for Bigger, so instead he chose to repress his feelings and project them onto Gus.  
As the story progresses, Bigger receives the opportunity to work for the Daltons, a rich white family.  Bigger views that working for the Daltons is as if he was working for the oppressor.  Whites, in Bigger's mind, are his enemies because they brought pain and suffering to the African Americans.   Going to the Daltons for his job the first time gave Bigger an uneasy feeling, which he wanted to shy away from.  As Bigger made the effort in considering this job, he felt that “He could have stayed among his people and escaped feeling this fear and hate. This was not his world; he had been foolish in thinking that he would have liked it” (Wright, 44).  It triggered the defense mechanism of repression because Bigger felt hatred and fear working for a race that oppressed his kind.  Bigger was hesitant and felt insecure as he walked to the Dalton’s house because he had to walk into a white neighborhood.  He wanted to avoid this feeling so he was inclined in staying with his people, instead of working for the enemy.  

As Bigger Thomas' fear and hate grew towards the Daltons, it made him commit the unconscious act of killing Mary, the daughter of the Daltons.  Bigger was pressured by fear and he had an accumulation of hate.  What made things worse was Mary and Jan, Mary’s boyfriend and a member of the communist party, were trying to treat Bigger as if he was an equal.  Bigger, not use to being treated this way by whites, started to develop hate towards Mary and Jan because he was uncomfortable.  Being put on the spot light, Bigger felt more conscious of the difference of race and skin color between Jan, Mary and himself.  Bigger felt that “…the badge of shame which he knew was attached to a black skin…He felt naked, transparent; he felt that this white man, having helped to put him down, having helped to deform him, held him up now to look at him and be amused.  At that moment he felt towards Mary and Jan a dumb, cold, and articulate hate” (Wright, 67).  This leads to the defense mechanism of projection because Bigger’s anger and hate was projected onto killing Mary.  Bigger had a lot of anxiety built up in him that he instinctively killed Mary.

Bigger’s runaway after the murder of Mary caused instability of the mind, which resulted in a mental escape.  He tried to escape from reality and reach for what he feels the most comfortable in, at home in his bed sleeping.  “As he slept there stole into his consciousness a disturbing, rhythmic throbbing which he tried to fight off to keep from waking up…His mind, protecting him, wove throb into patterns of innocent images…Next, his mind told him that he was at home in bed” (Wright, 253).  This causes the defense mechanism of repression.  Repression is involved because at this point Bigger refuses to accept reality after killing Mary.  He shut himself from reality and noise because it was a way for him to relax safely. 
In addition, Bigger is aware that he is trapped in a situation where he can’t get away because of his race and the killing of Mary.  This led him to reflect on his own actions because his reality has changed and now he is known as a killer.  Bigger is trapped in his own mental prison because he can no longer run away from his fear.  “…bars of light forming a prison, a wall between him and the rest of the world;...He was in the midst of it now; this was what he had been running from ever since that night Mrs. Dalton had come into the room and had charged him with such fear that his hands had gripped the pillow with fingers of steel and had cut off the air from Mary’s lung” (Wright, 258).  This illustrates denial because Bigger thought about what he got himself into and he realized what he has been running away from since the death of Mary.  He is running away from fear that arose him every time he encountered someone of the oppressive/authoritative race, which forced him to act unconsciously and in a way Bigger wants to shelter himself from this kind of feeling.
Bigger also sheltered himself from trusting Max, his lawyer, when Max tried to help him.  In the beginning of Bigger's interaction with Max, Bigger was self-doubting.  Bigger never received help from any white men before, so he did not want to accept the help from Max.  “He did not want his feelings tampered with; he feared that he might walk into another trap.  If he expressed belief in Max…would it not end just as all other commitments of faith had ended?”(Wright, 347).  This shows how Bigger closed himself off with the mind set that he will be led into another trap by Max and end up with no way out, which demonstrates the defense mechanism of rationalization.  This demonstrates rationalization because Bigger’s instincts tell him that he can’t trust a white man for the reason of protecting himself.  An African American man like Bigger would stereotype that all whites are not worth trusting because they are his oppressors.  But it turns out that after Max had a talk with him, Bigger gradually gained confidence and a bond that he had never felt before; he felt that Max understood him and treated him as a human being, despite his race.
As a result, Bigger no longer relied on mental escape.  Bigger develops hope and dignity for the remaining time of his life before his death.  Bigger wanted to live for the purpose of broadening his understandings of life.  “He felt he wanted to live now - not escape paying for his crime - but live in order to find out, to see if it were true, and to feel it more deeply; and, if he had to die, to die within it” (Wright, 363).  He outgrew his thoughts of mental escape and now he was determined to figure out the existence of wholeness and identity in the world which he has been kept away from him all his life.  
The character, Bigger Thomas that Richard Wright portrays in the book Native Son derives from the many Bigger Thomases that Wright encounters in his life.  Bigger’s personality comes from many different traits of people that Wright once met.  In his non-fictional essay How Bigger Was Born, he states that “During the years in which I had met all of those Bigger Thomases…Their actions had simply made impressions upon my sensibilities as I lived from day to day, impressions which crystallized and coagulated into clusters and configurations of memory, attitudes, moods, ideas”  (Wright, 456-457).  The motive of Bigger Thomas was to show the life of African Americans back in the 1900s in America.  

Overall, the theme of mental escape can be taken from many different scenes of Native Son.  Bigger Thomas' experiences shows how he used mental escape as a way to deal with his life sufferings.  Bigger’s mental escape resulted from many factors, some of 

which included escaping from fear and reality.  By using denial, rationalization, regression and repression, it became a way of defense and survival for Bigger Thomas. 
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