AP English Language Summer Assignment — Due September 9

Read each of the listed essays, and incorporate at least three into an essay that
responds to the following prompt. You must use James Baldwin's essay.

"Learning to Read and Write" — Frederick Douglass
"Graduation" — Maya Angelou

"I Have a Dream" — Martin Luther King
"Salvation” — Langston Hughes

"Stranger in the Village" — James Baldwin
"Delusions of Grandeur" — Henry Louis Gates Jr.

AN

Explain the evolution of the African-American Voice. How did black people feel
and what did they want during each time period? Concentrate on major themes
such as freedom, recognition, and equal rights.

4-5 pages

MLA Format - (http://www.dianahacker.com/pdfs/Hacker-Daly-MLA.pdf)
MLA Citation Rules — Yahoo — Purdue Owl MLA

Typed

12 Font

Double-Spaced

*The essays are taken from an anthology. Use MLA rules for anthologies.

The term "voice" refers to the author's perspective. He or she will reveal this voice ina
number of ways.

Diction — The words the authors choose.

Syntax - The arrangement of words, sentences, and paragraphs.

Figurative Devices — Metaphor, Analogy, Personification, Simile

Theme —~ The idea the author wants you to believe.

You may consider some of the following questions in your essay.

Which experiences are comunon? Which are unique to an author or an age?

How does gender influence voice? Are certain African-American experiences
exclusively male or female? How did each gender view the other? How did each gender
view its own?

How do the definitions of terms such as "freedom" and "equality" change over time?

How do changes is laws and social attitudes influence the expectations that blacks had or
have about the America that they live, or lived, in?
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Delusions of Grandeur

Henry Louis Gates, Jr.

Jr. (b, 1950) is an edueator, writer, and editor, He was born in
A at Yale and at Clare College in Cambridge. Gates has had a
varied career, working as a general anesthetist in Tanzania and as 4 staff correspondent
for Time magazine in London. His essays have appeared in such diverse publications as
Black American Literature Forum, Yale Review, The New York Times Book Re-
view, and Sports Tllustrated. He is also the author of Figures in Black: Words,
Signs and the Racial Self (1987} and The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-
American Literary Criticism (1988) and is the editor, with Nellie Y. McKey, of The
Norton Anthology of African American Literature (1996). In this article from
Sports Nlustrated, Gates turns his attention fo the limited caveer choices presented as
viable to African American youth and to public misconceptions about blacks in sports.

Standing at the bar of an all—blgpkym post in my hometown of Piedmont,
uld tell me how many African-

W.Va., ] offered five dollars to anyone who co
American professional athletes were at work today. There are 35 million

African-Americans, 1 said.
#Ten million!” yelled one intrepid soul, too far into his cups. 2

“No way ... more Jike 500,000,” said another.
#You mean all professional sports,” someone interjected, “including golf 4

and tennis, but not counting the brothers from Puerto Rico?” Everyone laughed.

“Fifty thousand, minimum,” was another guess.

Here are the facts:

There are 1,200 black professional athletes in the U.S.

There are 12 times more black lawyers than black athletes.

There are 2% times more black dentists than black athletes.

There are 15 times more black doctors than black athletes.

Nobody in my local VEW believed these statistics; in fact, few people
would believe them if they weren’t reading them in the pages of Sports Hlus-
trated. In spite of these statistics, too many African-American youngsters still be-
lieve that they have a much better chance of becoming another Magic Johnson
or Michael Jordan than they do of matching the achievements of Baltimore
Mayor Kurt Schmoke or neurosurgeon Dr. Benjamin Carson, both of whom, like

Johnson and Jordan, are black.

In reality, an African-American youngster has about as much chance of be-
coming a professional athlete as he or she does of winning the lottery. The
tragedy for our people, however, is that few of us accept that truth.

Let me confess that [ love sports. Like most black people of my genera
tion—I'm 40—1 was raised to revere the great black athletic heroes, and [ never
tired of listening to the stories of triumph and defeat that, for blacks, amount to

Henry Lonis Gates,
West Virginia and educate

-
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a collective epic much like those of the ancient Greeks: Joe Louis’s demolition of
Max Schmeling; Satchel Paige’s dazzling repertoire of pitches; Jesse Owens’s in-
your-face performance in Hitler’s 1936 Olympics; Willie Mays’s over-the-shoul-
der basket catch; Jackie Robinson’s quiet strength when assaulted by racist
taunts; and a thousand other grand tales,

Nevertheless, the blind pursuit of attainment in sports is having a devastat-
ing effect on our people. Imbued with a belief that our principal avenue to fame
and profit is through sport, and seduced by a win-at-any-cost system that cot-
rupts even elementary school students, far too many black kids treat basketball
courts and football fields as if they were classrooms in an alternative school 8ys-
tem. “O.K,, I flunked English,” a young athlete will say. “But I got an A plus in
slamdunking.”

The failure of our public schools to educate athletes is part and parcel of the
schools’ failure to educate almost everyone. A recent survey of the Philadelphia
school system, for example, stated that “more than half of all students in the
third, fifth and eighth grades cannot perform minimum math and language
tasks.” One in four middle school students in that city fails to pass to the next
grade each year. It is a sad truth that such statistics are repeated in cities
throughout the nation. Young athletes—particularly young black athletes—are
especially ill-served. Many of them are functionally illiterate, yet they are
passed along from year to year for the greater glory of good old Hometown
High. We should not be surprised to learn, then, that only 26.6% of black ath-
letes at the collegiate level earn their degrees. For every successful educated
black professional athlete, there are thousands of dead and wounded. Yet young
blacks continue to aspire to careers as athletes, and it’s no wonder why; when
the University of North Carolina recently commissioned a sculptor to create ar-
chetypes of its student body, guess which ethnic group was selected to repre-
sent athletes?

Those relatively few black athletes who do make it in the professional ranks
must be prevailed upon to play a significant role in the education of all of our
young peopie, athlete and nonathlete alike. While some have done so, many
others have shirked their social obligations: to earmark small percentages of
their incomes for the United Negro College Fund; to appear on television for
educational purposes rather than merely to sell sneakers; to let children know
the message that becoming a lawyer, a teacher or a doctor does more good for
our people than winning the Super Bowl; and to form productive liaisons with
educators to help forge solutions to the many ills that beset the black commu-
nity. These are merely a few modest proposals.

A similar burden falls upon successful blacks in all walks of life. Each of us
must strive to make our young people understand the realities. Tell them to
cheer Bo Jackson but to emulate novelist Toni Morrison or businessman Regi-
nald Lewis or historian John Hope Franklin or Spelman College president
Johnetta Cole—the list is long.

Of course, society as a whole bears responsibility as well, Until colleges stop
using young blacks as cannon fodder in the big-business wars of so-called non-
professional sports, until training a young black’s mind becomes as important
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we will continue to perpetuate a system akin to that

as training his or her body,
of the Roman gladiators, sacrificing a class of people for the entertainment of

the mob.

COMPREHENSION

n Americans in sports?

1. What is the general assumption made about Africa
the myth that Gates is

2, Why do American schools continue to perpetuate

writing about?
3. According to Gates, what should successful African American athletes do to

help guide the career choices of young black males?

RHETORIC

What is Gates’s thesis? Where does it appear?

How does the introductory paragraph work to setu
State Gates’s purpose in using statistics in his essay.
What is the tone of Gates's essay? Cite specific sections where this tone

p the writer’s focus?

.

seems strongest.
5. Examine the accumulation of facts in paragraph 11. How does this tech-
nique underscore Gates's point?
6. Explain Gates's allusion to Roma
aid in emphasizing his main point?

n gladiators in his conclusion. How does it

WRITING

1. White a brief essay in which you analyze your personal reaction to Gates's
statistics. Were you surprised by them? What assumptions did you have
about the number of black athletes? Why do you think most Americans
share these assumptions?

2. Pretend you are addressing a group of young African Americans at an ele-
mentary school. What will you tell them about sports, their career choices,

and education?
3. Write a biographical research paper on £
American athlete.

he life and career of an African

Classic and Contemporazry:
Questions for Comparison

Gates. What are their main

1. Examine the argumentative styles of Woolf and
s? What evidence do they

propositions? What are their minor proposition:
provide?
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4. Consider the relationship of narration to description in the organization of
the essay. What forms of narrative serve to unify the selection? Are the nar-
rative patterns strictly linear, or do they shift for other purposes? Explain.
In what sense is Momaday’s descriptive technique cinematic?

5. How do the land, the Kiowas, and Momaday’'s grandmother serve as rein-
forcing frames of the essay?

6. Describe in detail the creation of mood in this essay. Explain specifically the
mood at the conclusion.

5, When I 1

WRITING

1. Momaday implies that myth is central to his life and the life of the Kiowas.
What is myth? Do you think that myth is as strong in general American cul-
ture as it is in Kiowa culture? In what ways does it operate? How can myth
sustain the individual, community, and nation? Write an analytical essay on
this subject.

2. Write about a person and place that, taken together, inspire a spec1al rever-
ence in you.

3. In an essay, explore the ways in which environment molds personality
in “The Way to Rainy Mountain” and in “The Solace of Open Spaces” by
Gretel Ehrlich (see pp. 643-649)

¢ ancestral

¥

Salvation

Langston Hughes

James Langston Hughes (1902-1967), poet, playwright, fiction writer, biographer,
and essayist, was for more Hian 50 years one of the most productive and significant
modern American authors. In The Weary Blues (1926), Simple Speaks His Mind
(1950), The Ways of White Folks (1940), Selected Poems (1959), and dozens of
other books, he strove, in his own words, "to explain the Negro condition in America.”
This essay, from his 1940 autobiography, The Big Sea, reflects the sharp, humorous, of-

bolic lan- ten bitter sweet insights contained in Hughes's examination of human behavior. o

I was saved from sin when I was going on thirteen. But not really saved. It hap- 1
pened like this. There was a big revival at my Auntie Reed’s church. Every night
for weeks there had been much preaching, singing, praying, and shouting, and
some very hardened sinners had been brought to Christ, and the membership -
of the church had grown by leaps and bounds. Then just before the revival
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ended, they held a special meeting for children, “to bring the young lambs to
the fold.” My aunt spoke of it for days ahead. That night I was escorted to the
front row and placed on the mourners’ bench with all the other young sinners,
who had not yet been brought to Jesus.

My aunt told me that when you were saved you saw a light, and something ,
happened to you inside! And Jesus came into your lifel And God was with you
from then on! She said you could see and hear and feel Jesus in your soul. I be-
lieved her. I had heard a great many old people say the same thing and it
seemed to me they ought fo know. So I sat there calmly in the hot, crowded
church, waiting for Jesus to come to me.

The preacher preached a wonderful rhythmical sermon, all moans and ,
shouts and lonely cries and dire pictures of hell, and then he sang a song about
the ninety and nine safe in the fold, but one little lamb was left out in the cold.
Then he said: “Won’t you come? Won't you come to Jesus? Young lambs, won't
you come?” And he held out his arms to all us young sinners there on the
mourners’ bench. And the little girls cried. And some of them jumped up and
went to Jesus right away. But most of us just sat there.

A great many old people came and knelt around us and prayed, old women 4
with jet-black faces and braided hair, old men with work-gnarled hands. And
the church sang a song about the lower lights are burning, some poor sinners to
be saved. And the whole building rocked with prayer and song.

Still T kept waiting to see Jesus. 5

Finally all the young people had gone to the altar and were saved, but one
boy and me. He was a rounder’s son named Westley. Westley and I were sur-
rounded by sisters and deacons praying. It was very hot in the church, and get-
ting late now. Finally Westley said to me in a whisper: “God damn! I'm tired o’
sitting here. Let’s get up and be saved.” So he got up and was saved.

Then [ was left all alone on the mourners’ bench. My aunt came and knelt 7
at my knees and cried, while prayers and song swirled all around me in the lit-
tle church. The whale congregation prayed for me alone, in a mighty wail of
moans and voices. And I kept waiting serenely for Jesus, waiting, waiting—but
he didn't come. I wanted to see him, but nothing happened to me. Nothing! 1
wanted something to happen to me, but nothing happened.

T heard the songs and the minister saying: “Why don’t you come? My dear s
child, why don’t you come to Jesus? Jesus is waiting for you. He wants you.
Why don’t you come? Sister Reed, what is this child’s name?”

“Langston,” my aunt sobbed.

“Langston, why don’t you come? Why don’t you come and be saved? Oh,
Lamb of God! Why don’t you come?”

Now it was really getting late. 1 began to be ashamed of myself, holding 1
everything up so long. I began fo wonder what God thought about Westley,
who certainty hadn’t seen Jesus either, but who was now sitting proudly on the
platform, swinging his knickerbockered legs and grinning down at me, sur-
rounded by deacons and old women on their knees praying. God had not

struck Westley dead for taking his name in vain or for lying in the temple. So

o
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decided that maybe to save further trouble, I'd better lie, too, and say that Jesus
had come, and get up and be saved.

So I gotup.

Suddenly the whole room broke into a sea of shouting, as they saw me rise.
Waves of rejoicing swept the place. Women leaped in the air. My aunt threw her
arms around me. The minister took me by the hand and led me to the platform,

When things quieted down, in a hushed silence, punctuated by a few ecsta-
tic “Amens,” all the new young lambs were blessed in the name of God. Then
joyous singing filled the room.

That night, for the last time in my life but one—for I was a big boy twelve
years old—I cried. I cried, in bed alone, and couldn’t stop. I buried my head un-
der the quilts, but my aunt heard me. She woke up and told my uncle [ was cry-
ing because the Holy Ghost had come into my life, and because I had seen Jesus.
But 1 was really crying because I couldn’t bear to tell her that I had lied, that I
had deceived everybody in the church, that I hadn’t seen Jesus, and that now |
didn’t believe there was a Jesus any more, since he didn’t come to help me.

COMPREHENSION

1. What does the title tell you about the subject of this essay? How would you
state, in your own words, the thesis that emerges from the title and the es-
say?

2. How does Hughes recount the revival meeting he attended? What is the
dominant impression?

3. Explain Hughes's shifting attitude toward salvation in this essay. Why is he
disappointed in the religious answers provided by his church? What does
he say about salvation in the last paragraph?

RHETORIC

1. Key words and phrases in this essay relate to the religious experience. Lo-
cate five of these words and expressions, and explain their connotations.

2. Identify the level of language in the essay. How does Hughes employ lan-
guage effectively?

3. Where is the thesis statement in the essay? Consider the following: the use

- of dialogue, the use of phrases familiar to you (idioms), and the sentence
structure, Cite examples of these elements.

4. How much time elapses, and why is this important to the effect? How does
the author achieve narrative coherence?

5. Locate details and examples in the essay that are especially vivid and inter-
esting. Compare your list with what others have listed. What are the simi-
larities? The differences? :

6. What is the tone of the essay? What is the relationship between tone and
point of view?

12
13

14

15




Social Justice
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*

I Have a Dream
Martin Luther King, Jr.

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968) was born in Atlanta, Georgin, and learned de-
grees from Morehouse College, Crozer Theological Seminary, Boston University, and
Chicago Theological Seminary. As Baptist clergyman, civil rights leader, founder and
president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and, in 1964, Nobel Peace
Prize winner, King was a celebrated advocate of nonwiolent resistance to achieve equal-
ity and racial integration in the world, King was a gifted orator and a highly persuasive
writer. His books include Stride Toward Freedom (1958); Letter from Birmingham
City Jail (1963); Strength to Love (1963); Why We Can’t Wait ( 1964); and Where
Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? (1967), a book published shortly be-
fore Reverend King was assassinated on A pril 4, 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee. This se-

lection, a milestone of American oratory, was the keynote dddress at the March on
Washington, Ay giist 28, 1963. -

Tam happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the great- ;
est demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation.

Fivescore years ago, a great American, in whose Symbolic $hadow we stand .-
today, signed the Emancipati‘én Proclamation. This momentous decree came as
a great beacon light of hope to millions of N egro slaves who had been seared in
the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long

night of their captivity.

But ori¢ hundred’years later, the Negro still is not free; one hundred years
later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation
and the chains of discrimination; ane hundred years later, the Negro lives on a

lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocear of materia] prosperity; one
hundred years later, the N egro is still languishing in the corners of American
society and finds himself in exile in his own land.
~ So we've come here today to dramatize a shameful condition. In a sense
we've come to our nation’s capital to cash a check. When the architects of our
republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of
Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American
was to fall heir. This note was the promise that all men, yes, black men as well
as white men, would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and '
the pursuit of happiness, ’ ) ) i
Itis obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note in so
far as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred oblig- '
ation, America has given the Negro people a bad check; a check which has come '
back marked “insufficient funds.” We refuse to believe that there are insufficient
funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so we've come to
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cash this Q@é&l@that will give us upon demand the riches of freedom
and the security of justice.

We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce ur-

, gency of now. This is no time:to exiggm the luxury of cooling off or to take the

fff_};—\y tranquﬂizing,dﬁg of gradualism{ Ngwpis the time to make real the promises of
2 democracyinow is the time to-fis&ffom the dark and desolate valley of .
g SOy IO e e N , ; Y O segre
(y “gationto the sunlif path of racfal justickznow is the time to lift our nation from
/= the quicksands of racial injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood@}iis the
.~ time to make justice a reality for all God’s children. It would be fatal for the na-
‘ [\_gj tion to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer of the
SJ Negro’s legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating au-
2 tumn of freedom and equality.

{ j Nineteen sixty-three is not an end, but a beginning. And those who hope
Q that the Negro needed to blow off steam and will now be content, will have a

rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual.

There will be neither rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro is
granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake
the foundations of our nation until the bright day of justice emerges.

But there is something that I must say to my people who stand on the warm
threshold which leads into the palace of justice. In the process of gaining our
rightful place we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds.

Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of

~ bitterness and hatred. We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane
/,_of@gnity an@sciplinql\{e must not allow our creative protest to degenerate
into physical violence<Agair and @gain,we must rise to the majestic heights of

meeting physical forcé with soul forge” * (/i 17 07

;%4 The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community

3

4

" (rsyas evidenced by their presence here today, have come to realize that their
destiny is tied up with our destiny and they have come o realize that their free-
dom is inextricably bound to our freedomi: This offense we share mounted to
storm the battlements of injustice must be carried forth by a biracial army. We
cannot walk alone. D VN R

And -ag.k_we\walk, we must make the p\IeLdge'fhat we shall always march
ahead.’\We_.‘céﬁnot turn back. There are those who are asking the devotees of
civil rights, “When will you be satisfied?? We'can never be satisfied as long as
the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality.

£ 'W\él‘,can never be satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with fatigue of travel,

cannof gain lodging in the motels of the highways and the hotels of the cities.

- | We cannot be satisfied as long as the Negro’s basic mobility is from a smaller
ﬂ::_ r—ghetto-to a larger one. '

T | We ‘can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of-their self-

"\:f hood/and robbed of their dignity by signs stating “for whites only.}\‘\/\_gzytannot
/\)) be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi can?,ot \Yote and a Negro in New
,/ York believes he has nothing for which to vote. Nogg are not satisfied, and we

-
.\-’

¥~ must not lead us to a distrust of all White people, for many of our whitg broths _

-~

3
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of segre-
tion from

-

~ table of brotherhood.

+ acter. [ have a dream today!

/—\} —n
o

gle together, t0 go to jail together,
that we will be free one day. This
be able to sing with new meanin
erty; of thee I sing; land where my fathers died, land of the
every mountain side, let freedom ring”
() this must become true.
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will not be sa’ﬁsﬁed until

justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a >
. (_l/"}/ T
mighty stream. T ST s
not unmindful that some of you have/come here out of excessivh tridls 5

m

anc@&r%aulation. Some of you have com@sh:fjbm narrow jail cells. Some of
you have come from areas where your quest for freedom left you battered by
the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. You
have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith
that unearned suffering is redemptive. _

@back to Mississippi{go’back to Alabama{g:a back to South Carolinaf_g@l 1
back to Georgia;\gq/back to Louisiana; go/back to the slums and ghettos of the
northern cities, knowing that somehow this situation can, and will be changed.
Let us not wallow in the valley of despair.

&

*) 750l sepg to you, my friends, that even though we ?@%91‘?@-.‘?}}? difficulties of 1
o ;‘o‘da}\ and-\tjg}norrom Istill have a dream. It is acre i déeply ooted inithe Amer-
{

" ican greany that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of
its creﬁw—)

we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all
I have a dream that one day on the red hills of G
slaves and sons of former slave-owners will be able to s

men are created equal. "
eorgia, sons of former s
it down together at the e
. /cC /,
sweltering 1]/,
will be trans- i

I'have a dream that one day, even the state of Mississippi, a state
with the heat of injustice, s@}ftg}fﬁg with the heat of oppression,

they will not be judged by the color

of their skin but by the content of their char-

Sy

L b /.»E_jé‘
™ formed into an oasis of freedom and justice. a \,,5 :
I have.a dream my four little children will one day live in a nation where 2 | ’613 '
T

—

zgdébama, with its vicious racists, with
its governor having his lips dripping with the words of interposition and nuili-
fication, that one day, right there 1/1’1 Alabama, little black boys and black girls
will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and
brothers. I have a dream today!

Lhave a dreasii Hidt one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and
mountain shall be made low, the rough places shall be made plain, and the
crooked places shall be made straight and the glory of the Lord will be revealed
and all flesh shall see it together. _

This is our hope. This is the faith that I g0 back to the South with.

With this faith we will be able to hear out of the mountain of despair a stone
of hope. With This faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our
ation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.

With this faith we will be able to work together,

21

Ihave a dream that one day, down i

to pray together, to strug-
to stand up for freedom together, knowing
will be the day when all of God’s children will
g—"my country ‘tis of thee; sweet land of lib-
pilgrims’ pride; from
—and if America is to be a great nation, -




Chapter 6 Government, Politics, and Social Justice

So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire,
Let freedom rmg from the mighty mountains of New York.

Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania.
Let freedom ririg from the snow-capped Rockies of Coiorado

But not only that.

Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia.

Let freedom rmg from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. n

Let freedom ring from every h111 and molehill of Mississippi, from every ,,
mountainside, let freedomring. .

And when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring fromrevery village
and hamlet, from every state and city, we will be able to speed up that day
when all of God’s children-~black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, *
Catholics and Protestants—will be able to join hands and to sing in the words of

the old Negro spiritual, “Free at last, free at last; thank God Almighty, we are
free at last.”

32

COMPREHENSION

- What is the main purpose behind this speech? Where does King state this
purpose most clearly?
2. Why does King make use of “fivescore years ago” (paragraph 2)? How is
this more appropriate than simply saying, “a hundred years ago”?
‘3. Who is King’s audience? Where does he acknowledge the special historic
circumstances influencing his speech?

RHETORIC

1. From what sources does King adapt phrases to give his work allusive richness?

2. What do the terms interposition and nullification (paragraph 21) mean? What
is their historical significance?

3. Why does King make use of repetition? Does this technique work well in
print? Explain.

4. What is the purpose of the extended metaphor in paragraphs 4 and 57
Which point in paragraph 3 does it refer to?

5. In which paragraphs does King address the problems of African Americans?

6. Why is this selection entitled “I Have a Dream”? How do dreams serve as a
motif for this speech?

WRITING

1. “I Have a Dream” is considered by many people to be among the greatest
speeches delivered by an American. Do you think that it deserves to be?
Explain in an essay.




Baldwin/Stranger in the Village

WRITING

1. Comment on the relevance of King's analogy to the 1990s.

2. Write a paper on the world house, using contemporary events, quotations
from authorities, and your own ideas about today’s conflicts to frame the
analogy.

Using Whitehead’s quotation (paragraph 7) as a guide, develop an argu-
mentative essay on whether we are at a turning point in civilization.

character
shall de-

3
Stranger in the Village

ow is the James Baldwin

oes King

James Baldwin (1924-1988), a major American essayist, novelist, short story witer,
and playwright, was boru and grew wp in Harlem. He won a Eugene Saxon Fellawship
and lived in Europe from 1948 to 1956. Always an activist in civil rights causes, Bald-
wint focused in his essays and fiction on the black search for identity in modern Amer-
ica and on the myth of white superiority. Among his principal works are Go Tell It on
the Mountain (1953), Notes of a Native Son (1955), Giovanni’s Room (1958),
Nobody Knows My Name (1961}, Another Country (1962), and If Beale Street
Could Talk (1974). One of the finest contemporary essayists, Baldwin had a rare tal-
ent for portraying the deepest concerns about civilization in an intensely personal style,
as the following essay indicates.

How are these

From all available evidence no black man had ever set foot in this tiny Swiss vil- 1
lage before I came. I was told before arriving that T would probably be a “sight”
for the village; I took this to mean that people of my complexion were rarely
seen in Switzerland, and also that city people are always something of a “sight”
: fondness outside of the city. It did not occur to me—possibly because I am an American—

:,:figurative ~  that there could be people anywhere who had never seen a Negro.

: ' It is a fact that cannot be explained on the basis of the inaccessibility of the
ogy help - village. The village is very high, but it is only four hours from Milan and three
hours from Lausanne, It is true that it is virtually unknown. Few people making
wordsand = - plans for a holiday would elect to come here. On the other hand, the villagers
author use are able, presumably, to come and g0 as they please—which they do: to another
, . town at the foot of the mountain, with a population of approximately five thou-
selection? sand, the nearest place to see a movie or go to the bank. In the village there is no
movie house, no bank, no library, no theater; very few radios, one jeep, one sta-
tion wagon; and, at the moment, one typewriter, mine, an invention which the
woman next door to me here had never seen. There are about six hundred peo-

ple living here, all Catholic—I conclude this from the fact that the Catholic -
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church is open all year round, whereas the Protestant chapel, set off on a hili 5
little removed from the village, is open only in the summertime when the
tourists arrive, There are four or five hotels, all closed now, and four or five
bistros, of which, however, only two do any business during the winter. These
two do not do a great deal, for life in the village seems to end around nine or ten
o’clock. There are d few stores, butcher, baker, épicerie, a hardware store, and a
money-changer—who cannot change travelers’ checks, but must send them
down to the bank, an operation which takes two or three days. There is some-
thing called the Ballet Haus, closed in the winter and used for God knows what,
certainly not ballet, during the summer. There seems to be only one school-
house in the village, and this for the quite young children; I suppose this to
mean that their older brothers and sisters at some point descend from these
mountains in order to complete their education—possibly, again, to the town
just below. The landscape is absolutely forbidding, mountains towering on all
four sides, ice and snow as far as the eye can reach. In this white wilderness,
men and women and children move all day, carrying washing, wood, buckets
of milk or water, sometimes skiing on Sunday afternoons. All week long boys
and young men are to be seen shoveling snow off the rooftops, or dragging
wood down from the forest in sleds.

The village’s only real attraction, which explains the tourist season, is the
hot spring water. A disquietingly high proportion of these tourists are cripples,
or semi-cripples, who come year after year-—from other parts of Switzerland,
usually—to take the waters. This lends the village, at the height of the season, a
rather terrifying air of sanctity, as though it were a lesser Lourdes. There is of-
ten something beautiful, there is always something awful, in the spectacle of a
person who has lost one of his faculties, a faculty he never questioned until it
was gone, and who struggles to recover it. Yet people remain people, on
crutches or indeed on deathbeds; and wherever I passed, the first summer [ was
here, among the native villagers or among the lame, a wind passed with me—
of astonishment, curiosity, amusement, and outrage. The first summer I stayed
two weeks and never intended to return. But I did return in the winter, to work;
the village offers, obviously, no distractions whatever and has the further ad-
vantage of being extremely cheap. Now it is winter again, a year later, and I am
here again. Everyone in the village knows my name, though they scarcely ever
use it, knows that I come from America—though this, apparently, they will
never really believe: black men come from Africa—and everyone knows that I
am the friend of the son of a woman who was born here, and that I am staying
in their chalet. But I remain as much a stranger today as I was the first day [ ar-
rived, and the children shout Neger! Neger! as I walk along the streets.

It must be admitted that in the beginning I was far too shocked to have any
real reaction. In so far as I reacted at all, I reacted by trying to be pleasant—it
being a great part of the American Negro’s education {long before he goes to
school) that he must make people “like” him. This smile-and-the-world-smiles-
with-you routine worked about as weil in this situation as it had in the situation
for which it was designed, which is to say that it did not work at all. No one, after
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all, can be liked whose human weight and complexity cannot be, or has not
been, admitted. My smile was simply another unheard-of phenomenon which
allowed them to see my teeth—they did not, really, see my smile and I began to
think that, should I take to snarling, no one would notice any difference. All of
the physical characteristics of the Negro which had caused me, in America, a
very different and almost forgotten pain were nothing less than miraculous—or
infernal—in the eyes of the village people. Some thought my hair was the color
of tar, that it had the texture of wire, or the texture of cotton. It was jocularly
suggested that I might let it all grow long and make myself a winter coat. If I sat
in the sun for more than five minutes some daring creature was certain to come
along and gingerly put his fingers on my hair, as though he were afraid of an
electric shock, or put his hand on my hand, astonished that the color did not rub
off. In all of this, in which it must be conceded there was the charm of genuine
wonder and in which there was certainly no element of intentional unkindness,
there was yet no suggestion that I was human: T was simply a living wonder.

{ knew that they did not mean to be unkind, and I know it now; it is neces-
sary, nevertheless, for me to repeat this to myself each time [ walk out of the
chalet. The children who shout Neger! have no way of knowing the echoes this
sound raises in me. They are brimming with good humor and the more daring
swell with pride when I stop to speak with them. Just the same, there are days
when I cannot pause and smile, when I have no heart to play with them; when,
indeed, I mutter sourly to myself, exactly as [ muttered on the streets of a city
these children have never seen, when I was no bigger than these children are
now: Your mother was a nigger. Joyce is right about history being a nightmare—
but it may be the nightmare from which no one can awaken. People are trapped
in history and history is trapped in them.

There is a custom in the village—I am told it is repeated in many villages— ¢

of “buying” African natives for the purpose of converting them to Christianity.
There stands in the church all year round a small box with a siot for money, dec-
orated with a black figurine, and into this box the villagers drop their francs.
During the carnaval which precedes Lent, two village children have their faces
blackened—out of which bloodless darkness their blue eyes shine like ice—and
fantastic horsehair wigs are placed on their blond heads; thus disguised, they
solicit among the villagers for money for the missionaries in Africa. Between the
box in the church and the blackened children, the village “bought” last year six
or eight African natives. This was reported to me with pride by the wife of one
of the bistro owners and I was careful to express astonishment and pleasure at
the solicitude shown by the village for the souls of black folk. The bistro owner’s
wife beamed with a pleasure far more genuine than my own and seemed to feel
that [ might now breathe more easily concerning the souls of at least six of my’
kinsmen.

I'tried not to think of these so lately baptized kinsmen, of the price paid for
them, or the peculiar price they themselves would pay, and said nothing about
my father, who having taken his own conversion too literally never, at bottom,
forgave the white world (which he described as heathen) for having saddled

~
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him with a Christ in whom, to judge at least from their treatment of him, they
themselves no longer believed. I thought of white men arriving for the first time
in an African village, strangers there, as T am a stranger here, and tried to imag-
ine the astounded populace touching their hair and marveling at the color of

their skin. But there is a great difference between being the first white man to be

seen by Africans and being the first black man to be seen by whites. The white

man takes the astonishment as tribute, for he arrives to conquer and to convert

the natives, whose inferfority in relation to himself is not even to be questioned;

whereas I, without a thought of conquest, find myself among a people whose

culture controls me, has even, in a sense, created me, people who have cost me

more in anguish and rage than they will ever know, who yet do not even know

of my existence. The astonishment with which I might have greeted them,

should they have stumbled into my African village a few hundred years ago,

might have rejoiced their hearts. But the astonishment with which they greet me
today can only poison mine.

And this is so despite everything I may do to feel differently, despite my
friendly conversations with the bistro owner’s wife, despite their three-year-old
son who has at last become my friend, despite the saluts and bonsoirs which Iex-
change with people as I walk, despite the fact that ] know that no individual can
be taken to task for what history is doing, or has done. I say that the culture of
these people controls me—but they can scarcely be held responsible for Euro-
pean culture. America comes out of Europe, but these people have never seen
America nor have most of them seen more of Europe than the hamlet at the foot
of their mountain. Yet they move with an authority which I shall never have;
and they regard me, quite rightly, not only as a stranger in their village but as a
suspect latecomer, bearing no credentials, to everything they have—however
unconsciously—inherited.

For this village, even were it incomparably more remote and incredibly
more primitive, is the West, the West onto which I have been so strangely
grafted. These people cannot be, from the point of view of power, strangers any-
where in the world; they have made the modern world, in effect, even if they do
not know it. The most illiterate among them is related, in a way that] amnot, to
Dante, Shakespeare, Michelangelo, Aeschylus, Da Vinci, Rembrandt, and
Racine; the cathedral at Chartres says something to them which it cannot say to
me, as indeed would New York’s Empire State Building, should anyone here
ever see it. Out of their hymns and dances come Beethoven and Bach. Go back
a few centuries and they are in their full glory—but I am in Africa, watching the
conquerors arrive.

The rage of the disesteemed is personally fruitless, but it is also absolutely
inevitable; this rage, so generally discounted, so little understood even among
the people whose daily bread it is, is one of the things that makes history. Rage
can only with difficulty, and never entirely, be brought under the domination of
the intelligence and is therefore not susceptible to any arguments whatever.
This is a fact which ordinary representatives of the Herrenvolk, having never felt
this rage and being unable to imagine it, quite fail to understand. Also, rage cannot

’
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be hidden, it can only be dissembled. This dissembling deludes the thoughtless,
and strengthens rage and adds, to rage, contempt. There are, no doubt, as many
ways of coping with the resulting complex of tensions as there are black men in
the world, but no black man can hope ever to be entirely liberated from this in-
ternal warfare—rage, dissembling, and contempt having inevitably accompa-
nied his first realization of the power of white men. What is crucial here is that,
since white men represent in the black man’s world so heavy a weight, white men
have for black men a reality which is far from being reciprocal; and hence all black
men have toward all white men an attitude which is designed, really, either to rob
the white man of the jewel of his naiveté, or else to make it cost him dear.

The black man insists, by whatever means he finds at his disposal, that the
white man cease to regard him as an exotic rarity and recognize him as a human

being, This is a very charged and difficult moment, for there is a great deal of

will power involved in the white man’s naiveté. Most people are not naturally
reflective any more than they are naturally malicious, and the white man
prefers to keep the black man at a certain human remove because it is easier for
him thus to preserve his simplicity and avoid being called to account for crimes
committed by his forefathers, or his neighbors. He is inescapably aware, never-
theless, that he is in a better position in the world than black men are, nor can
he quite put to death the suspicion that he is hated by black men therefore, He
does not wish to be hated, neither does he wish to change places, and at this
point in his uneasiness he can scarcely avoid having recourse to those legends
which white men have created about black men, the most usual effect of which
s that the white man finds himself enineshed, so to speak, in his own language
which describes hell, as well as the attributes which lead one to hell, as being as
black as night.

Every legend, moreover, contains its residuum of truth, and the root func-
tion of language is to control the universe by describing it. It is of quite consid-
erable significance that black men remain, in the imagination, and in
overwhelming numbers in fact, beyond the disciplines of salvation; and this de-
spite the fact the West has been “buying” African natives for centuries. There is,
I should hazard, an instantaneous necessity to be divorced from this so visibly
unsaved stranger, in whose heart, moreover, one cannot guess what dreams of
vengeance are being nourished; and, at the same time, there are few things on
earth more attractive than the idea of the unspeakable liberty which is allowed
the unredeemed. When, beneath the black mask, a human being begins to make
himself felt one cannot escape a certain awful wonder as to what kind of human
being it is. What one’s imagination makes of other people is dictated, of course,
by the laws of one’s own personality and it is one of the ironies of black-white
relations that, by means of what the white man imagines the black man to be,
the black man is enabled to know who the white man is.

I'have said, for example, that [ am as much a stranger in this village today
as I was the first summer I arrived, but this is not quite true. The villagers won-
der less about the texture of my hair than they did then, and wonder rather
more about me. And the fact that their wonder now exists on another level is
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reflected in their attitudes and in their eyes. There are the children who make
those delightful, hilarious, sometimes astonishingly grave overtures of friend-
ship in the unpredictable fashion of children; other children, having been taught
that the devil is a black man, scream in genuine anguish as [ approach. Some of
the older women never pass without a friendly greeting, never pass, indeed, if it
seems that they will be able to engage me in conversation; other women look
down or look away or rather contemptuously smirk. Some of the men drink with
me and suggest that I learn how to ski—partly, I gather, because they cannot
imagine what I would look like on skis—and want to know if [ am married, and
ask questions about my miétier. But some of the men have accused le sale négre—
behind my back—of stealing wood and there is already in the eyes of some of
them that peculiaz, intent, paranoiac malevolence which one sometimes surprises
in the eyes of American white men when, out walking with their Sunday girl,
they see a Negro male approach.

There is a dreadful abyss between the streets of this village and the streets
of the city in which I was born, between the children who shout Neger! today
and those who shouted Nigger! Yesterday—the abyss is experience, the Ameri-
can experience. The syllable hurled behind me today expresses, above all, won-
der: I am a stranger here. But I am not a stranger in America and the same
syllable riding on the American air expresses the war my presence has occa-
sioned in the American soul.

For this village brings home to me this fact: that there was a day, and not
really a very distant day, when Americans were scarcely Americans at all but
discontented Europeans, facing a great unconquered continent and strolling,
say, into a marketplace and seeing black men for the first time. The shock this
spectacle afforded is suggested, surely, by the promptness with which they de-
cided that these black men were not really men but cattle. It is true that the ne-
cessity on the part of the settlers of the New World of reconciling their moral
assumptions with the fact—and the necessity—of slavery enhanced immensely
the charm of this idea, and it is also true that this idea expresses, with a truly
American bluntness, the attitude which to varying extents all masters have had
toward all slaves.

But between all former slaves and slave owners and the drama which be-
gins for Americans over three hundred years ago at Jamestown, there are at
least two differences to be observed. The American Negro slave could not sup-
pose, for one thing, as slaves in past epochs had supposed and often done, that
he would ever be able to wrest the power from his master’s hands. This was a
supposition which the modern era, which was to bring about such vast changes
in the aims and dimensions of power, put to death; it only begins, in unprece-
dented fashion, and with dreadful implications, to be resurrected today.
But even had this supposition persisted with undiminished force, the American
Negro slave could not have used it to lend his condition dignity, for the reason
that this supposition rests on another: that the slave in exile yet remains related
to his past, has some means—if only in memory—of revering and sustaining
the forms of his former life, is able, in short, to maintain his identity.

14

15

16




Social Justice

y, and not s
‘at all but

Baldwin/Stranger in the Village 349

This was not the case with the American Negro slave. He is unique among
the black men of the world in that his past was taken from him, almost literally,
at one blow. One wonders what on earth the first slave found to say to the first
dark child he bore. T am told that there are Haitians able to trace their ancestry
back to African kings, but any American Negro wishing to go back so far will
find his journey through time abruptly arrested by the signature on the bill of
sale which served as the entrance paper for his ancestor. At the time—to say
nothing of the circumstances—of the enslavement of the captive black man who
was to become the American Negro, there was not the remotest possibility that
he would ever take power from his master’s hands. There was no reason to
suppose that his situation would ever change, nor was there, shortly, anything
to indicate that his situation had ever been different. It was his necessity, in the
words of E. Franklin Frazier, to find a “motive for living under American cul-
ture or die.” The identity of the American Negro comes out of this extreme sit-
unation, and the evelution of this identity was a source of the most intolerable
anxiety in the minds and the lives of his masters.

For the history of the American Negro is unique also in this: that the ques-
tion of his humanity, and of his rights therefore as a human being, became a
burning; one for several generations of Americans, so burning a question that it
ultimately became one of those used to divide the nation. It is out of this argu-
ment that the venom of the epithet Nigger! is derived. It is an argument which
Europe has never had, and hence Europe quite sincerely fails to understand
how or why the argument arose in the first place, why its effects are so fre-
quently disastrous and always so unpredictable, why it refuses until today to
be entirely settled. Europe’s black possessions remained—and do remain—in
Europe’s colonies, at which remove they represented no threat whatever to Eu-
ropean identity. If they posed any problem at all for the European conscience, it
was a problem which remained comfortingly abstract: in effect, the black man,
as a man, did not exist for Europe. But in America, even as a slave, he was an in-
escapable part of the general social fabric and no American could escape having
an attitude toward him. Americans attempt until today to make an abstraction
of the Negro, but the very nature of these abstractions reveals the tremendous
effects the presence of the Negro has had on the American character.

When one considers the history of the Negro in America it is of the greatest
importance to recognize that the moral beliefs of a person, or a people, are never
really as tenuous as life—which is not moral—very often causes them to appear;
these create for them a frame of reference and a necessary hope, the hope being
that when life has done its worst they will be enabled to rise above themselves
and to triumph over life. Life would scarcely be bearable if this hope did not ex-
ist. Again, even when the worst has been said, to betray a belief is not by any
means to have put oneself beyond its power; the betrayal of a belief is not the
same thing as ceasing to believe. If this were not so there would be no moral
standards in the world at all. Yet one must also recognize that morality is based
on ideas and that all ideas are dangerous—dangerous because ideas can only
lead to action and where the action leads no man can say. And dangerous in this
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respect: that confronted with the impossibility of becoming free of them, one
can be driven to the most inhuman excesses. The ideas on which American be-
liefs are based are not, though Americans often seem to think so, ideas which
originated in America. They came out of Europe. And the establishment of
democracy on the American continent was scarcely as radical a break with the
past as was the necessity, which Americans faced, of broadening this concept to
include black men.

This was, literally, a hard necessity. It was impossible, for one thing, for
Americans to abandon their beliefs, not only because these beliefs alone seemed
able to justify the sacrifices they had endured and the blood that they had
spilled, but also because these beliefs afforded them their only bulwark against
a moral chaos as absolute as the physical chaos of the continent it was their des-
tiny to conquer. But in the situation in which Americans found themselves, these
beliefs threatened an idea which, whether or not one likes to think so, is the very
warp and woof of the heritage of the West, the idea of white supremacy.

Americans have made themselves notorious by the shrillness and the bru-
tality with which they have insisted on this idea, but they did not invent it; and
it has escaped the world’s notice that those very excesses of which Americans
have been guilty imply a certain, unprecedented uneasiness over the idea’s life
and power, if not, indeed, the idea’s validity. The idea of white supremacy rests
simply on the fact that white men ate the creators of civilization (the present
civilization, which is the only one that matters; all previous civilizations are
simply “contributions” to our own) and are therefore civilization’s guardians
and defenders. Thus it was impossible for Americans to accept the black man as
one of themselves, for to do 50 was to jeopardize their status as white men. But
not so to accept him was to deny his human reality, his human weight and com-
plexity, and the strain of denying the overwhelmingly undeniable forced Amer-
icans into rationalizations so fantastic that they approached the pathological.

At the root of the American Negro problem is the necessity of the American
* white man to find a way of living with the Negro in order to be able to live with
himself. And the history of this problem can be reduced to the means used by
Americans--lynch law and law, segregation and legal acceptance, terrorization
and concession—either to come to terms with this necessity, or to find a way
around it, or (most usually) to find a way of doing both these things at once.
The resulting spectacle, at once foolish and dreadful, led someone to make the
quite accurate observation that “the Negro-in-America is a form of insanity
which overtakes white men.”

In this long battle, a battle by no means finished, the unforeseeable effects
of which will be felt by many future generations, the white man’s motive was
the protection of his identity; the black man was motivated by the need to es-
tablish an identity. And despite the terrorization which the Negro in America
endured and endures sporadically until today, despite the cruel and totally in-
escapable ambivalence of his status in his country, the battle for his identity has
long ago been won. He is not a visitor to the West, but a citizen there, an Amer-
ican; as American as the Americans who despise him, the Americans who fear
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him, the Americans who love him—the Americans who became less than them-
selves, or rose to be greater than themselves by virtue of the fact that the chal-
lenge he represented was inescapable. He is perhaps the only black man in the
world whose relationship to white men is more terrible, more subtle, and more
meaningful than the relationship of bitter possessed to uncertain possessor. His
survival depended, and his development depends, on his ability to turn his pe-
culiar status in the Western world to his own advantage and, it may be, to the
very great advantage of that world. It remains for him to fashion out of his
experience that which will give him sustenance, and a voice.

The cathedral at Chartres, I have said, says something to the people of this 2
village which it cannot say to me; but it is important to understand that this
cathedral says something to me which it cannot say to them. Perhaps they are
struck by the power of the spires, the glory of the windows; but they have
known God, after all, longer than I have known him, and in a different way, and
I'am terrified by the slippery bottomless well to be found in the crypt, down
which heretics were hurled to death, and by the obscene, inescapable gargoyles
jutting out of the stone and seeming to say that God and the devil can never be
divorced. I doubt that the villagers think of the devil when they face a cathedral
because they have never been identified with the devil. But [ must accept the
status which myth, if nothing else, gives me in the West before I can hope to
change the myth.

Yet, if the American Negro has arrived at his identity by virtue of the ab- 2
soluteness of his estrangement from his past, American white men still nourish
the illusion that there is some means of recovering the European innocence, of
returning to a state in which black men do not exist. This is one of the greatest
errors Americans can make. The identity they fought so hard to protect has, by
virtue of that battle, undergone a change: Americans are as unlike any other
white people in the world as it is possible to be. I do not think, for example, that
it is too much to suggest that the American vision of the world—which allows
so little reality, generally speaking, for any of the darker forces in human life,
which tends until today to paint moral issues in glaring black and white—owes

a great deal to the battle waged by Americans to maintain between themselves
and black men a human separation which could not be bridged. It is only now
beginning to be borne in on us—very faintly, it must be admitted, very slowly,
and very much against our will—that this vision of the world is dangerously in-
accurate, and perfectly useless. For it protects our moral high-mindedness at the
terrible expense of weakening our grasp of reality. People who shut their eyes
to reality simply invite their own destruction, and anyone who insists on re-
maining in a state of innocence long after that innocence is dead turns himself
into a monster.

The time has come to realize that the interracial drama acted out on the
American continent has not only created a new black man, it has created a new
white man, too. No road whatever will lead Americans back to the simplicity of
this Buropean village where white men still have the luxury of looking on me as
astranger. [ am not, really, a stranger any longer for any American alive. One of
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the things that distinguishes Americans from other people is that no other peo-
ple has ever been so deeply involved in the lives of black men, and vice versa.
This fact faced, with all its implications, it can be seen that the history of the
American Negro problem is not merely shameful, it is also something of an
achievement. For even when the worst has been said, it must also be added that
the perpetual challenge posed by this problem was always, somehow, perpetu-
ally met. It is precisely this black-white experience which may prove of indis-
pensable value to us in the world we face today. This world is white no longer,
and it will never be white again.

COMPREHENSION

1. According to Baldwin, what distinguishes Americans from other people?
What is his purpose in highlighting these differences?

2. What connections between Europe, Africa, and America emerge from this
essay? What is the relevance of the Swiss village to this frame of reference?

3. In the context of the essay, explain what Baldwin means by his statement,
“People are trapped in history and history is trapped in them” (paragraph 5).

RHETORIC

1. Analyze the effect of Baldwin's repetition of “there is” and “there are” con-
structions in paragraph 2. What does the parallelism at the start of para-
graph 8 accomplish? Locate other examples of parallelism in the essay.

2. Analyze the image of winter in paragraph 3 and its relation to the rest of the
essay.

3. Where in the essay is Baldwin’s complex thesis condensed for the reader?
What does this placement of thesis reveal about the logical method of de-
velopment in the essay?

4. How does Baldwin create his introduction? What is the focus? What key
motifs does the author present that will inform the rest of the essay? What
is the relationship of paragraph 5 to paragraph 67

5. What paragraphs constitute the second section of the essay? What example
serves to unify this section? What major shift in emphasis occurs in the
third part of the essay? Explain the cathedral of Chartres as a controlling
‘motif between these two sections.

6. What comparisons and contrasts help structure and unify the essay?

WRITING

1. Examine the paradox implicit in Baldwin’s statement in the last paragraph
that the history of the American Negro problem is “something of an
achievement.”
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Learning to Read and Write

Frederick Douglass

Frederick Douglass (1817-1895) was an Atnerican abolitionist, orator, and journal-
ist. Born of the union between a slave and a white man, Douglass later escaped to Mass-
achusetts. An impassioned antislavery speech brought him recognition as a powerful
orator; thereafter he was much in demand for speaking engagements. He descrived his
experience as a black man in America in Narrative of the Life of Frederick Dou-
glass (1845). After managing to buy his freedom, Douglass founded the North Star, o
newspaper he published for the next 17 Years. In the following excerpt from his stirring

autobiography, Douglass recounts the tremendons obstacles he overcame in his effors
to become literate,

- ceeded in learning to read and write, In accomplishing this, I was compelled to
resort to various stratagems. I had no regular teacher. My mistress, who had

rection of her husband, not only ceased to instruct, but had set her face against
my being instructed by any one else. It is due, however, to my mistress to say of
her, that she did not adopt this course of treatment immediately. She at first
lacked the depravity indispensable to shutting me up in mental darkness. It was
at least necessary for her to have some training in the exercise of irresponsible
power, to make her equal to the task of treating me as though I were a brute.
My mistress was, as I have said, a kind and tender-hearted womarn; and in
the simplicity of her soul she commenced, when I first went to live with her, to
treat me as she supposed one human being ought to treat another. In entering
upon the duties of a slaveholder, she did not seem to perceive that [ sustained to
her the relation of a mere chattel, and that for her to treat me as a human being
was not only wrong, but dangerously so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as it
did to me. When I went there, she was a pious, warm, and tender-hearted
woman. There was no sorrow or suffering for which she had not a tear. She had
bread for the hungry, clothes for the naked, and comfort for every mourner that
came within her reach. Slavery soon proved its ability to divest her of these heav-
enly qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became stone, and the lamb-
like disposition gave way to one of tiger-like fierceness. The first step in her
downward course was in her ceasing to instruct me. She now commenced to
Practise her husband’s precepts. She finally became. even more violent in her op-
Position than her husband himself. She was not satisfied with simply doing as
well as he had commanded; she seemed anxious to do better. No thing seemed to
make her more angry than to see me with a newspaper. She seemed to think that
here lay the danger. I have had her rush at me with a face made all up of fury,

Ilived in Master Hugh's family about seven years. During this time, T suc- 4

kindly commenced to instruct me, had, in compliance with the advice and dj-
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and snatch from me a newspaper, in a manner that fully revealed her apprehen-
sion. She was an apt woman; and a little experience soon demonstrated, to her
satisfaction, that education and slavery were incompatible with each other.

From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room
any considerable length of time, I was sure to be suspected of having a book,
and was at once called to give an account of myself. All this, however, was too
late. The first step had been taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had
given me the inch, and no precaution could prevent me from taking the ell.

The plan which I adopted, and the one by which I was most successful, was
that of making friends of all the little white boys whom I met in the street. As
many of these as I could, I converted into teachers. With their kindly aid, ob-

-tained at different times and in different places, I finally succeeded in learning
to read. When I was sent on errands, I always took my book with me, and by
doing one part of my errand quickly, I found time to get a lesson before my re-
turn. I used also to carry bread with me, enough of which was always in the
house, and to which I was always welcome; for I was much better off in this
regard than many of the poor white children in our neighborhood. This bread 1
used to bestow upon the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me
that more valuable bread of knowledge. I am strongly tempted to give the
names of two or three of those little boys, a testimonial of the gratitude and af-
fection I bear them; but prudence forbids—not that it would injure me, but it
might embarrass them; for it is almost an unpardonable offence to teach slaves
to read in this Christian country. It is enough to say of the dear little fellows, that
they lived on Philpot Street, very near Durgin and Bailey’s shipyard. I used to

“ talk this matter of slavery over with them. I would sometimes say to them, I
wished I could be as free as they would be when they got to be men. “You will
be free as soon as you are twenty-one, but I am a slave for lifel Have not I as good
a right to be free as you have?” These words used to trouble them; they would
express for me the liveliest sympathy, and console me with the hope that some-
thing would occur by which I might be free.

I was now about twelve years old, and the thought of being a slave for life
began to bear heavily upon my heart. Just about this time, I got hold of a book
entitled “The Colombian Orator.” Every opportunity I got, I used to read this
‘book. Among much of other interesting matter, I found in it a dialogue between
a master and his slave. The slave was represented as having run away from his
master three times. The dialogue represented the conversation which took place
between them, when the slave was retaken the third time. In this dialogue, the
whole argument in behalf of slavery was brought forward by the master, all of
which was disposed of by the slave. The slave was made to say some very smart
as well as impressive things in reply to his master—things which had the de-
sired though unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the voluntary
emancipation of the slave on the part of the master.

In the same book, I met with one of Sheridan’s mighty speeches on and in
behalf of Catholic emancipation. These were choice documents to me. I read

them over and over again with unabated interest. They gave tongue to interesting
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thoughts-of my own soul, which had frequently flashed through my mind, and
died away for want of utterance. The moral which I gained from the dialogue
was the power of truth over the conscience of even a slaveholder. What I got
from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, and a powerful vindication
of human rights. The reading of these documents enabled me to utter my
thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought forward to sustain slavery; but
while they relieved me of one difficulty, they brought on another even more
painful than the one of which I was relieved. The more I read, the more I was
led to abhor and detest my enslavers. I could regard them in no other light than
a band of successful robbers, who had left their homes, and gone to Africa, and
stolen us from our homes, and in a strange land reduced us to slavery. I loathed
them as being the meanest as well as the most wicked of men. As I read and
contemplated the subject, behold! that very discontentment which Master Hugh
had predicted would follow my learning to read had already come, to torment
and sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I writhed under it, I would at
times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing,. It had
given me a view of my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my
eyes to the horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get out. In moments of
agony, I envied my fellow-slaves for their stupidity. I have often wished myself
a beast. [ preferred the condition of the meanest reptile to my own. Any thing,
no matter what, to get rid of thinking! It was this everlasting thinking of my
condition that tormented me. There was no getting rid of it. It was pressed upon 5
me by every object within sight or hearing, animate or inanimate, The silver ' i
tramp of freedom had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness. Freedom now i
appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every sound, and seen
in every thing. It was ever present to torment me with a sense of my wretched S
condition. I saw nothing without seeing it, I heard nothing without hearing it, i
and felt nothing without feeling it. It looked from every star, it smiled in every
calm, breathed in every wind, and moved in every storm.
[ often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing myself ;
dead; and but for the hope of being free, I have no doubt but that I should have
killed myself, or done something for which I should have been killed. While in
this state of mind, I was eager to hear anyone speak of slavery. I was a ready lis-
tener. Every little while, I could hear something about the abolitionists. It was
some time before I found what the word meant. It was always used in such con-
nections as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave ran away and suc-
ceeded in getting clear, or if a slave killed his master, set fire to a barn, or did
any thing very wrong in the mind of a slaveholder, it was spoken of as the fruit
of abolition. Hearing the word in this connection very often, I set about learning
what it meant. The dictionary afforded me little or no help. I found it was “the
act of abolishing;” but then I did not know what was to be abolished. Here ] was
perplexed. I did not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for I was satisfied
that it was something they wanted me to know very little about. After a patient
waiting, I got one of our city papers, containing an account of the number of
petitions from the north, praying for the abolition of slavery in the District of
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Columbia, and of the slave trade between the States. From this time I under-
stood the words abolition and abolitionist, and always drew near when that word
was spoken, expecting to hear something of importance to myself and fellow-
slaves. The light broke in upon me by degrees. I went one day down on the
wharf of Mr. Waters; and seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of stone, I
went, unasked, and helped them. When we had finished, one of them came to
me and asked me if [ were a slave. I told him I was. He asked, “Are ye a slave
for life?” I told him that I was. The good Irishman seemed to be deeply affected
by the statement. He said to the other that it was a pity so fine a little fellow as
myself should be a slave for life. He said it was a shame to hold me. They both
advised me to run away to the north; that I should find friends there, and that I
should be free. I pretended not to be interested in what they said, and treated
them as if T did not understand them; for I feared they might be treacherous.
White men have been known to encourage slaves to escape, and then, to get the
reward, catch them and return them to their masters. I was afraid that these seem-
ingly good men might use me so; but I nevertheless remembered their advice,
and from that time I resolved to run away. I looked forward to a time at which
it would be safe for me to escape. I was too young to think of doing so immedi-
ately; besides, I wished to learn how to write, as might have occasion to write
my own pass. | consoled myself with the hope that 1 should one day find a good
chance. Meanwhile, I would learn to write.

The idea as to how I might learn to write was suggested to me by being in
Durgin and Bailey’s ship-yard, and frequently seeing the ship carpenters, after
hewing, and getting a piece of timber ready for use, write on the timber the
name of that part of the ship for which it was intended. When a piece of timber
was intended for the larboard side, it would be marked thus—"L.” When. a
piece was for the starboard side, it would be marked thus—"5.” A piece for the
larboard side forward, would be marked thus—“L. E” When a piece was for
starboard side forward would be marked thus—*"S. £ For larboard aft, it
would be marked thus—"L. A.” For starboard aft, it would be marked thus—
“S. A 1 soon learned the names of these letters, and for what they were in-
tended when placed upon a piece of timber in the ship-yard. I immediately
commenced copying them, and in a short time was able to make the four letters
named. After that, when [ met with any boy who I knew could write, I would
tell him I could write as well as he. The next word would be, “T don’t believe
. you. Let me see you try it.” I would then make the letters which I had been so
fortunate as to learn, and ask him to beat that. In this way I got a good many
lessons in writing, which it is quite possible I should never have gotten in any
other way. During this time, my copy-book was the board fence, brick wall, and
pavement; my pen and ink was a lump of chalk. With these, I learned mainly how
to write. I then commenced and continued copying the Italics in Webster’s
Spelling Book, until I could make them all without looking on the book. By this
time, my little Master Thomas had gone to school, and learned how to write,
and had written over a number of copy-books. These had been brought home,
and shown to some of our near neighbors, and then laid aside. My mistress

i
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used to go to class meeting at the Wilk Street meetinghouse every Monday af-
ternoon, and leave me to take care of the house. When left thus, I used to spend
the time in writing in the spaces left in Master Thomas’s copy-book, copying
what he had written. I continued to do this until I could write a hand very sim-
ilar to that of Master Thomas. Thus, after a long, tedious effort for years, I fi-
nally succeeded in learning how to write.

COMPREHENSION

1. What strategies does Douglass use to continue his education after his mis-
tress’s abandonment?

2. Why did the author’s mistress find his reading newspapers particularly
threatening?

3. Why does Douglass call learning to read “a curse rather than a blessing”?

RHEHETORIC

1. What is the thesis of Douglass’s narration? How well is it supported and
developed by the body paragraphs? Explain.

2. The first couple of sentences in the story, though simple, are very power-
ful. How do they serve to set up the mood of the piece and the reader’s
expectations?

3. Cite examples of Douglass’s use of metaphors, and discuss why they work
in those paragraphs.

4. How would you describe Douglass’s writing style and level of language?
Does it reveal anything about the writer’s character? Justify your response.

5. Explain the way in which the author uses comparison and contrast.

6. What is Douglass’s definition of abolition, and how does Douglass help the
reader define it? How does this method contribute to the reader’s under-
standing of the learning process?

WRITING

1. What does Douglass mean when he writes that “education and slavery
were incompatible with each other”? Write an essay in which you consider
the relationship between the two.

2. Both Douglass and his mistress were in inferior positions to Master Hugh.
Wirite an essay in which you compare and contrast their positions in society
at the time.

3. Illiteracy is still a major problem in the United States. Write an account of
what your day-to-day life would be like if you couldn’t write or read. What

impact would this deficiency have on your life? Use concrete examples to

illustrate your narrative.
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5. Slavery was an obvious obstacle to Douglass’s attempt to educate himself.
What impeded Rodriguez’s progress? Were similar forces at work? Cite ex-
amples from Rodriguez’s narrative to prove your point.

¥

Graduation

Maya Angelou

Maya Angelou (b. 1928) is an American poet, playwright, television writer, actress,
and singer. Her autobiographical books, notably I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
(1970}, from which the following selection is taken, provide rich accounts of the black fe-
male experience. Fluent in six languages and active in artistic, educational, and political
affairs, Angelou often presents autobiographical material against the backdrop of larger
cultural concerns. In this vivid reminiscence of her 1940 graduation from grade school
in Stamps, Arkansas, she provides insights into a community of young scholars who
gain inspiration and wisdom from their experietice during commencermient ceremonies.

The children in Stamps trembled visibly with anticipation. Some adults were 1
excited too, but to be certain the whole young population had come down with
graduation epidemic. Large classes were graduating from both the grammar
school and the high school. Even those who were years removed from their
own day of glorious release were anxious to help with preparations as a kind of
dry run. The junior students who were moving into the vacating classes’ chairs
were tradition-bound to show their talents for leadership and management.
They strutted through the school and around the campus exerting pressure on
the lower grades. Their authority was so new that occasionally if they pressed a
little too hard it had to be overlooked. After all, next term was coming, and it
never hurt a sixth grader to have a play sister in the eighth grade, or a tenth-
year student to be able to call a twelfth grader Bubba. So all was endured in a
spirit of shared understanding. But the graduating classes themselves were the
nobility. Like travelers with exotic destinations on their minds, the graduates
were remarkably forgetful. They came to school without their books, or tablets

or even pencils. Volunteers fell over themselves to secure replacements for the

= ,missing equipment. When accepted, the/willing workers might or might not be

i thanked, and it was of no importance to the pregraduation rites. Even teachers
:were respectful of the now quiet and aging seniors, and tended to speak to
them, if not as equals, as beings only slightly lower than themselves. After tests
- were returned and giadeggiven, the student body, which acted like an extended
family, knew who did évéll,/ who excelled, and what piteous ones had failed.
Unlike the white high school, Lafayette County Training School distin- »
| gMShed itself by having neither laweg@hedgesé@emﬁs C(;Erlz'éc’)ﬂclimbmg
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ivy. Its two buildings (main classrooms, the grade school and home economics)
were set on a dirt hill with no fence to limit either its boundaries or those of bor-
dering farms. There was a large expanse to the left of the school which was used
alternately as a baseball diamond or a basketball court. Rusty hoops on the
swaying poles represented the permanent recreational equipment, although bats
and balls could be borrowed from the PE. teacher if the borrower was qualified.-
and if the diamond wasn’t occupied.’ : )
Over this rocky area relieved by a few shady tall persimmeon trees the grad-
uating class watked. The girls often held hands and no longer bothered to speak
to the lower students. There was a sadness about them, as if this old world was
not their home and they were bound for higher ground. The boys, on the other

.~ hand, had becom@é more friendly; moré;outgoing. A decided change from the

“closed attitude they projected while studying for finals. Now, they seemed not

ready to give up the old school, the familiar paths and classrooms. Only a small
percentage would be continuing on to college—one of the South’s A & M (agri-
cultural and mechanical) schools, which trained Negro youths to be carpenters,

2 farmers, handymen, masons, maids, cooks and baby nurses. Their future rode
*{{ heavily on their shoulders, and blinded them to the collective joy that had per-

vaded the lives of the boys and girls in the grammar school graduating class.
Parents who could afford it had ordered new shoes and ready-made clothes
for themselves from Sears and Roebuck or Montgomery Ward. They also en-
gaged the best seamstresses to make the floating graduation dresses and to cut
down secondhand pants which would be pressed to a military slickness for the
important event.
Oh, it was important, all right. Whitefolks would attend the ceremony, and

© two or three would speak of God and home, and the Southern way of life, and

... Mus. Parsons, the principal’s wife, would play the graduation march while the

lower-grade graduates paraded down the aisles and took their seats below the
platform. The high school seniors would wait in empty classrooms to make
their dramatic entrance. e o

In the Store [ was the person of the momeit. The birthday girl-The center.
Bailey had graduated the year before, although to do so he had had to forfeit all
pleasures to make up for his time lost in Baton Rouge.

My class was wearing butter-yellow piqué dresses, and Momma launched
out on mine. She smocked the yoke into tiny crisscrossing puckers, then shirred
the rest of the bodice. Her dark fingers ducked in and out of the lemony cloth as
she embroidered raised daisies around the hem. Before she considered herself
finished she had added a crocheted cuff on the puff sleeves, and.a pointy cro-
cheted collar.

I was going to be lovely. A walking model of all the various styles-of fine
hand sewing and it didn’t worry me that I was only twelve years old and
merely graduating from the eighth grade. Besides, many teachers in Arkansas
Negro schools had only that diploma and were licensed to impart wisdom.

The days had become longer and more noticeable. The faded beige of for-
mer times had been replaced with strong and sure colors. I began to see my
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classmates’ clothes, their skin tones, and the dust that waved off pussy wil-
" Jows. Clouds that lazed across the sky were objects of great concern to me.
* Their shiftier shapes might have held a message that in my new happiness and
" with a little bit of time I'd soon decipher. During that period I looked at the
arch of heaven so religiously my neck kept a steady ache. I had taken to smil-
© ing more often, and my jaws hurt from the unaccustomed activity. Between the
" two physical sore spots, I suppose I could have been uncomfortable, but that
~ was not the case. As a member of the winning team (the graduating class of
. 1940) I had outdistanced unpleasant sensations by miles. I was headed for the
freedom of open fields.

Youth and social approval allied themselves with me and we trammeled
memories of slights and insults. The wind of our swift passage remodeled my
features. Lost tears were pounded to mud and then to dust. Years of withdrawal
were brushed aside and left behind, as hanging ropes of parasitic moss.

My work alone had awarded me a top place and I was going to be one of
the first called in the graduating ceremonies. On the classroom blackboard, as
well as on the bulletin board in the auditorium, there were blue stars and white
stars and red stars. No absences, no tardiness, and my academic work was
among the best of the year. I could say the preamble to the Constitution even
faster than Bailey. We timed ourselves often: “We the people of the United States
in order to form a more perfect union. . . . ” T had memorized the Presidents of
the United States from Washington to Roosevelt in chronological as well as al-
phabetical order. -

My hair pleased me too. Gradually the black mass had lengthened and
thickened, so that it kept at last to its braided pattern, and I didn’t have to yank
my scalp off when I tried to comb it.

Louise and I had rehearsed the exercises until we tired out ourselves. Henry
Reed was class valedictorian. He was a small, very black boy with hooded eyes,
a long, broad nose and an oddly shaped head. I had admired him for years
because each term he and I vied for the best grades in our class. Most often he
bested me, but instead of being disappointed, I was pleased that we shared top
places between us. Like many Southern black children, he lived with his-grand-
mother, who was as strict as Momma and as kind as she knew how to be. He
was courteous, respectful and softspoken to elders, but on the playground he
chose to play the roughest games. I admired him. Anyone, I reckoned, suffi-
ciently afraid or sufficiently dull could be polite. But to be able to operate at a
top level with both adults and children was admirable.

His valedictory speech was entitled “To Be or Not to Be.” The rigid tenth-
grade teacher had helped him write it. Hle’d been working on the dramatic
stresses for months,

The weeks until graduation were filled with heady activities. A group of
small children were to be presénted in a play about buttercups and daisies and
bunny rabbits. They could be heard throughout the building practicing their

hops and their little songs that sounded like silver bells. The older girls (non-
graduates, of course) were assigned the task of making refreshments for the

10

n

12

13

LY

15




122 . Chapter 3 Education

night's festivities. A tangy scent of ginger, cinnamon, nutmeg and chocolate
wafted around the home economics building as the budding cooks made sam-
ples for themselves and their teachers.

In every corner of the workshop, axes and saws split fresh timber as the
woodshop boys made sets and stage scenery. Only the graduates were left out of
the general bustle. We were free to sit in the library at the back of the building or
look in quite detachedly, naturally, on the measures being taken for our event.

Even the minister preached on graduation the Sunday before. His subject
was, “Let your light so shine that men will see your good works and praise
your Father, Who is in Heaven.” Although the sermon was purported to be ad-

- dressed to us, he used the occasion to speak to backsliders, gamblers and gen-
eral ne’er-do-wells. But since he had called our names at the beginning of the
service we were mollified.

Among Negroes the tradition was to give presents to children going only
from one grade to another. How much more important this was when the per-
son was graduating at the top of the class. Uncle Willie and Momma had sent
away for a Mickey Mouse watch like Bailey’s. Louise gave me four embroidered
handkerchiefs. (I gave her three crocheted doilies.) Mus. Sneed, the minister’s
wife, made me an underskirt to wear for graduation, and nearly every customer
gave me a nickel or maybe even a dime with the instruction “Keep on moving
to higher ground,” or some such encouragement.

~ Amazingly the great day finally dawned and I was out of bed before I knew
it. I threw open the back door to see it more clearly, but Momma said, “Sister,
come away from that door and put your robe on.”

I hoped the memory of that morning would never leave me. Sunlight was
itself still young, and the day had none of the insistence maturity would bring
it in a few hours. In my robe and barefoot in the backyard, under cover of going
to see about my new beans, I gave myself up to the gentle warmth and thanked
God that no matter what evil I had done in my life He had allowed me to live to
see this day. Somewhere in my fatalism I had expected to die, accidentally, and
never have the chance to walk up the stairs in the auditorium and gracefully re-
ceive my hard-earned diploma. Out of God's merciful bosom I had won reprieve.

Bailey came out in his robe and gave me a box wrapped in Christmas paper.
He said he had saved his money for months to pay for it. It felt like a, box of
chocolates, but T knew Bailey wouldn’t save money to buy candy when we had
all we could want under our noses.

He was as proud of the gift as L. It was a soft-leather-bound copy of a col-
lection of poems by Edgar Allan Poe, or, as Bailey and I called him, “Hap.” I
turned to “Annabel Lee” and we walked up and down the garden rows, the
cool dirt between our toes, reciting the beautifully sad lines.

Momma made a Sunday breakfast although it was only Friday. After we
finished the blessing, I opened my eyes to find the watch on my plate. It was a

dream of a day. Everything went smoothly and to my credit. I didn’t have to be
reminded or scolded for anything. Near evening I was too jittery to attend to
chores, so Bailey volunteered to do all before his bath.
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.. Days before, we had made a sign for the Store, and as we turned out the
lights Momma hung the cardboard over the doorknob. It read clearly: CLOSED.
- GRADUATION.

L My dress fitted perfectly and everyone said that I looked like a sun-beam in
" it. On the hill, going toward the school, Bailey walked behind with Uncle Willie,
“who muttered, “Go on, Ju.” He wanted to walk ahead with us because it em-
- barrassed him to have to walk so slowly. Bailey said he’d let the ladies walk to-
* gether, and the men would bring up the rear. We all laughed, nicely.

Little children dashed by out of the dark like fireflies. Their crepe-paper
dresses and butterfly wings were not made for running and we heard more
than one rip, dryly, and the regretful “uh uh” that followed.

The school blazed without gaiety. The windows seemed cold and un-
friendly from the lower hill. A sense of ill-fated timing crept over me, and if
Momma hadn’t reached for my hand 1 would have drifted back to Bailey and
Uncle Willie, and possibly beyond. She made a few slow jokes about my feet
getting cold, and tugged me along to the now-strange building.

Around the front steps, assurance came back. There were my fellow
“greats,” the graduating class. Hair brushed back, legs oiled, new dresses and
pressed pleats, fresh pocket handkerchiefs and little handbags, all homesewn.
Oh, we were up to snuff, all right. I joined my comrades and didn’t even see my
family go in to find seats in the crowded auditorium.

The school band struck up a march and all classes filed in as had been re-
hearsed. We stood in front of our seats, as assigned, and on a signal from the
choir director, we sat. No sooner had this been accomplished than the band
started to play the national anthem. We rose again and sang the song, after
which we recited the pledge of allegiance. We remained standing for a brief
minute before the choir director and the principal signaled to us, rather desper-
ately I thought, to take our seats. The command was so unusual that our care-
fully rehearsed and smooth-running machine was thrown off. For a full minute
we fumbled for our chairs and bumped into each other awkwardly. Habits
change or solidify under pressure, so in our state of nervous tension we had
been ready to follow our usual assembly pattern: the American national an-
them, then the pledge of allegiance, then the song every Black person I knew
called the Negro National Anthem. All done in the same key, with the same
passion and most often standing on the same foot.

Finding my seat at last, I was overcome with a presentiment of worse things
to come. Something unrehearsed, unplanned, was going to happen, and we were
going to be made to Jook bad. I distinctly remember being explicit in the choice
of pronoun. It was “we,” the graduating class, the unit, that concerned me then.

The principal welcomed “parents and friends” and asked the Baptist min-
ister to lead us in prayer. His invocation was brief and punchy, and for a second
[ thought we were getting back on the high road to right action. When the prin-
cipal came back to the dais, however, his voice had changed. Sounds always af-
fected me profoundly and the principal’s voice was one of my favorites. During
assembly it melted and lowered weakly into the audience. It had not been in
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my plan to listen to him, but my curiosity was piqued and I straightened up to
give him my attention,

He was talking about Booker T. Washington, our “late great leader,” who 5
said we can be as close as the fingers on the hand, etc. .
d@ndshq;and the: fnendshlp of kmdly people to those less

fortunate than themselves. With that his voice nearly faded, thin, away. Like a —
river diminishing to a stream and then to a trickle. But he cleared his throat and
-said, “Our speaker tonight, who is also our friend, came from Texarkana to de-
liver the commencement address, but due to the irregularity of the train sched-

* ule, he’s going to, as they say, ‘speak and run.”” He said that we understood and
wanted the man to know that we were most grateful for the time he was able to
give us and then something about how we were willing always to adjust to an-
other’s program, and without more ado-—*I give you Mr. Edward Donleavy.”

Not one'but two white men came through the door offstage. The shorter 3
one walked to the speaker’s platform, and the tall one moved over to the center
seat and sat down. But that was our principal’s seat, and already occupied. The
dislodged gentleman bounced around for a long breath or two before the Bap-
tist minister gave him his chair, then with more dignity than the situation
deserved, the minister walked off the stage.

Donleavy looked at the audience once (on reflection, I'm sure that he
wanted only to reassure himself that we were really there), adjusted his glasses
and began to read from a sheaf of papers.

He was glad “to be here and to see the work going on just as it was in the
other schools.”

At the first “Amen” from the audience I willed the offender to immediate
death by choking on the word. But Amens and Yes, sir’s began to fall around

- the room like rain through a ragged umbrella.

. He told us of the wonderful changes we children in Stamps had in store.
=7 The Central School (naturally, the white school was Central) had already been
- granted improvements that would be in use in the falt. A well-known artist was
LR coming from Little Rock to teach art to them. They were going to have the
newest microscopes and chemistry equipment for their laboratory. Mr. Donleavy
didn’t leave us long in the dark over who made these improvements available to
Central High. Nor were we to be ignored in the general betterment scheme he
had in mind.

He said that he had pointed out to people at a very high level that one of the
first-line football tacklers at Arkansas Agricultural and Mechanical College had
graduated from good old Lafayette County Training School. Here fewer Amens
were heard. Those few that did break through lay dully in the air with the heav-
iness of habit.

He went on to praise us. He went on to say how he had bragged that “one
of the best basketball players at FlSk sank his first ball right here at Lafayette
County Training School.”

The white kids were going to have a chance to become Galileos and #
Madame Curies and Edisons and Gauguins, and our boys (the girls weren't
even in on it) would try to be Jesse Owenses and Joe Louises.

vague things abo
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Owens and the Brown Bomber were great heroes in our world, but what
- ‘'school official in the white-goddom of Little Rock had the right to decide that
" those two men must be our only heroes? Who decided that for Henry Reed to
'_"become a scientist he had to work like George Washington Carver, as a boot-
black, to buy a lousy microscope? Bailey was obviously always going to be too
small to be an athlete, so which concrete angel glued to what country seat had
decided that if my brother wanted to become a lawyer he had to first pay
- penance for his skin by picking cotton and hoeing corn and studying corre-
- spondence books at night for twenty years?

The man’s dead words fell like bricks around the auditorium and too many
_settled in my belly. Constrained by hard-learned manners I couldn’t look be-
~ hind me, but to my left and right the proud graduating class of 1940 had
dropped their heads. Every girl in my row had found something new to do with
- her handkerchief. Some folded the tiny squares into love knots, some into trian-
gles, but most were wadding them, then pressing them flat on their yellow laps.

On the dais, the ancient tragedy was being replayed. Professor Parsons sat,
a sculptor’s reject, rigid. His large, heavy body seemed devoid of will or will-
ingness, and his eyes said he was no longer with us. The other teachers exam-
ined the flag (which was draped stage right) or their notes, or the windows
which opened on our now-famous playing diamond.

Graduation, the hush-hush magic time of frills and gifts and congratula-
tions and diplomas, was finished for me before my name was called. The ac~
complishment was nothing. The meticulous maps, drawn in three colors of ink,
learning, and spelling decasyllabic words, memorizing the whole of The Rape of
Lucrece—it was for nothing. Donleavy had exposed us.

We were maids and farmers, handymen and washerwomen, and anything
higher that we aspired to was farcical and presumptuous.

Then I wished that Gabriel Prosser and Nat Turner had killed all whitefolks
in their beds and that Abraham Lincoln had been assassinated before the signing
of the Emancipation Proclamation, and that Harriet Tubman had been killed by
that blow on her head and Christopher Columbus had drowned in the Santa
Maria.

It was awful to be Negro and have no control over my life. It was brutal to
be young and already trained to sit quietly and listen to charges brought against
my color with no chance of defense. We should all be dead. I thought I should
like to see us all dead, one on top of the other. A pyramid of flesh with the
whitefolks on the bottom, as the broad base, then the Indians with their silly
tomahawks and tepees and wigwams and treaties, the Negroes with their mops
and recipes and cotton sacks and spirituals sticking out of their mouths. The
Dutch children should all stumble in their wooden shoes and break their necks.
The French should choke to death on the Louisiana Purchase (1803) while silk-
worms ate all the Chinese with their stupid pigtails. As a species, we were an
abomination. All of us. '

Donleavy was running for election, and assured our parents that if he won
we could count on having the only colored paved playing field in that part of
- Arkansas. Also—he never looked up to acknowledge the grunts of acceptance—
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also, we were bound to get some new equipment for the home economics build-
ing and the workshop.

He finished, and since there was no need to give any more than the most
perfunctory thank-you’s, he nodded to the men on the stage, and the tall white
man who was never introduced joined him at the door. They left with the atti-
tude that now they were off to something really important. {The graduation
ceremonies at Lafayette County Training School had been a mere preliminary.)

The ugliness they left was palpable. An uninvited guest who wouldn’t
leave. The choir was summoned and sang a modern arrangement of “Onward,
Christian Soldiers,” with new words pertaining to graduates seeking their place
in the world. But it didn’t work. Elouise, the daughter of the Baptist minister, re-
cited “Invictus,” and I could have cried at the impertinence of “I am the master
of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.”

My name had'lost its ring of familiarity and I had to be nudged to go and
receive my diploma. All my preparations had fled. I neither marched up to the
stage like a conquering Amazon, nor did I look in the audience for Bailey’s nod
of approval. Marguerite Johnson, I heard the name again, my honors were read,
there were noises in the audience of appreciation, and I took my place on the
stage as rehearsed.

I thought about colors I hated: ecru, puce, lavender, beige and black.

There was shuffling and rustling around me, then Henry Reed was giving
his valedictory address, “To Be or Not to Be.” Hadn't he heard the whitefolks?
We couldn’t be so the question was a waste of time. Henry's voice came clear
.and strong,. I feared to look at him. Hadn’t he got the message? There was no
“nobler in the mind” for Negroes because the world didn’t think we had minds,
and they let us know it. “Outrageous fortune”? Now, that was a joke. When the
ceremony was over I had to tell Henry Reed some things. That is, if I still cared.
Not “rub,” Henry, “erase.” “Ah, there’s the'erase.” Us.

Henry had been a good student in elocution. His voice rose on tides of
promise and fell on waves of warnings. The English teacher had helped him to
create a sermon winging through Hamlet’s soliloquy. To be a man, a doer, &
builder, a leader, or to be a tool, an unfunny joke, a crusher of funky toadstools,
I marveled that Henry could go through the speech as if we had a choice.

I had been listening and silently rebutting each sentence with my eyes
closed; then there was a hush, which in an audience warns that something un-
planned is happening. I looked up and saw Henry Reed, the conservative, the
proper, the A student, turn his back to the audience and turn to us (the proud
graduating class of 1940) and sing, nearly speaking,

Lift ev'ry voice and sing
Till earth and heaven ring
Ring with the harmonies of Liberty. . ..

It was the poem written by James Weldon Johnson. It was the music com-
posed by J. Rosamond Johnson. It was the Negro national anthem. Out of habit
we were singing it.
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Qur mothers and fathers stood in the dark hall and joined the hymn of en- ss
‘couragement. A kindergarten teacher led the small children onto the stage and
the buttercups and daisies affd‘*quny rabbits marked time and tried to follow:

Stony the road we trod

Bitter the chastening rod

Felt in the days when hope, unborn, had died.
Yet with a steady beat

Have not our weary feet

Come to the place for which our father sighed?

Every child I knew had learned that song with his ABC’s and along with s
“Jesus Loves Me This I Know.” But I personally had never heard it before.
Never heard the words, despite the thousands of times I had sung them. Never
- thought they had anything to do with me.

: On the other hand, the words of Patrick Henry had made such an impression s

- onme that [ had been able to stretch myself tall and trembling and say, “I know
not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty or give me death.”

And now I heard, really for the first time: 59

We have come over away that with tears has been watered,
We have come, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered.

While echoes of the song shivered in the air, Henry Reed bowed his head, «
said “Thank you,” and returned to his place in the line. The tears that slipped
down many faces were not wiped away in shame.

We were on top again. As always, again. We survived. The depths had been
icy and dark, but now a bright sun spoke to our souls. I was no longer simply a
member of the proud graduating class of 1940; T was a proud member of the
wonderful beautiful Negro race.

COMPREHENSION

1. Is Angelou a neutral observer or subjective participant in the events of this
narrative? How can you tell?

2. How is the author’s “presentiment of worse things to come” actually borne
out? What is the “ancient tragedy” alluded to? How, specifically, does edu-
cation relate to this allusion?

3. What do you learn about Marguerite —the young Maya Angelou—from
this essay? What are her moods, emotions, thoughts, and attitudes? In what
way is she “bound for higher ground”?

RHETORIC

1. Angelou is a highly impressionistic stylist in this essay. Provide examples of
details that create vivid descriptive impressions. How do these details con-
trol the shifting moods of the selection?




