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Autonomy and Control in Chester 
Himes' If He Hollers Let Him Go 

;4~,um~ 

ttave you ever taken the time to dissect your interactions throughout the 
day? When you meet with your supervisor, a co-worker, or your signifi-
cant other, how do those situations typically play out? Unfortunately, most 
human interactions boil down to a simple equation of power. These inter-
actions begin to define our identities and the things we believe attainable. 
Bob, the main character of our story, believes that he is on an upward climb 
towards his goal of "whiteness", however, we will see through several inter-
actions between his boss Mac, a co-worker named Madge, his girlfriend 
Alice, and the police, that Bob really lives in a type of autonomous grey area 
where he is continuously equivocating about race and simultaneously get-
ting further and further from his goal. We will see Bob realize that he isn't 
white, but that he believes he is also more than just "black" - as it's defined 
by whites in society. We will see that most of the outcomes within the world 
of "whiteness", Bob has no control over, even when he thinks he should or 
does. T argue that Chester Himes uses the character Bob in If He Hollers Let 
Him Go to show that autonomy is unattainable for the African American 
male while living within and chasing after this world of "whiteness": man-
agement, luxury cars, power, women. Bob believes he has upward mobility 
because of his position at work and his ability to purchase some symbols of 
"whiteness", but he learns throughout the novel that living within and chas-
ing after these symbols makes him a slave to the definitions of a white world. 

In the introduction of If He Hollers Let Hirn Go, we are given a quote about 
African American literature from Himes that gives the reader context about 
the way in which to approach the coming text. In the quote, Himes says, "I 
think the only function of the black Wliter in America now is just to produce 
works of literature about whatever he wants to write about ... At least the 
world will be informed about the black Americans' subconscious" (vii). This 
quote does two things, it addresses the unattainable goals by the publishers 
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towards African Americans and it sets the groundwork for how to inter-
pret the racing-thought, stream-of-consciousness narrator, Bob, in the 
novel. 

From the first reading of this quote, it was clear to me that it must go 
further than just what's stated in the text. Researching where the quote 
originated and finding it within the book Conversations with Chester 
Himes, Himes comments on the fact that black literature will now be 
more readily published, which previously had been a struggle, he states: 
"it is conceivable, since black people are creative people, that they might' 
form on the strength of these creations an entirely new literature that' 
will be more valuable than the output of the white community. Because 
we are a creative people, as everyone knows, and if we lend ourselves to 
the creation of literature like we did to the creation of jazz and dancing 
... there's no telling what the impact would be" (Himes, 64). With this 
quote, we can see that at times Himes, in his personal life, is hopeful 
about the progress, and autonomy, capable by black artists. But we see. 
this contrasted, in the quote that prefaces If He Hollers Let Him Go, by 
the subconscious nature of his writing toward the forthcoming interra-
cial social interactions. These social interactions will show that the per-
ception of autonomy is only that. 

Early within If He Hollers Let Hirn Go, we see Bob being used, by his 
superior, not for his talents related to work, but for his assumed ability 
to keep the peace behveen the white and black crews. Bob finds him-
self face to face with his supervisor Mac after Madge, the white, female 
antagonist yells: "I ain't gonna work with no n----r!" (27). If the utter-
ance of that phrase wasn't enough to establish the inequality of power, 
the conversation between Mac and Bob begins to illuminate the dispar-
ity between the ranks. Bob finds himself being reprimanded for calliJII 
Madge a "cracker bitch". There is an immediate rationalization, by Mac, 
of Madge's ability to call Bob out of his name: "You know how Southern 
people talk, how they feel about working with you coloured boys" (29i1 
So, Mac uses that in Madge's favor first. Then, Bob has the fact that h~ 
holds a position of "authority" used against him as well. There is notb-1 
ing that Bob can do in this situation, he's chasing a moving target. "You 
know as well as l do that part of your job was to help me keep down trou-, 
ble between the white and coloured workers," Mac says (29). When Mac 
tells Bob that be, himself, couldn't curse a worker because he'd "Jose 
their respect, I wouldn' t be able to keep my job. You can understand 
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that, Bob, you're an intelligent boy" (29). This is a failed attempt at relat-
ability because their positions are not and never will be equal. Here, we 
have Mac picking Bob up, placing him into the peace keeping role that 
he wants Bob to play, which only seems to be provoked by whites, tell-
ing him it's ok for them to talk down to him, and then saying, 'Tm not 
going to have you or any other coloured boy in this department who 
can't maintain a courteous and respectful manner toward the white 
men and women" (29). If anything, Mac's role for Bob has been nothing 
more than whipping boy told to take it without the ability to speak out 
or defend himself: "Outside, I stood for a time, feeling cheated, trapped. 
I couldn't decide whether I'd been a coward or a fool" (30). This inter-
action with Mac causes Bob to become more aware of his inability to 
negotiate his autonomy. 

Based on the structure the white system has constructed around Bob, he 
is both brutally aware of his color and blinded by his ambition to circum-
navigate said color to achieve "whiteness". In the beginning of Chapter 
VIII, we are shown some moments where Bob couldn't be more aware 
of his station or grounded in the present moment of his black reality. 
Himes uses Alice, Bob's girlfriend, as a backdrop for Bob to realize how 
is own black reality contrasted against Alice's aspirations of "whiteness". 
·when Bob is with Alice he can see the fault in aspiring to be white and 
bow they will never be able to be white enough. This, however, doesn't 
stop him from trying. 

Bob and Alice, his high-class, affluent, "think-she's-white" girlfriend, 
find themselves pulled over by two motorcycle cops. Alice's reality is that 
she doesn't Jive in the black world, she doesn't relate to the problems 
within that world, and she's even mistaken as white, this time by the 
cops: "The cop leaned over to see me better. 'A coon,' he said. Then he 
looked at Alice again. 'Both coons.' Then on second thought he asked her, 
'Are you white?"' {63). Bob knows the reality here, though, and seems 
offended enough about their assumption that she could pass as white 
to say, "She's a coon, too". The police are a brutal reminder of white 
authority and control when they leave the police station: "I put up cash 
bail and the desk sergeant said, 'Now get back where you belong and 
stay there"' (64). After this moment, we see Bob face and acknowledge 
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the truth of their situation by saying to Alice, "You're not just finding out 
you're a n----r?" (64). 

On the flip side, we see Bob act on symbols that he knows will appeal 
to the "whiteness" of the officers and, also, patronize them in the same 
stroke in an attempt to assert himself into a dominant sphere: "'Well, 
we'll just run you in,' the cop said. 'That's fine,' I taunted. 'You on your 
puddle jumper and me in my Buick Roadmaster.'" (63). The car, to Bob, 
is often a way to create an identity for himself based on the perception 
the car has in public: "My car was proof of somethlng to me, a symbol" 
(31). Even when faced with the idea of losing his job, with which the 
income pays for his car, he's more concerned with maintaining the car 
over the employment: "I just knew I couldn't lose my car even if I lost 
my job." (31). Bob's detem1ination to maintain a symbol of "whiteness", 
and power, shows the faultiness within his process to climb the social 
ladder by attaining said symbols that are, when viewed by whites, only 
ever seen as marred because of the color of his skin. 

In Tyrone Simpson Il's journal article "I Could Always Feel Race Trou-
ble ... Never More Than 'J.v,ro Feet Oft": Chester Himes's Melancholic 
Perceptions, he addresses this perceptive duality between races that Bob 
identifies with. "Though Jones is cognizant that he is not white, he is 
equally aware that he is not black, and seems to carry a thinly veiled 
identification with the former" (237). Bob identifies with the culture 
of White America and in many ways, allows himself to be carried away! 
with the possibility of "what-if' scenarios, but Bob also believes that hei 
isn't "black" in the way society negatively views African Americans; this 
leaves Bob stuck in the middle somewhere. 

Bob compares being Black to being ,Japanese: "I was the same colour as 
the Japanese and I couldn't tell the difference" (If He Hollers 4). Bob's 
comparison to a non-white race is his realization that he can't ever be 
white, but also that as people of color, they had to approach the world 
differently than white individuals: "All that tight, crazy feeling of race 
as thick in the street as gas fumes. Every time I stepped outside I saw a, 
challenge I had to accept or ignore. Every day I had to make one decision 
a thousand times: Is it now? is now the time?" (If He Hollers 4). This 
is the Bob we're meant to hold as the true fonn Bob Jones, unable to 
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escape the reality that his color can never be white, no matter how hard 
be tries to assimilate. 

Bob continuously finds himself stuck between these two worlds, though. 
rwo decisions, stuck in an autonomous grey area and the most danger-
ous representation of this phenomenon is with the white woman named 
Madge. There first encounter, early within the novel, is presented to the 
reader like a gun fight; two gunslingers ready to trade blows: "We stood 
there for an instant, our eyes locked, before either of us moved" (19). We 
are told, by Bob, that there is an intentionality to the actions that tran-
spire between the two. Everything that unfolds after they've faced off is 
all part of winning the fight: "then she deliberately put on a frightened, 
wide-eyed look and backed away from me as if she was scared stiff' (19). 
Bob lets the reader know that he's aware of this tactic by white women 
and that they used it "to tease or annoy the coloured men" (19). How-
ever, there's something different about this interaction. Being aware of 
ber actions and her motives haven't given him the power over the situ-
ation he thought they would: "But now it sent a blinding fury through 
my brain." (19). This is the first time we see the beginnings of Bob losing 
control of himself through uncanny, unspoken interactions with Madge. 

As the reader, we're given indications that Madge is aware of her ability 
to control Bob based on the way she sees his body respond to her stimuli. 
Bob expresses the happenings of his body as if they've never occurred 
before: "Blood rushed to my head like gales of rain and I felt my face 
burn white-hot" (19). There is an honesty and almost a fear in the way 
Madge makes Bob's body function and react to her; a realization made 
more frightening by the fact that he thought he had control. Bob fore-
shadows Madge's intent to set the stage as a damsel in distress: "(It's) as 
if she was a naked virgin and I was King Kong" (19). 

There is an intentionality to what Madge is doing and she's aware of it, 
unlike Bob, who thinks he knows how to read her and has the illusion 
of the upper-hand. Bob is betrayed by his body that Madge uses like a 
play thing: "Something about her mouth touched if off, a quirk made the 
curves change as if she got a sexual thrill, and her mascaraed eyelashes 
fluttered" (19). Here, we see Madge toying with Bob, but this action is 
the catalyst that finalizes Madge winning the first fight: "Lust shook me 
like an electric shock; it came up in my mouth, filling it with tongue, and 
drained my whole stomach down into my groin. And it poured out of my 
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eyes in a sticky rush and spurted over her from head to foot" (19). Him, 
uses this metaphor of an orgasm to show that Madge has full contr, 
over Bob's body ,'lithout even touching him. "The frightened look we, 
out of her eyes and she blushed right down her face," acknowledgi 
what had transpired proudly as Bob sinks in disgust: "When she turnetl 
out of my stare I went sick to the stomach and felt like vomiting" (19). 

And so, the question begs, what was Himes working through by position, 
ing Bob and Madge the way that he did? In Christopher Breu's arti~ 
Freudian Knot or Gordian Knot? The Contradictions of Racialized Mas, 
culinity in Chester Himes' If He Hollers Let Him Go, he argues that "B, 
simultaneously works through two iconic and intertwined figurations 
male/female relationships in the mid-20th century United States: ti 
relationship of the hard-boiled male to the femme fatale and the rela.1 
tionship of the "black rapist" to the "virtuous white woman" (785). Br, 
states that Bob's attraction to Madge is something that he "both desi 
and repudiates" (785). This idea furthers my argument that Himes h: 
written Bob into an autonomous limbo. His social and sexual intera~I 
tions have him working on so many fronts that he's constantly balani 
ing between which representation of himself he's currently playing. 
intertwining of these two ideas causes Bob emotional stt;fe because he'1 
never just working on one situation at a time, it's a complex web that'1 
been constructed by the society around him. 

On top of these intertwining figurations, we also see Himes using Mad, 
emotionally, by swinging her mood from one side of the pendulum 
the other, to confuse and subdue Bob. There are two instances that, 
compared, show Bob viewing Madge in two extremely different lighl 
which causes him to be more off guard with each subsequent meeting. 

Firstly, Bob tells us that he's deathly afraid of the thought of Mad, 
"When I thought about Madge that cold scare settled over me and I beg: 
to tremble. Just scared to think about her, about living in the same wo1 
with her. Almost like thinking about the electric chair" (71). The fi 
for Bob has become immobilizing and we see more control for Ma, 
without even having to be in the same room as him: "I couldn't move. 
couldn't even stand up any more" (71). We see this way of thinking co1 
trasted when the two have lunch together. Bob is caught off guard whi 
he sees Madge: "I had expected her to do anything but what she did. SI 
fluttered her mascaraed lashes at me like an 1890 slick chick and ga1 
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me a look of pure blue innocence" (129). Bob is caught off guard, but 
he's still trying to be skeptical of Madge: "Now she gave me a ravishing 
smile - at least that's what it was supposed to be" (129). Bob thinks she's 
been putting up "insurmountable barriers", but Bob's perception of the 
situation is inaccurate again (129). We know that Bob is feeling over-
whelmed by the change in Madge's behavior: "It was too much,just sim-
ply too much, for one person to be able to do" (129). However, Madge 
let's on that she hadn't ever thought that first fight would be the last time 
that they interacted: "'Don't take it so hard,' she said. 'Lotta folks fight. 
I think it's 'cause they like making up so much'" (130). This statement 
breaks Bob, though, and it's the beginning of his realization that no mat-
ter which way Madge approaches their interactions, he's going to end up 
feeling used: "I couldn't eat; if! had taken a bite I would have thrown up. 
I was sick as a dog. I didn't look at her. I took a long deep breath, look at 
the ground. I didn't know whether to laugh or cry" (130). 

And ,'lith this, Bob begins to realize that his actions towards Madge 
betray him and yield power to her. During the lunch scene, Bob admits to 
the reader for the first time that Madge has power over him and that he's 
now giving it to her willingly: "I suppose you know you got me demoted,' 
I said finally, realizing instantly it was the worst possible thing I could 
have said. It acknowledged her power over me, and that was ·wrong. Now 
she could play it any way she wanted" (130). The fact that he tells us 
he realizes instantly that it was the worst thing to say shows that his 
subconscious is betraying him and giving up information to this person 
that he's seen control him previously. And throughout this scene, we 
see Madge use her body in ways that Bob acknowledges as purposeful 
and that purpose is to perpetuate the control that she's claimed over 
him: "She wore a maddening teasing smile and her eyes were laughing at 
me", "fluttering her mascaraed lashes. 'You talk so funny.' She giggled.", 
and "Then she killed me with her smile." (130-131). Although Madge has 
power over Bob, she doesn't completely control him, and we are faced 
with a moment in which the tables can turn for Bob. 

There is a moment towards the end of the novel in which the "black rap-
ist" scenario looks to be coming to fruition, however, tl1e scene becomes 
a pivot point where Bob begins to question the power that Madge has 
over him; he wants to convince himself that she doesn't have it. When 
Bob makes it to her hotel room he begins noting all the ways she looks 
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disgusting to him in her "nubby maroon robe" (145). He details how shi 
looks "without lipstick or make-up", how her eyes have "deep blue circl 
underneath", "crow's-feet", and used to be "wide, blue, sta1ing, almo: 
popping, but now there was a muddy look to them", and "her mouth wa1 
big, hard, brutal, with lips almost colourless" (145). The major charac. 
teristics that Madge used to control Bob throughout the novel, he's no' 
seeing in a new light and he doesn't understand how they had the powe1 
they did: "She looked like hell. She was really a beat biddy, trampis: 
looking and pure rubbish; ... I wondered what the hell I'd seen in her i 
the first place. I just stood there and looked at her and wondered" (146). 
This moment marks Bob's realization of his own power and self-wortl 
He's realized that, however, a little too late. 

It doesn't matter if Bob can see Madge for who she is now, she's alread: 
gotten her hooks into him and she has a power over him that he can'• 
shake. When he goes to leave her apartment, we see him waiting in hi1 
car after their physical altercation: "I was tired, sore, and deflated ... 
hated her guts. But I waited anyway. In a few minutes she came dow 
made up like a hustler, and putting her foot on the running board flut, 
tered her mascaraed lashes at me. 'Gawd,' she said peevishly, 'you': 
sure a scary n----r. Let me in.' That one really burned me. I was througl 
and I knew it; the white folks had won again and I wanted out" (148), 
In this moment, we see the uncanniness of the inequality set in for Bob 
with the admission of knowing he's through and acknowledging, bi 
also foreshadowing the winning by white folks. 

Bob, in the metaphorical lynching scene with Madge, realizes that thi 
control over his body that Madge has garnered, also makes him susce 
tible to the mob of "whiteness" that Madge can tap into. At first, Bol 
realizes that he's not in control with only Madge: "My lungs hurt fro 
holding my breath. I let it out, got another lungful. 'Let me get the hel 
out of here,' I said" (178). Bob is genuinely afraid of Madge: "I was tens1 
nervous; really scared of tl1at dame" (179). Emotionally and physicall: 
immobilizing him: "She wouldn't let me by. She put tl1e palms of her 
hands over my ears, pressed the tips of her fingers against the back of my1 

head, and pulled my face toward hers" (178). In this moment, Bob is not' 
only afraid of Madge. His larger and more pressing concern is Mad~e; 
making a scene that would draw the attention of the crew outside the~ 
bunk. Bob epitomizes his entire struggle one last time: "I had the doo1 
unlocked, but I locked it again, snatched my band away as if it were hot. 
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I knew I should have run, got the hell away from that crazy bitch no mat-
ter who was out in the companionway. But I couldn't; all I could do was 
just stare at her" (179). And then, he lets it out, he admits defeat:" All she 
had was her colour, so help me, but it put me 1ight back on that weak-
kneed edge" (179). When Madge finally does start making a scene and 
claiming that Bob is trying to rape her, the situation destroys Bob: "cold 
numbing terror swept over me in a paralyzing wave" (180). "I could see 
and hear but could not move" (180). Now, the car, the job, the girlfriend, 
none of the connections Bob has made to the White world matter. The 
only thing that matters is Madge yelling, "Some white man, help me! I'm 
being raped" and "N----r, don't. Oh, please don't kill me, n----r" (180). 
"Open up this goddamn door, you black bastard!" is heard from the 
white knights outside the bunk (180). Bob is no longer his O'>'lll being, 
he's what he's been made to be, he's what the "hundred million white 
faces, distorted with rage" want him to be (181). And then, lying on the 
deck, Madge looked up at Bob with those bright blue eyes and "without 
moving she said in a low flat voice, 'I'm gonna get you lynched ... "' (181). 

The idea of getting someone lynched must have been a fascinating 
concept for Himes. He depicts the African American male forever liv-
ing within this autonomous grey area where you can never be white 
enough and being black is something that is characterized as a fault. 
v\lby lynch someone that's already been so cut off from either relatable 
culture? The autonomous back and forth throughout If He Hollers Let 
Him Go is indicative of Himes's feelings towards the African American 
male experience. Detailing for the reader, his true subconscious feelings 
towards personal, emotional, sexual, and work experiences for the Afri-
can American male to demonstrate that no matter how you live your 
life, if a white person decides it's your time to get lynched, they probably 
have the power to make it happen. Himes has shown us how dangerous 
the world is to navigate for an Aflican American male and how easy it 
can be to lose control over your own autonomy. And so, by aspiring to 
"whiteness" Bob realizes he has lost his identity as an African American 
male, he's given others control over his destiny and his autonomy, and 
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he's had everything he ever worked for stripped away because he got just 
a little too close to achieving his goal of "whiteness". 
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Slavery In Libya: A Horrendous 
Act of Human Rights Abuse 
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ABSTRACT 
Slavery is a historical human rights abuse that has occurred for gen-
erations across the world. Stemming from vulnerability, corruption of 
government, and profit, the awareness of slavery in Libya today has 
recently hit media surfaces opening many blind eyes. Transnational 
Advocacy Networks such as Free the Slaves have been working for 
years to end slavery. A social movement has formed which draws in the 
United Nations, The United States, local governments and neighbor-
hoods to help end this horrendous act of human trafficking and abuse. 

KEYWORDS: Libya, modern slavery, slavery 

Slavery is a horrendous act of human rights abuse. 

I have chosen to do my research paper on the social movements 
formed from modern day slavery in Libya of Africa. I have chosen this 
movement because it is the most recent I have seen and has not gotten 
as much attention as it can. Many people are unaware of slavery occur-
ring in today's society. I was very shocked to see such a thing happen-
ing myself. 

SLAVERY IN LIBYA 
This fall images began to surface the internet of modern day slavery 
in Libya. The images were shocking and revealed some human rights 
abuse. Surfacing social media sites such as Facebook, twitter, and Ins-
tagram, American news outlets got a hold of the story and began to do 
an investigation of their own. According to CNN.com, a crew CNN sent 
a crew over to Libya in October after receiving footage of a live under-
ground migrant auction. The auction was located outside of the capitol 
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