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What Makes Us Tick?


Authors, when writing a book, always look for a hook to bring the reader in. Some authors do it with their style, some do it with their subject. Most try to tap into the inner workings of a reader and try to touch the part of them that gives them a connection to the characters, mostly on an emotional scale. The literary theory, Reader Response studies how a reader might interpret a reading based on their own experiences.  Sympathy might come easier to someone who has had a similar experience than to someone who has not.  Reader Response takes into account religion, sex, race, education or even where a person lives.  Richard Wright finds a way to connect the reader to the protagonist, Bigger in all his endeavors, even though we have not faced such situations in our own lives. It is Bigger's natural feelings of loneliness, embarrassment, and cowardice that most of us can connect and relate to.   


Bigger is not the protagonist that we all would expect from the beginning. His characteristics would seem like attributes that the antagonist would have.  He steals, has been to reform school, and is very distant from his family. The reader is automatically turned off to the feeling that Bigger is just a normal innocent teen.  We meet Bigger as this tough, fearless leader of his gang.  He makes plans to rob a corner store owned by a white man.  At first seeming like a good idea, Bigger begins to reflect and becomes unsure of himself.  In an effort to hid his cowardice, he quickly thinks of a way to get out of the job. "Doc was angry and Bigger was afraid... He walked on; there was not a policeman in sight.  Yes; they could have robbed the store and could have gotten away.  He hoped the fight he had with Gus covered up what he was trying to hide" (Wright 41). More people would associate these feelings more with the saying "the bark is worse than the bite". In some ways we have all been put in the situation where we would do anything to not have to go through with an action. We knew that Bigger was feeling like this from the start, and we can easily sympathize with him. 


This same fear comes in again later on in the story.  The first book in Native Son, "Fear" goes on to show the reader about the fears that Bigger does have; his fears of white people most of all. This becomes more than apparent when he meets Mr. Dalton, his soon-to-be employer for the first time. Mr Dalton, a wealthy real estate owner inflicts this fear in Bigger that is otherwise untapped.  He causes Bigger to feel shy, informal, and awkward.  "He hated himself at that moment. why was he acting and feeling this way? He wanted to wave he hand and blot out the white man who was making him feel this. If not that, he wanted to blot himself out" (Wright, 47). We can all connect to this feeling of nervousness and intimidation. We have felt it on our first day of a new job, the first day of a new school, or just meeting someone for the first time. We all know these are prime times when one can make "stupid mistakes".  Fumbling with papers, stumbling, or stammering with one's words are all common, embarrassing feelings that we have all felt and never want to feel again. This gives us another way to further our connection with Bigger. 


Later on in the book, Bigger accidentally kills Mary, and we are aware of the circumstances in which it happens.  As a reader, we know that it was an accident. We knew the path that he took and the path that he took was an inevitable one. In the midst of Bigger's shock of the situation he is in, he begins to really realize where he is standing as of that moment. "He stood with her body in his arms in the silent room and cold facts battered him like waves sweeping in from the sea: she was dead; she was white; she was a woman; he had killed her; he was black; he might be caught; he did not want to be caught, if he were, they would kill him" (89). There was no other path that Bigger could have taken that could have resulted any better.  He was forced to make this choice, and many of us would have made a similar decision if we were in the same situation.


After killing Mary, Bigger begins to look for ways that he could divert the attention of police to another subject.  He the looks for another misunderstood group to be his scape goat and finds on in the communist party, a group in which Mary was closely associated with.“He paused and gripped the pamphlets in his black fingers as his mind filled with a cunning idea.  Jan had given him these pamphlets and he would keep them and show them to the police if he were ever questioned.... Yes, he would tell them that he was afraid of Reds, and that he had not wanted to sit in the car with Jan and Mary, that he had not wanted to eat with them” (98).  This is a breaking point of Bigger from innocence for the audience, especially for me.  I honestly felt bad for Bigger and I feel that if he were to just have “laid-low” and not put so much emphasis and time into getting some kind of money out of it, I think that he could have gotten away with this.  Some people could argue that Bigger was a product of society, and that Bigger did not choose to go on this far, and that it was poverty and oppression drew him to this.  I feel that he should have used some kind of common sense to know that he has already killed a white girl, why wold you want to create more of a problem.  “He was giddy.  He caught hold of himself, focused his attention to write again.  Now, about the money.  How much?  Yes; make it ten thousand...It should be signed in some way that would throw them off the trail. Oh, yes!  Sign it “Red.” (Wright, 177) Once again taking advantage of the resource in front of him; another group who are not trusted in the eyes of many Americans.    There is the saying “do unto others what you would want done unto you”.  Many people would agree with this statement but it's rare that people actually follow through with it.


Richard Wright in his essay, “How Bigger Was Born” talks about the situation of the black community in general and their reactions to similar situations.  “When a black boy is carted off to jail in such a fashion, it is almost impossible to do anything for him.  Even well-disposed Negro Lawyers find it difficult to defend him, for the boy will plead guilty one day and then not guilty the next, according to the degree of pressure and persuasion that is brought to bear upon his frightened personality from one side to the other” (Wright, 456). In some ways I can see the reason that Bigger may have acted out in this manner.  He was scared and knew what he was in for.  He might have thought that if he were to pass the blame, the punishment would have not been as harsh.  He had known about the Leob and Leopold trial, he had known that they had got away with murder with only life in prison.  He probably thought that if they were convicted they would have the chance of not being killed.


As a reader the reasons that we feel this certain connection with Bigger is because he is just like one of us.  He bleeds just as we do and he makes decisions in a manner that most of us would agree on.  Richard Wright when writing Bigger's character did not make him out to be a heroic, do-good figure that we cannot relate to.  Bigger is not perfect and makes decisions that are less than perfect.  He is a real person, put in real situations, and feels just as we all feel.  We connect to Bigger because he is real, and not someone who is god-like.
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