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So unless there is some good reason to the contrary, | [Chesnutt] rather think

that name would very aptly characterize the volume; and | would like to hope
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that the stories, while written primarily as attempts at literary art, might by
depicting life asit is in certain aspects that no one has ever before attempted
to adequately describe, throw a little light upon the great problem on which
the stories are strung; for the backbone of this volume is not character, like
Uncle Julius in The Conjure Woman, but a subject, as indicated in the
tittle-the Color Line.  (To be, 127)
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| have no race prejudice . . . but we people of mixed blood are ground
between the upper and the nether millstone. Our fate lies between absorption
by the white race and extinction in the black. The one does n't [sic] want us
yet, but may take us in time. The other would welcome us, but it would be
for us a backward step. ‘With malice towards none, with charity for al,” we
must do the best we can for ourselves and those who are to follow us. Self-

preservation isthe first law of nature. (7)
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The Negro does not ask for socia equality with white people; that is to say,
he does not ask for admission into private white society. The fear of intimate
personal contact with the Negro on terms of equality seems the greatest
bugbear to the Southern people in the discussion of the Negro question. . . . .
(Essays & Speeches, 59)
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The Wife of His Youth and Other Sories of The Color Lined [J “The Web of
Cireumstance’ 0 0 00000 000D000O0DODOO0DOOODOOOOOO

Some time, we are told, when the cycle of years hasrolled around, there is
to be another golden age, when all men will dwell together in love and
harmony, and when peace and righteousness shall prevail for a thousand
years. God speed the day, and let not the shining thread of hope become so
enmeshed in the web of circumstance that we lose sight of it; but give us
here and there, and now and then, some little foretaste of this golden age, that

we may the more patiently and hopefully await its coming! (322-230
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... his [the Negro’s] hopes, his fears, his affections, his zeal—all the powers
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of his being, are centered upon the question of his own future. He has no
glorious past on which to rest his claim for consideration or to sustain him
under the burden of present wrong; to the future he looks for al that life may
offer him. [ Essays & Speeches, 5801
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No one can deny the situation in the Southern States is deplorable. That it
must sooner or later be corrected is certain. That, like slavery, the future of
the colored race is a problem for the whole nation, must soon be admitted.
That the Southern white people alone cannot be trusted to solve it with
justice to the colored man, may, in the light of the past and the present, be
sagely assumed.

It iswell, in dealing with an evil, to get, if possible, at the root of it. And
the root of this evil, it must be apparent to the most casual observer, is the
race prejudice, not unknown at the North, but which hovers over the South
like a nightmare, warping all judgments, darkening counsel, and confusing
all standards of right and wrong, of justice and equity. Consciously or
unconsciously, all conduct is affected by this consideration. Southern
legislatures devote a large part of their time, now as before the Civil War, to

devising ways and means to keep the Negro down.  (ibid., 105-6)
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.. . the color line demands the more forceful assertion of identity which lies
in crossing over the boundaries which inhibit and confine. And the
characters’ efforts to cross over, to devise new roles for themselves as social
actors, parallel the unveiling of Chesnutt’s own narrative voice.  (Fienberg,
207)
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My books were written, from one point of view, a generation too soon.
There was no such demand then as there is now for books by and about
colored people. And | was writing against the trend of public opinion on the

race question at that particular time. At that time the Negro was inarticul ate,
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I think | was the first man in the United States who shared his blood, to write
serious fiction about the Negro.  (Essays & Speeches, 514)
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“The Negro knows what he wants. He wants an equal share in all public benefits, and an
equal right to share in the exercise of every public function.” (“An Inside Views of the
Negro Question,” Essays & Speeches, 59)

3 0000000000000 00000000000000...1hadto
sell my books chiefly to white readers. There were few colored book buyers.” 0 0 O [
(1928)0 0 O O O O O (“Accepting the Spingarn Medal,” Essays & Speeches, 514)
4000000000000000C0000COOO0ODOOOO
J000oooOoooooOoOoc.w.000000—The Marrow of TraditionO O O
0000000000000 0000000000000 01999, 197-2140
DoooooO0o000D00D0U0D0—00000000000—M0oooo
0000000000000 0000 02002, 543-5650

gooo

Chesnutt, Charles W.. The Wife of His Youth and Other Stories of The Color Line, Early
Modern African American Writers, Vol.ll. Tokyo: Hon-No-Tomosha, 1997.

Fienberg, Lorne. “Charles W. Chesnutt’s The Wife of His Youth: The Unveiling of the Black
Storyteller,” Critical Essays on Charles W. Chesnutt. New York: G. K. Hall, 1999.

McElrath, Joseph R. & Robert C. Leitz, Il eds. “ To Be an Author” : Letters of Charles W.
Chesnutt, 1889-1905. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997.

_ & Jesse S Crider eds. Charles W. Chesnutt: Essays & Speeches. Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1999.

Wilson, Matthew. Whiteness in the Novels of Charles W. Chesnutt. Jackson: University

Press of Mississippi, 2004.



000Mo00000 —000000WOO000000 The Wife of His Youthd 000 — 283

A Study of Charles W. Chesnutt’s The Wife of His Youth:
His Challenge to the Color Line

Hisao NAKAMURA

Key words: Charles W. Chesnuitt, the color line, The Wife of His Youth

The success of Charles W. Chesnutt’ s first collected stories, The Conjure
Woman, led to the planning of the second collection, The Wife of His Youth
(1899). The Conjure Woman was favorably accepted by readers at that
time, most of whom were white people, since its stories are seemingly tall-
tales or fables. In editing the second book, it was suggested by Walter
Hines Page, the editor of the Atlantic Monthly, that “And Other Stories of
the Color Line’ be added to the title. This suggestion awoke Chesnutt to
the fact that the nine stories selected for the volume depict “lives that no one
has ever before attempted to adequately describe,” that is, the lives of
colored people suffering from the color line. At this point, he decided to
arrange the stories “most effectively,” as he wrote to the publisher,
Houghton, Mifflin & Co. The order of the stories was designed as follows:
1. “The Wife of His Youth,” 2. “Her Virginia Mammy,” 3. “The Sheriff’s
Children,” 4. “A Matter of Principle,” 5. “Cicely’s Dream,” 6. “The Passing
of Grandison,” 7. “Uncle Wellington's Wives,” 8. “The Bouquet,” and 9.
“The Web of Circumstance.”

This paper attempts to explore how Chesnutt arranged the nine stories
and the significance of the arrangement he thought the most effective. My
analysis shows mainly two points. The first point is that each story is so
elaborately arranged as to be intertextually related to the story following it.
For example, “The Wife of His Youth” is the story of the acceptance of the
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past, while the next one, “Her Virginia Mammy” is concerned with that of
the rejection of the past. Then, “Her Virginia Mammy” makes sharp
contrast with “The Sheriff’s Children.” The former tells about “Miss
Nobody, from Nowhere” who succeeds in passing. She does not know her
own parents, though her mother is in fact a colored woman. The latter is
about a colored boy who died in ajail as “Nobody, from Nowhere,” though
he knows who his father is and his white father, the sheriff at the jail,
recognizes him. The second point is that the book opens with happy ending
stories of the Blue Veins, rich colored people of the middle class, and closes
with two tragic stories of poor colored people who attempt to cross over the
color line. The order of the stories is designed to reflect Chesnutt’s inner
voices: firgt, it is extremely difficult to cross over the color line, an invisible
and artificial line to reject colored people or to shut out them from the
White Supremacy South; secondly, this book, disguised as a collection of
short stories, is hisfirst challenge to the color line. He appeals to the white
readers against the injustice and arbitrariness of the color line in the South.



