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In his article "The Conclusion of Richard Wright's Native Son," Paul Siegel poses a 

unique reading of Wright's novel: that critics have grievously misunderstood Max's 

courtroom speech because they have erroneously labeled Max a Communist. Siegel, 

however, fails to capitalize on the significance of his discovery. If it is true that Max is 

not a Communist, then how is it possible that for over seventy years so many critics 

and readers have misinterpreted such a significant character? In order to answer this 

question, I looked at Native Son through mass media theory. Throughout the novel, 

Wright incorporates newspaper headlines, articles, and excerpts of articles covering 

Bigger's crime, which create stereotypes of the Communist Party that Max is either 

associated with or accused of possessing, forming an unconscious assumption on 

the reader's part that Max must be a Communist. When read this way, Max's speech 

becomes, not a Communistic rant, but rather about the way in which White society 

uses the media to perpetuate stereotypes and thereby help them maintain their 

hegemony. Perhaps the most disturbing quality of Max's speech is not his unveiling of 

the pervasive, overwhelming struggle for hegemony inherent in our culture, but rather 

the fact that Wright has constructed a world within Native Son that so closely reflects 

the real world that we, as readers, have been consumed by the very cycle Max is trying 

to illuminate. In this way, Wright reminds us that there are no objective subjects, not 

even Max who has situated him far enough outside of ideology as to claim he can see 

the inner workings of society. My paper employs a Zizekean reading of Native Son to 

prove that Wright uses the character of Max to demonstrate to his readers that no 

one can know society or how to fight against ideology. Instead, Native Son teaches us 

that only through awareness of ideology can we begin to fight against its destructive 

components. 
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How the Print Media Turned Max into a Communist: 

A iizekean Reading of Native Son 

~~ ,,, 

In his article "The Conclusion of Richard Wright's Native Son," Paul 

Siegel poses a unique reading of Wright's novel: that critics have 

grievously misunderstood Max's courtroom speech because they 

have erroneously labeled Max a Communist. Siegel cites Irving Howe's 

comment that "[t]he long speech by Bigger's radical lawyer Max .. .is ill­
related to the book" and the courtroom scene serves as a "party-line 

oration" (qtd. Siegel 517). Siegel also mentions Alfred Kazin's critique of 

Max's "crude Stalinist homilies" (qtd. 517). Howe, Kazin, and numerous 

other critics, Siegel notes, have reflexively determined that "Richard 

Wright was a Communist; Boris Max is called a Communist[ ... ] 

therefore, the speech must be a 'party-line oration"' (517). Through close­

reading and historical context, Siegel convincingly proves that Max is not 

a Communist, thus undermining these critics' dismissal of Max's climatic 

courtroom speech. However, Siegel fails to capitalize on the significance 

of his discovery. Like Siegel says, because Max is called a Communist, 

many critics and readers assume that Wright meant him to actually be 

one, but only the newspapers and Buckley, the racist State's Attorney, 

refer to Max directly as a Communist. 

If it is true that Max is not a Communist, then how is it possible 

that for over seventy years so many critics and readers have interpreted 

his speech as spouting "crude Stalinist homilies" (Kazin qtd. Siegel 

51 7)? In order to answer this question, we must view the novel through 

mass media theory. Throughout Native Son, Wright incorporates 

newspaper headlines, articles, and excerpts of articles covering Bigger's 

crime, many of which include mention of communism or Communists. 

These headlines and articles associate communism with a number of 

qualities, such as racial mixing, radicalism, criminality, Jewish ethnicity, 
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ambiguous wealth, and publicity stunts. These examples of print media 

help to create stereotypes of the Communist Party, stereotypes which 

numerous characters believe to be true. Max, for his part, is either 

associated with or accused of possessing these qualities, which creates 

an unconscious assumption on the reader's part that Max must be a 

Communist. Further, stereotyping leads to the creation of 'the Other,' 

individuals or organizations that exist outside of the social norm and are 

considered subversive. Problematically, 'Othering' clusters "abnormal" 

individuals of similar orientations into the same category, thus all people 

too far left for society become simply radicals without distinction from 

one another. 

The construction of the novel symbolically situates Max far enough left 

that he becomes 'Other.' Embodying certain stereotypes of communism, 

which the novel articulates through the press and its readership, the 

novel encourages the reader to view Max as a Communist. When read 

this way, Max's speech has been traditionally read as a Communistic 

rant, intended by Wright to flaunt his party's platform. Max's speech, 

however, is not about Communism but rather about the way in which 

White society uses the media to perpetuate stereotypes and thereby 

help them maintain their hegemony. As Max speaks, he is begging the 

court room to acknowledge this tradition of 'Othering' and take a step 

towards ending such practices. Perhaps the most disturbing quality of 

Max's speech is not his unveiling of the pervasive, overwhelming struggle 

for hegemony inherent in our culture, but rather the fact that Wright 

has constructed a world within Native Son that so closely reflects the 

real world that we, as readers, have been consumed by the very cycle 

Max is trying to illuminate. In this way, Wright reminds us that there 

are no objective subjects, not even Max who has situated him outside of 

ideology as to claim he can see the inner workings of society. 

Finally, my paper employs a Zizekean reading of Native Son to 

prove that Wright uses the character of Max to demonstrate to his 

readers that no one can know society or how to fight against ideology. 

Instead, Native Son teaches us that only through awareness of ideology 

can we begin to fight against its destructive components. 

Siegel claims that the ending, primarily the courtroom scene, of 

Native Son has been "grievously misunderstood" since its publication 
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because so many readers have misinterpreted Max's courtroom speech 

to be Wright's communistic interruption into the text (517). Siegel notes 

that Irving Howe refers to Max as a "radical lawyer" who believes the 

speech to be "ill-related to the book" and a "party-line oration [that] 

oversimplify[ies] the novel" (qtd. Siegel 517). Alfred Kazin also read the 

novel as an attempt to astonish and horrify the reader, and then to 

"enlighten" them at the end with Wright's Marxist speech (qtd. Siegel 

51 7). More contemporary critics continue to treat Max as a communist 

and, through him, read the novel's ending as an embodiment of Wright's 

political leanings. Anthony Dawahare calls Max "the mouthpiece of 

Wright's political understanding" ( 122); George Grinnell agrees with 

Dawahare and further offers that Wright uses Max to embody his view 

of the problematic aspects of Communism. Cynthia Tolentino argues 

that Max represents a fatherly figure of Communism and his ability to 

articulate Bigger's experiences suggests the agency white Communists 

had in exposing social forces oppressing blacks that they could not 

themselves. Although Dawahare, Grinnell, and Tolentino have posited 

important observations about the role of communism in Richard Wright's 

work, large portions of their arguments hinge on the assumption that 

Max is actually a Communist. 

Through historical research and close-reading of the novel, Siegel proves 

this assumption to be false. When Jan, the only confirmed Communist 

in the novel, refers to and introduces Max, he does not refer to him as 

"comrade" or a member of the Party, but simply as a lawyer who works 

for the International Labor Defense. Although the ILD was controlled by 

the Communist Party, lawyers employed by them were not necessarily 

Communists, such as Samuel Leibowitz, a famous Jewish lawyer who 

def ended the Scottsboro boys. Max also never refers to himself as a 

Communist. For example, Siegel notes that when Max says, "They 

hate trade unions. They hate folks who try to organize. They hate Jan." 

(Wright 348), he doesn't say they hate "Communists like me and Jan" 

(Siegel 518). Perhaps most convincingly, Siegel presents excerpts from a 

review of Native Son published one month after the book's release by Ben 

Davis, Jr., "a leading black official of the Communist party at the time" 

(517). Davis' review rejects Max's speech, arguing that he fails to embody 

communist values and commenting that, in the real world, a lawyer like 

Max would have been removed from Bigger's case by the Communist 
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Party. Although Max's ideology does not match with the Communist 

Party's platform and no reliable statement labels Max a Communist, so 

many critics and readers have misread his character because of Wright's 

subtle but consistent use of stereotypes. 
Stuart Hall explains in Representation: Culture Representations 

and Signifying Practices that stereotypes are created by reducing a 

person down to "the few 'simple, vivid, memorable, easily grasped and 

widely recognized' characteristics," then exaggerating and fixing those 

characteristic to nature (257). In Native Son, Wright implicates the 
newspapers and reporters in their roll of reducing their subjects to such 

"memorable, easily grasped" characteristics, thus allowing their readers 

to exaggerate those qualities and fix them permanently onto the targeted 
group. For example, Wright demonstrates how the media can implicate 

the Communist Party as a criminal organization through incredibly 
subtle word play. One newspaper headline announces "RED NABBED" 

( 198) in connection with Mary's kidnapping and later another refers to 

Jan as a "COMMUNIST SUSPECT" (222). Here the newspapers reduce 
Jan to one memorable characteristic-communism-and his involvement 

in a complex crime has been reduced down to "nabbed" and "suspect," 

two words which imply guilt. When a Tribune article remarks that Jan, 
a known Communist, had to be remanded "to his cell upon a charge of 

disorderly conduct," they create an exaggerated image of communism 
being behind bars, implicating the entire Party with lawlessness and 

criminality (223). Britten, a white private detective, has unconsciously 
fixed these two characteristics when he says he'd "bet [his] right arm that 

goddamn Red's up to something" (171) and later that "[t]hese Reds'll do 

anything" (212). Even Bigger, the antithesis of Britten, thinks a nearly 
identical thought as he plots his alibi: "Reds'd do anything. Didn't the 

papers say so?" (88). By associating communism with such reductionist, 

memorable descriptors, Wright depicts consumers of print media as 
influenced by stereotypes. 

Similarly, the Communist Party's involvement in such highly 

visible criminal cases like the Scottsboro Boys (referenced by Jan in the 

novel) helped to create the image of Communists as being meddlesome 

and fame seeking. A news article in Native Son speculated that Max, 
"the Negro's Communistic lawyer" will "try to free his client through a 

long drawn-out jury trial" (366). The reporter has reduced the Scottsboro 
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Boys' trial down to one memorable aspect-after the Communist reporter, 

James Allen, put "the spotlight" on the original trial, the Communist 

Party, the NAACP, and white liberals (Gilmore 118) dragged the trial out 

for another six years. The NAACP even accused the International Labor 

Defenders of "caring only for publicity and not at all for the [Scottsboro 

boy's] fate" as it generated the type of propaganda the Communist 

Party wanted to perpetuate about the southern discrimination against 

Negroes (Gilmore 123). The length, politically motivated defense became 

fixed onto Communists in general. Although Max neither attempts to 

speak to reporters nor stir up a rally or other publicity stunt, there 

are two more instances in which he's accused of such fame seeking. 

First, Buckley tells Bigger that "those Reds, Max and Erlone [ ... ] They're 

just after publicity" (303). By calling Max a "red" and situating him in 

connection to an actual Communist, Buckley's comment places Max 

within the stereotype of the publicity-seeking Communist out to pursue 

his own agenda. Second, this notion is reinforced when Max's objections 

at the Inquest are rejected by the Coroner's cry, "I will not tolerate any 

publicity-seeking by your kind here!" (319). While the Coroner does not 

define his meaning of "your kind," "publicity-seeking" has been linked by 

the novel to Communism and immediately asks the reader to make this 

connection. 
In Max's case, his simplest and most widely recognized 

characteristic would likely be his Jewish ethnicity. During the early rise 

of Communism, Jews represented a disproportionate percentage of the 

Communist Party and by 1920, a large number of conspicuous Bolshevik 

leaders were Jewish (Diner 4-5). Although Communist Jews represented 

only a small portion of the Jewish population in every country, "the 

conspicuous presence of Jews in the party served to augment traditional 

anti-Jewish resentment" (Diner 4). By the late 1930s, Jewry had become 

intrinsically linked to Communism. Britten, while questioning the cook 

about Bigger's suspected communist involvement, asks whether Bigger 

has stereotypical Jewish mannerisms-such as "wav[ing] his hands 

around a lot" or "if his voice goes up" as he speaks - as a means of 

proving "he's been around a lot of Jews," or, in other words, "if he's been 

around Communists" ( 192). Here Britten has exaggerated the connection 

between being Jewish and being a Communist by implying that 

association with Jews is synonymous to associating with Communists. 
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He is also fixing the qualities of "Jewish-ness" to Communists, 

there by proposing that all Communists are Jews and that all Jews are 

Communists. In another instance, several reporters (the composers of 

print media) wonder if Jan, an admitted Communist, might be Jewish 

because of "his foreign-sounding name" (214). Here, the reporters follow 

Britten's logic that Communists are Jewish, thus Jan is probably a Jew. 

Therefore, when Max tells Bigger he is Jewish, he may as well be saying 

"I am a Communist," since the reader has already been unconsciously 

invited to make that association. 

The last, most notable characteristic of Max is the connection 

between his "communistic" Jewish identity and his willingness to help 

a black man. Harold Cruse's book, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, 

claims the American Communist Party became dominated by Jewish 

Communists in the 1930s. These white intellectuals then took over the 

"spokesmanship on Negro affairs" (147) and many, Cruse claims, became 

experts on Negroes in America (148). Cruse highlights the confused 

relationship between the white Communists and their attitude toward 

the Negro question. He suggests that the perception of the Communist 

Party was that the white leaders "laid down the line, [and] the Negro 

leaders followed it" ( 150). While modern scholarship demonstrates that 

Cruse's book is severely problematic (Foley), his position helps articulate 

the commonly held beliefs during Wright's time, which are depicted by 

a reporter in Native Son. After hearing the story of how Mary and Jan 

treated Bigger, the reporter exclaims, "Good God! [ ... ] What a story! 

Don't you see it? These Negroes want to be left alone and these Reds 

are forcing 'em to live with 'em, see?" (214). Here, the reporter quickly 

appropriates the most vivid and memorable aspect of Bigger's story and 

fixes it to the entire Communist Party ("these Reds," not Jan). Both Cruse 

and the reporter perceive the Communist Party as white radicals forcing 

the Negroes to follow their party line, portraying the Communist attempt 

to work with Negroes as negative. A later newspaper article speculates 

that Mary's murder may be linked to a "tragedy of Communism and 

racial mixture" (245), suggesting that such attempts at working together 

lead to the destruction of the purity of white American. In many ways, 

Max seems to fit the type of the Jewish intellectual who thinks he knows 

how to handle the Negro problem. He tells Bigger that he must fight for 

his life; he controls all aspects of Bigger's defense without conferring with 
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Bigger. In the same manner as before, Wright invites the readers to see 
Max as a Jewish Communist manipulating the Negro race toward his 

own ends. 

Richard Dyer distinguishing between "types" and "stereotypes" 

in his book Gays and Films (29). Types, he argues, are essential to 
understanding the world because they act as cultural categories. He 

defines types as "easily grasped and widely recognized characterizations" 

that allow us to quickly understand and sort people and events into 
existing schemes (28). In this way, types are meant to highlight the 

acceptable rules of society (29). Stereotypes, on the other hand, are 

specifically designed to identify those who the rules of society wish to 
exclude thereby helping to maintain social order. Stuart Hall notes 
that stereotypes act as a "symbolic frontier between the 'normal' and 

the 'deviant', the 'normal' and the 'pathological"' (258). This symbolic 

division, Hall explains, fosters the unconscious development of a 
community of "normal" people and "sends into symbolic exile all of 
Them-'the Others'-who are in some way different" (258). By nature, 

stereotyping can only exist within inequalities of power, or rather a 

struggle over hegemony. Since the ruling group establishes the definition 

of normalcy based on "their own world view, value system, sensibility 
and ideology" (Dyer 30), any group that thinks or acts outside of these 

parameters of "normalcy" will become 'Other' and immediately threaten 
the purity of the ruling group's sense of the world. 

In Wright's Native Son, Mr. Dalton and State Attorney Buckley 

are "types" representing the cultural norm within the novel's universe 

(and arguably the real world from Wright's perspective). Notice that the 

~tereotypes surrounding Communism are everything that Mr. Dalton and 
Buckley are not. Dalton and Buckley are Christians (and not Jewish). 

Buckley, as State's Attorney, and Dalton as the victim's father appear as 
lawful citizens, rather than associated with criminality like Communists. 

Finally, their concept of how to treat Negroes falls within society's 
acceptable norms. Dalton's acts of charity to the Negro population serve 

primarily to keep them in their place. He offers them employment, but 

only as chauffeurs and such jobs that are appropriate for black men; 
he notes that, after helping his Negro help to graduate from school, 

he has never employed them (328). Although he donated ping pong 
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tables and other such amusements to pool halls, those halls are located 

within the Black Belt, which supports the effort to keep Negro boys in 

their place. Thus, while Dalton represents a more liberal mentality in 

his attempt to help the Negro people, Max's questioning helps to reveal 

that Dalton's actions only serve to maintain white hegemony and are 

therefore within societal norms. In a different way, Buckley's outspoken 

racism seems to grant a voice to the mob outside the courtroom and acts 

as a spokesman for the Jim Crow laws keeping the Negro population 

in perpetual bondage. Buckley calls for the execution of Bigger, just as 

the crowd outside demands the death penalty and just as the Jim Crow 

South lynches black men indiscriminately. Since these two characters 

embody the cultural norm, the "type" by which all of society is measured, 

then Max who challenges these notions becomes the 'Other,' becomes a 

Communist, regardless of his actual political affiliations. 

Wright demonstrates how people fighting for equality (i.e. Max and 

Communists) are portrayed by society as crazy or abnormal as a means 

of pushing them outside of society, outside of normal human behavior, 

and thus become 'Othered.' Hall notes that the use of stereotyping 

creates "a symbolic frontier between the 'normal' and the 'deviant', the 

'normal' and the 'pathological"' which "sends into symbolic exile" the 

'Others' (258). During the trial, Buckley comments that he: 

sympathize[s] with those whose hearts were pained, as [his] was pained, 

when Mr. Max so cynically assailed [white America's] sacred customs. 

[He] pit[ies] this man's deluded and diseased mind. It is a sad day for 

American civilization when a white man will try to stay the hand of 

justice from a bestial monstrosity. (408) 

Here Buckley equates trying to help a black man to assaulting 

white America's "sacred customs," by which he's alluding to what 

Hall has describes as the societal norms, or that which is expected of 

a member of society in order to belong. By breaking those unspoken 

laws, Buckley eludes to "pain" and sadness, equating Max's perceived 

treason as a personal insult to all of society. Buckley finally accuses 

Max of having a "deluded and diseased mind," the final element needed 

to push Max out from normal society into the realm of the abnormal, 

pathological 'Other.' This happens not only to Max during the trial, 

but to the idea of Communists throughout the novel. Bigger refers to 

Mary as "crazy" three times because she associates with Reds ( 53; 89). 
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Similarly Bessie, Bigger's girlfriend, wonders about Mary, "What's wrong 

with her?" suggesting that only someone with some sort of abnormality 

would be interesting in associating with Communists. Even Peggy, the 

Dalton's Irish cook, thinks of the Communists as a "crazy bunch" ( 122). 

Associating Communism with mental pathology helps these characters 

to think of Communists as 'Other,' or people outside the normal, sane 

population and thus dangerous and undesirable. 

Problematically, Othering leads to clumping together of every 

group outside of the ruling group's perception of normalcy. In Native 

Son, any person too far left to be considered sane or working within the 

ruling group's ideology becomes a 'radical'. Jan is called a "radical" three 

times in the newspapers and once in a newsreel (Wright 223; 245; 31). 

To Peggy, Jan is "[o]ne of them anarchists who's agin the government" 

(122). Peggy has no sense of what Jan's actual political leanings are 

nor what his actual ideological values consist of; she knows only that 

Jan disagrees with the current government and therefore a "no-good 

one" ( 122). Because Jan and the Communists have been placed in the 

category of 'the Other,' Peggy can see no difference between Communists 

hoping to reform the government and anarchists hoping to tear down 

the government. While Peggy's mislabeling of Jan may seem to simply 

indicate her ignorance of politics, it actually illuminates the problematic 

power of stereotyping and Othering that Wright demonstrates through 

Max. Because Max's viewpoints are more liberal and leftist than the 

ruling group would prefer-he defends a black "rapist," works for the 

Communist-run Labor Defenders, and suggests a line of questioning 

that challenges Mr. Dalton's view of capitalism-he is exiled into the 

realm of 'the Other' where he has been unceremoniously lumped with 

all Communists, white liberals, black nationalists, anarchists, etc. From 

there, Max's speech becomes indistinguishable from a Communist 

platform, as many critics and readers have mistaken in the past. 

In her book Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas explains how 

anything out of place becomes taboo and dangerous. Negative feelings, 

such as guilt, fear, and hate, accumulate around these taboo or 

dangerous groups and must be symbolically excluded in order to keep 

society pure. This, as Hall writes, explains why stereotypes push certain 

groups or individuals into the category of the 'Other'; it is society's way 
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of protecting its purity, or as Gramsci would likely observe, maintain 

control over hegemony. Ironically, the idea of how 'Othering' functions 

in a society is exactly what Max's speech discusses. Max's speech is 

ultimately a conversation about why White society wants to execute 

Bigger and why, for the sake of humanity's future, the court cannot allow 

that to happen. 

As Bigger sits on trial for the murder and alleged rape of Mary 

Dalton, a mob of White protesters wait outside in anticipation of a death 

sentence. Max's speech makes clear that these White protesters are not 

calling for justice or vengeance for Mary's death, but that "[t]here is guilt 

in the rage that demands that this man's life be snuffed out quickly! 

[ ... ] Fear and hate and guilt are the keynotes of this drama" (386). He 

later explains that when people feel guilty or are made to feel guilty for 

something they know they have done wrong, "they will kill that which 

evoked in them the condemning sense of guilt" (390). In short, the white 

protesters are not there to ensure that justice is served, but rather 

to ensure that the 'Other,' symbolized through both Bigger and Max's 

presumed Communism, are expelled from society. 

As Max demands in his speech, "Who, then, fanned this latent 

hate into fury? Whose interest is that thoughtless and misguided mob 

serving? [ ... ] Who provoked this hysteria so that they might profit by it?" 

(386) Max points to those in power: the State's Attorney, the Governor, 

the Mayor, and "men of wealth and property" like Mr. Dalton (390). As 

Dyer notes, it is "the habit of ruling groups [ ... ] to fashion the whole 

of society according to their own world view" and ideology through the 

use of stereotypes and, so long as they succeed at this, "they establish 

their hegemony" (30). In order to gain re-election and remain in power, 

Max notes, these men must continue to maintain strict control over 

stereotypes. As proof, Wright includes a short clip from a newspaper 

article earlier in the novel. State Attorney Buckley begins by expressing 

his view of the Communist Party, promoting a stereotype about their 

criminal involvement. Immediately after, the article remarks that, when 

asked about how Bigger's trial would affect the approaching elections, 

Buckley ignored the question. The article characterizes Communist as a 

"gang" of criminals and calls Bigger "the Negro rapist and killer," phrases 

that immediately signal Buckley's opposition in the trial are 'Others' and 

should be defeated (342). When the article places Buckley's re-election 
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bid in direct connection to the outcome of Bigger's trial, it suggests that 

should Buckley fail to win the trial he may lose his position of power as 

State Attorney, a possibility, however, so remote that Buckley feels no 

reason to acknowledge the question. 

This example also helps to indict the press, who Max notes have 

used media-inspired stereotypes to maintain those already in power. 

Max's speech dares the court room (and the reader) to consider how 

their "minds are already conditions by the press of the nation" (384). 

The press, he notes, have "inflamed the public mind" by associating 

"[e]very conceivable prejudice" with Bigger's crime (385). Max's speech 

suggests that, by drawing on an existing pool of stereotypes, the press 

has pushed Bigger into the position of the 'Other' and has inflamed the 

public's fears that his existence makes him a threat to society. Similar 

hysteria has been incited against Max himself; he comments that he 

has received death threats for being a Jew willing to help a black man. 

Max's accusation of the press contradictions the expectations of mass 

media, whose role the public expects is to find balance in the subjects 

it covers, in which both poles of the argument are treated equally in the 

hopes of discovering knowledge somewhere between the two (Wayne 224). 

Problematically, mainstream media tends to be biased toward the side 

that represents their interests (238) and often engages in weak attempts 

at balance (167). In Marxism and Media Studies, Mike Wayne uses as 

an example a news article that depicts strikers in highly negative terms 

and presents their side of the argument only at the very end. This format 

creates an unconscious bias in the reader's mind, which then represses 

any connection they may have otherwise felt towards the workers and 

perpetuates the newspaper's ideological view of the world. It is important 

to note that Wright has placed Max's speech at the very end of the 

novel, after three hundred and eighty pages that contain explicit and 

implicit negative depictions of Max. Rhetorically, Wright has repressed 

the reader's ability to relate to Max, which makes his speech that much 

easier to simply lump into the category of subversive and dangerous. 

In May 1940, Burton Rascoe of the American Mercury wrote an 

unfavorable review of Native Son, stating that he remained "emphatically 

unconvinced" that "the guilt" of Bigger's crime rested on white 

society ("P.S." 5). His review is particularly bothered by Max's lengthy 

commentary and criticizes Native Son for not making its moral "implicit 
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in the consistent action and dialogue of the novel" ("P.S." 4). Finally, he 

notes that "We Americans are constitutionally for the underdog, so long 

as it does not seriously interfere with the business at hand of getting 

along" ("P.S." 6). Rascoe proved to be what Wright calls in a response to 

the review, a "100 percent American" who "ran true to form!" ("P.S." 8). 

Rascoe's remark that Americans are for the "underdog" only so long as 

"the business at hand of getting along" is not undermined echoes Mr. 

Dalton's character. Dalton, who appears on the surface to be for helping 

Negroes and improving their situation, reveals himself as an American 

who wishes to help the Negroes (underdogs) only so long as what he does 

keeps them in their place. When Rascoe accuses Wright of ignoring his 

moral message in the "action and dialogue," he reveals that he entirely 

missed the characters and news articles spouting racist stereotypes. 

He missed Bigger agonizing over how to act the stereotypes expected of 

him by his employer, by the detectives, and many others. The dialogue 

and action of the novel were rife with the 'Othering' and dominating 

role of stereotypes. The fact that Rascoe could not perceive these 

constructed embodiments of Max's argument proves that Rascoe, a white 

American in the 1930s, could not comprehend the nature or power of 

stereotypes. Because of this, Max's speech was ineffective and left Rascoe 

"unconvinced" of the self-destructive fight for white hegemony. 

In his response, Wright reveals that he wrote Max's speech for 

"men of [Rascoe's] attitude" ("P.S." 8). Perhaps Wright meant Max to 

act as his mouthpiece. In a private conversation with Bigger, Max tells 

the boy that "[b]efore [he] can fight [Bigger's] battle, [he's] got to fight 

a battle with" white America (Wright 391). Max realizes that the Negro 

fight for civil rights and equal status in society can only come once white 

Americans understand, as Max explains, "what impulses are twisted" by 

"hate and fear and guilt and revenge" (391). In his speech, he tells the 

court, which represents all of white society, that he hopes by exposing 

what is wrong at the heart of American society, he can help to begin 

healing the underlying issues and move towards a better society. In the 

end when the court sentences Bigger to death, Wright demonstrates 

white society's refusal to change and to relinquish control over their 

hegemony. 

Perhaps we can forgive Rascoe for not understanding Max's 

speech, since he lived in a world in which the societal norm was Jim 
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Crow lynchings, anti-Semitism, and the fast-approaching Red Scare. 

Rascoe was submerged in print media that depicted these stereotypes­

Wright after all modeled his news articles after real ones-and perhaps 

he could not identify them for what they were. What then does that say 

for the decades of scholarship that has continued to misunderstand 

Max's speech? While we may readily notice 1930s stereotypes of black 

men and Communists, how have we continued to misconstrue Max's 

speech as anything less than a recognition of white hegemony? 

There is no objective subject, Wright demonstrates in Native Son, 

not even the reader. As Wayne explains, "there is a world independent of 

our experiences" but we cannot "rise above the social interests coursing 

through our social locations and identifications" to see it (226). His 

discussion explains that there is a world of facts that can be agreed 

upon, however every individual will interpret those facts in whatever way 

best suits their ideological understanding of the world. Thus, all readers 

come into the world of Native Son with their own biases and conceptions 

about the world. The critic Rascoe, so caught up in racist American 

culture, couldn't detect the stereotypes printed "in lurid ink" throughout 

Native Son (384). Even Max, who claims to understand why the world 

hates and how to fight it, proves not to be an objective subject. Although 

Max's speech attempts to reveal the problematic foundation of society, he 

too comes to the novel with his own agenda and his own biases. Before 

his trial, Max speaks candidly with Bigger about his life and his crime. 

In the end, Bigger realizes that he has spoken to Max "as he had never 

spoke to anyone in his life" (359) and yet Bigger couldn't see what Max 

was thinking because his "face was white and blank" (358). Even though 

Bigger has allowed Max to see him completely, there is still a divide 

between them. Max was still "white"; racial difference still separated 

them. Later, Max does not even recall this intimate discussion. Max 

doesn't hear in Bigger's confession the life and soul of an individual, but 

rather as the symbolic representation of millions of Negroes, the topic of 

Max's courtroom speech. Max's speech was a plea to the readers and to 

the court to see the world as he sees it. In the final moments of the novel, 

Max can hardly look at Bigger. He is constantly turning his head away 

and, in the last lines, keeps his back to Bigger. Max refuses to see what 

does not fit into his interpretation of the world. 
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Philospher Slavoj Zizek argues that no person can ever be outside 

of ideology. He suggests that any subject who believes they have achieved 

this position and can now "perceive the very hidden mechanisms that 

regulate social visibility and non-visibility" has not found a position 

outside of ideology, but rather are inside of that ideology, albeit on an 

opposing side (qtd. Wayne 233). Effectively, Zizek's argument claims 

that anyone who believes he comes from a position of knowledge and 

can see beyond ideology, beyond social forces, and perceive the world 

objectively, remains tragically inside that same ideology they believe 

they understand. Max embodies this mistaken belief in objectivity. 

When Max talks to Bigger, he describes the world in terms of powerful 

invisible forces. For example, when Max explains why the mob has 

massed outside the courthouse, he says, "they do not know why; they 

are powerless pawns in a blind play of social forces" (Wright 390). The 

entire world, so enmeshed in the ideology of the ruling power, cannot see 

how the world works and how those in power are manipulating those 

below, and yet Max claims to have the power to see it. He even claims 

that he knows why people hate and act the way they do, and thus he can 

fight it (359). He believes, going into Bigger's trial, that giving a sweeping 

courtroom speech that addresses the foundations of society, that unveils 

the "social visibility and non-visibility," will help the white men in the 

courtroom suddenly break free from the oppressive control of ideology. 

Max loses the trial; his attempt has failed because ideology cannot be 

fought with facts. Although Max purports not to have any political or 

ideological leanings-he and his friends never label him as anything, not 

communist or liberal, etc.-the world in which he must live in has placed 

him firmly within the 'Other.' The 'Others' are not void of ideology, but 

rather are 'Other' because their ideology challenges the ideology of those 

in power. More importantly, the 'Others' are not outside of society; rather, 

they are an important part of its makeup. Then, if it is impossible to 

step outside of ideology and see the truth of society, if it is impossible to 

educate society about its inherent evils, what future for humanity does 

Native Son off er? 

While Zizek claims that there is no possibility for neutrality, there 

is the Real, "a momentary, transient" awareness of ideology (Wayne 234). 

Unlike Max who claims to be able to objectively know everything about 

society, Richard Wright offers Jan as a counterpoint and embodiment 
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of Zizek's the Real. Jan goes to see Bigger shortly after he's been 

imprisoned. Despite the fact that Bigger has killed his lover and tried 

to frame him, Jan has experienced a moment of transcendence. Jan's 

awareness doesn't come from suddenly knowing everything, but rather 

by realizing what he didn't know. He tells Bigger, "[he] didn't know [they] 

were so far apart" until after Mary's death (287). Jan doesn't claim to 

suddenly understand Bigger, but rather attempts to show solidarity. 

For the first time, "a white man became a human being" to Bigger (289). 

Jan and Bigger reach an awareness of one another, as opposed to Max's 

claim to know Bigger's motives and thoughts. This moment between Jan 

and Bigger represents the true moral of Native Son. We cannot ever fully 

understand society or the massive forces pulling us along and we cannot 

fight those forces with mere facts, like Max believed he could. Instead, 

our only defense is to realize what we don't know and to be aware of the 

ideology surrounding us. Only by being aware of how the media controls 

us and how those in power control the media, by being aware of how 

stereotypes are perpetuated and the damaging effects stereotypes can 

have on society at large, can we as individuals begin to fight back. 
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