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Looking at these two men with the American eye, the differences would
perhaps be the more striking, or at least the more immediately apparent, for
the first was white and the second black, or, more correctly speaking, brown;
it was even alight brown, but both his swarthy complexion and his curly hair
revealed what has been described in the laws of some of our states as a

“visible admixture” of African blood. [italics mine] (MT, 49)
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“Jerry,” said Carteret sternly, “when | hired you to work for the Chronicle,
you were black. The word ‘negro’ means ‘black.” The best negro is a black
negro, of the pure type, as it came from the hand of God. If you wish to get
along well with the white people, the blacker you are the better, —white
people do not like negroes who want to be white. A man should be content
to remain as God made him and where God placed him. . ..” (MT, 245-46)
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The campaign [for the restriction of the suffrage] was fought on the color
line. Many white Republicans, deluded with the hope that by the elimination
of the negro vote their party might receive accessions from the Democratic
ranks, went over to the white party. By fraud in one place, by terrorism in
another, and everywhere by the resistless moral force of the united whites,
the negroes were reduced to the apathy of despair, their few white allies
demoralized, and the amendment adopted by a large majority. The negroes
were taught that thisis a white man’s country, and that the sooner they made
up their minds to this fact, the better for all concerned. The white people
would be good to them so long as they behaved themselves and kept their
place. Astheoretical equals, —practical equality being forever out of the
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question, either by nature or by law, —there could have been nothing but
strife between them, in which the weaker party would invariably have
suffered most. (MT, 240-41)
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“We shall come up. . . dowly and painfully, perhaps, but we shall win our
way. If our race had made as much progress everywhere as they have made
in Wellington the problem would be well on the way toward solution.”

(MT, 51)
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Charles W. Chesnutt and the South at the Turn of the Century:
A Study of The Marrow of Tradition

Hisao NAKAMURA

Key words: Chesnutt, the South, racial problems

Born into free colored family a few years before the Civil War and
educated in the Reconstruction South, Charles Waddell Chesnutt (1858-
1932) became a successful lawyer and stenographer. But his dream was to
be an author. He realized the dream; “The Goophered Grapevine” was
published in Atlantic Monthly in 1885, and he was the first African-
American writer to appear in such a quality magazine. His short stories,
collected in The Conjure Woman (1899) and The Wife of His Youth and
Other Stories of the Color Line (1899), were welcomed by the white
reading public nostalgically remembering the antebellum South. However,
his novels, The House Behind the Ceders (1900) and The Marrow of
Tradition (1901), did not sell well, and he gave up writing fiction after The
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Colonel’s Dream (1905). It was not until after the 1960s that he was
rediscovered and reevaluated as the first African-American novelist of
importance. This paper is intended to show why he brought an end to his
literary career, through analyzing The Marrow of Tradition.

The novel deals with arace riot in North Carolinain 1898. This riot was
led by Negrophobic demagogues. Asthe riot shows, the South at the turn of
the century saw the movements against civil rights by those who were afraid
of “Negro domination.” Chesnutt’s intention was “to sketch in vivid
though simple lines the whole race situation” and to indicate “the seat of the
complaint.” His strategy was to use stock characters and a simple
melodramatic story to allow white people to clearly understand the racial
problem. However, what isimportant is that the author is not on the side of
the stereotypical black characters who play the roles given by white people,
or who are too radical to solve the racia problem. Neither is he on the side
of radical white people who advocate violence. Heis on the side of the new
type of black characters, such as Dr. Miller, an dlite doctor of middle class
and his wife Janet, an octoroon. They are tolerant enough to save the life of
awhite boy whose father is the leader of the riot in which their only son was
killed. The author’s proposal is racial tolerance as a remedy for the
problem.

This novel was labeled a “purpose novel.” This criticism is to
demonstrate that the novel succeeded in realizing the author’s intention. It
is true that the novel has some faults, such as its unfortunate combination of
fiction and documentary. Yet, it is still exciting and moving. The
unsuccessfulness of the novel did not come from its faults, but from the
rejection of the white reading public who could not accept the black
author’s proposal. As his letter states, it is difficult for a black novelist to
write race problem books because “it is white people they are aimed at.” In
other words, Chesnutt and his novels appeared too much ahead of their time
to be fairly estimated.



