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CHAPTER NINE

Come Back to the Raft Ag’in,
Huck Honey!

It is perhaps to be expected that the Negro and the homo-
sexual should become stock literary themes in a period when
the exploration of responsibility and failure has become again
a primary concern of our literature. It is the discrepancy they
represent that haunts us, that moral discrepancy before which
we are helpless, having no resources (no tradition of courtesy,
no honored mode of cynicism) for dealing with a conflict of
principle and practice. It used once to be fashionable to think
of puritanism as a force in our lives encouraging hypocrisy;
quite the contrary, its emphasis upon the singleness of belief
and action, its turning of the most prosaic areas of life into
arenas where one’s state of grace is tested, confuse the outer
and the inner and make hypocrisy among us, perhaps more
strikingly than ever elsewhere, visible, visibly detestable, the
cardinal sin. It is not without significance that the shrug of
the shoulders (the acceptance of circumstance as a sufficient
excuse, the sign of self-pardon before the inevitable lapse)
seems in America an unfamiliar, an alien gesture.

And yet before the continued existence of physical homo-
.sexual love (our crudest epithets notoriously evoke the
mechanics of such affairs), before the blatant ghettos in which
the Negro conspicuously creates the gaudiness and stench that
offend him, the white American must make a choice between
coming to terms with institutionalized discrepancy or formu-
lating radically new ideologies. There are, to be sure, stopgap
devices, evasions of that final choice; not the least interesting
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is the special night club: the “queer” café, the black-and-tan
joint, in which fairy or Negro exhibit their fairy-ness, their
Negro-ness as if they were mere divertissements, gags thought
up for the laughs and having no reality once the lights go out
and the chairs are piled on the tables by the cleaning women.
In the earlier minstrel show, a Negro performer was required
to put on with grease paint and burnt cork the formalized
mask of blackness; while the queer must exaggerate flounce
and flutter into the convention of his condition.

The situations of the Negro and the homosexual in our
society pose quite opposite problems, or at least problems sug-
gesting quite opposite solutions. Our laws on homosexuality
and the context of prejudice they objectify must apparently be
changed to accord with a stubborn social fact; whereas it is
the social fact, our overt behavior toward the Negro, that must
be modified to accord with our laws and the, at least official,
morality they objectify. It is not, of course, quite so simple.

~There is another sense in which the fact of homosexual passion -
contradicts a national myth of masculine love, just as our real
relationship with the Negro contradicts a myth of that rela-
tionship; and those two myths with their betrayals are, as we
shall see, one.

The existence of overt homosexuality threatens to compro-
mise an essential aspect of American sentimental life: the
camaraderie of the locker room and ball park, the good fellow-
ship of the poker game and fishing trip, a kind of passionless
passion, at once gross and delicate, homoerotic in the boy’s
sense, possessing an innocence above suspicion. To doubt
for a moment this innocence, which can survive only as as-
sumed, would destroy our stubborn belief in a relationship
simple, utterly satisfying, yet immune to lust; physical as the
handshake is physical, this side of copulation. The nineteenth-
century myth of the Immaculate Young Girl has failed to sur-
vive in any felt way into our time. Rather, in the dirty jokes
shared among men in the smoking car, the barracks, or the
dormitory, there is a common male revenge against women for
having flagrantly betrayed that myth; and under the revenge,
the rather smug assumption of the chastity of the revenging
group, in so far as it is a purely male society. From what other
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source could arise that unexpected air of good clean fun
which overhangs such sessions? It is this self-congratulatory
buddy-buddiness, its astonishing naiveté that breed at once
endless opportunities for inversion and the terrible reluctance
to admit its existence, to surrender the last believed-in strong-
hold of love without passion.

It is, after all, what we know from a hundred other sources
that is here verified: the regressiveness, in a technical sense,
of American life, its implacable nostalgia for the infantile, at
once wrong-headed and somehow admirable. The mythic
America is boyhood — and who would dare be startled to
realize that the two most popular, most absorbed, 1 am sure,
of the handful of great books in our native heritage are cus-
tomarily to be found, illustrated, on the shelves of the chil-
dren’s library. T am referring, of course, to Moby Dick and
Huckleberry Finn, so different in technique and language, but

\ alike children’s books or, more precisely, boys’ books.

~  There are the Leatherstocking Tales of Cooper, too, as well
as Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast and a good deal of
Stephen Crane, books whose continuing favor depends more
and more on the taste of boys; and one begins to foresee a
similar improbable fate for Ermest Hemingway. Among the
most distinguished novelists of the American past, only Henry
James completely escapes classification as a writer of juvenile
classics; even Hawthorne, who did write sometimes for chil-
dren, must in his most adult novels endure, though not
as Mark Twain and Melville submit to, the child’s perusal. A
child’s version of The Scarlet Letter would seem a rather far-
fetched joke if it were not a part of our common experience.
Finding in the children’s department of the local library what
Hawthorne liked to call his “hell-fired book,” and remember-
ing that Moby Dick itself has as its secret motto “Ego te bap-
tizo in nomine diaboli,” one can only bow in awed silence
before the mysteries of public morality, the American idea
of “innocence.” Everything goes except the frank description
of adult heterosexual love. After all, boys will be boys!

" What, then, do all these books have in common? As boys’
books we should expect them shyly, guiltlessly as it were, to
proffer a chaste male love as the ultimate emotional experience
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~— and this is spectacularly the case. In Dana, it is the narra-
tor’s melancholy love for the kanaka, Hope; in Cooper, the
lifelong affection of Natty Bumppo and Chingachgook; in
Melville, Ishmael’s love for Queequeg; in Twain, Huck’s feel-
ing for Nigger Jim. At the focus of emotion, where we are
accustomed to find in the world’s great novels some hetero-
sexual passion, be it “platonic” love or adultery, seduction,
rape, or long-drawn-out flirtation, we come instead on the
fugitive slave and the no-account boy lying side by side on a
raft borne by the endless river toward an impossible escape,
or the pariah sailor waking in the tattooed arms of the brown
harpooner on the verge of their impossible quest,~ “Aloha,
aikane, aloha nui,” Hope cries to the lover who prefers him
to all his fellow-whites; and Ishmael in utter frankness tells
us: “T found Queequeg’s arm thrown over me in the most lov-
ing and affectionate manner. You had almost thought I had
been his wife . . . he still hugged me tightly, as though
naught but death should part us twain . . . Thus, then, in
our heart’s honeymoon, lay I and Queequeg — a cosy, loving
pair . . . he pressed his forehead against mine, clasped me
around the waist, and said that henceforth we were married.”

In Melville, the ambiguous relationship is most explicitly
rendered; almost, indeed, openly explained. Not by a chance
phrase or camouflaged symbol (the dressing of Jim in a
woman’s gown in Huck Finn, for instance, which can mean
anything or nothing at all), but in a step-by-step exposition,
the Pure Marriage of Ishmael and Queequeg is set before us:
the initial going to bed together and the first shyness over-
come, that great hot tomahawk-pipe accepted in a familiarity
that dispels fear; next, the wedding ceremony itself (for in this
marriage like so many others the ceremonial follows the de-
flowering), with the ritual touching of foreheads; then, the
queasiness and guilt the morning after the official First Night,
the suspicion that one has joined himself irrevocably to his
own worst nightmare; finally, a symbolic portrayal of the
continuing state of marriage through the image of the “monkey
rope” which binds the lovers fast waist to waist (for the sake
of this symbolism, Melville changes a fact of whaling practice
— the only time in the book), a permanent alliance that pro-
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vides mutual protection but also threatens mutual death.

Physical it all is, certainly, yet somehow ultimately inno-
cent. There lies between the lovers no naked sword but a
childlike ignorance, as if the possibility of a fall to the carnal
had not yet been discovered. Even in the Vita Nuova of Dante,
there is no vision of love less offensively, more unremittingly
chaste; that it is not adult seems beside the point. Ishmael’s
sensations as he wakes under the pressure of Queequeg’s arm,
the tenderness of Huck’s repeated loss and refinding of Jim,
the role of almost Edenic helpmate played for Bumppo by
the Indian — these shape us from childhood: we have no
sense of first discovering them or of having been once with-
out them.

Of the infantile, the homoerotic aspects of these stories we
are, though vaguely, aware; but it is only with an effort that
we can wake to a consciousness of how, among us who at the
level of adulthood find a difference in color sufficient provoca-
tion for distrust and hatred, they celebrate, all of them, the
mutual love of a white man and a colored. So buried at a
level of acceptance which does not touch reason, so des-
perately repressed from overt recognition, so contrary to what
is usually thought of as our ultimate level of taboo — the
sense of that love can survive only in the obliquity of a symbol,
persistent, obsessive, in short, an archetype: the boy’s homo-
erotic crush, the love of the black fused at this level into a
single thing.".

I hope I have been using here a hopelessly abused word
with some precision; by “archetype” I mean a coherent pattern
of beliefs and feelings so widely shared at a level beneath con-
sciousness that there exists no abstract vocabulary for repre-
senting it, and so “sacred” that unexamined, irrational re-
straints inhibit any explicit analysis. Such a complex finds a
formula or pattern story, which serves both to embody it, and,
at first at least, to conceal its full implications. Later, the
secret may be revealed, the archetype “analyzed” or “allegori-
cally” interpreted according to the language of the day.

I find the complex we have been examining genuinely
mythic; certainly it has the invisible character of the true arche-
type, eluding the wary pounce of Howells or Mrs. Twain, who
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excised from Huckleberry Finn the cussing as unfit for chil-
dren, but who left, unperceived, a conventionally abhorrent
doctrine of ideal love. Even the writers in whom we find it
attained it, in a sense, dreaming. The felt difference between
Huckleberry Finn and Twain’s other books must lie in part
in the release from conscious restraint inherent in the author’s
assumption of the character of Huck; the passage in and out
of darkness and river mist, the constant confusion of identities
(Huck’s ten or twelve names; the question of who is the real
uncle, who the true Tom), the sudden intrusions into alien
violences without past or future, give the whole work, for all
its carefully observed detail, the texture of a dream. For Moby
Dick such a point need scarcely be made. Even Cooper,
despite his insufferable gentlemanliness, his tedium, cannot
conceal from the kids who continue to read him the secret
behind his overconscious prose: the childish, impossible
dream. D. H. Lawrence saw in him clearly the boy’s Utopia:
the absolute wilderness in which the stuffiness of home yields
to the wigwam, and “My Wife” to Chingachgook.

I do not recall ever having seen in the commentaries of the
social anthropologist or psychologist an awareness of the role
of this profound child’s dream of love in our relation to the
Negro. (I say Negro, though the beloved in the books I have
mentioned is variously Indian and Polynesian, because the
Negro has become more and more exclusively for us the
colored man, the colored man par excellence.) Trapped in
what have by now become shackling clichés — the concept
of the white man’s sexual envy of the Negro male, the ambiva-
lent horror of miscegenation — they do not sufficiently note
the complementary factor of physical attraction, the arche-
typal love of white male and black. But either the horror or
the attraction is meaningless alone; only together do they
make sense. Just as the pure love of man and man is in
general set off against the ignoble passion of man for woman,
so more specifically (and more vividly) the dark desire which
leads to miscegenation is contrasted with the ennobling love
of a white man and a colored one. James Fenimore Cooper
is our first poet of this ambivalence; ydeed, miscegenation is
the secret theme of the Leatherstocking novels, especially of
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The Last of the Mohicans. Natty Bumppo, the man who
boasts always of having “no cross” in his blood, flees by nature
from the defilement of all women, but never with so absolute
a revulsion as he displays toward the squaw with whom at one
point he seems at the point of being forced to cohabit; and
the threat of the dark-skinned rapist sends pale woman after
pale woman skittering through Cooper’s imagined wilderness.
Even poor Cora, who already has a fatal drop of alien blood
that cuts her off from any marriage with a white man, in so far
as she is white cannot be mated with Uncas, the noblest of
redmen. Only in death can they be joined in an embrace as
chaste as that of males. There’s no good woman but a dead
woman! Yet Chingachgook and the Deerslayer are permitted
to sit night after night over their campfire in the purest domes-
tic bliss. So long as there is no mingling of blood, soul may
couple with soul in God’s undefiled forest.

<" Nature undefiled — this is the inevitable setting of the
Sacred Marriage of males. Ishmael and Queequeg, arm in
arm, about to ship out, Huck and Jim swimming beside the
raft in the peaceful flux of the Mississippi — here it is the
motion of water which completes the syndrome, the American
dream of isolation afloat. The notion of the Negro as the
unblemished bride blends with the myth of running away to
sea, of running the great river down to the sea. The immen-
sity of water defines a loneliness that demands love; its strange-
ness symbolizes the disavowal of the conventional that makes
possible all versions of love. In Two Years Before the Mast,
in Moby Dick, in Huckleberry Finn the water is there, is the
very texture of the novel; the Leatherstocking Tales propose
another symbol for the same meaning: the virgin forest. No-
tice the adjectives— the virgin forest and the forever in-
violable sea. It is well to remember, too, what surely must be
more than a coincidence, that Cooper, who could dream this
myth, also invented for us the novel of the sea, wrote for the
first time in history the sea story proper.

The rude pederasty of the forecastle and the captain’s cabin,
celebrated in a thousand jokes, is the profanation of a dream;
yet Melville, who must have known such blasphemies, refers
to them only once and indirectly, for it was his dream that
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they threatened. And still the dream survives; in a recent book
by Gore Vidal, an incipient homosexual, not yet aware of the
implications of his feelings, indulges in the reverie of running
off to sea with his dearest friend. The buggery of sailors is
taken for granted everywhere, yet is thought of usually as an
inversion forced on men by their isolation from women;
though the opposite case may well be true: the isolation sought
more or less consciously as an occasion for male encounters.
At any rate, there is a context in which the legend of the sea
as escape and solace, the fixated sexuality of boys, the myth
of the dark beloved, are one. In Melville and Twain at the
center of our tradition, in the lesser writers at the periphery,
the archetype is at once formalized and perpetuated. Nigger
Jim and Queequeg make concrete for us what was without
them a vague pressure on the threshold of our consciousness;
the proper existence of the archetype is in the realized charac-
ter, who waits, as it were, only to be asked his secret. Think
of Oedipus biding in silence from Sophocles to Freud!
Unwittingly, we are possessed in childhood by these charac-
ters and their undiscriminated meaning, and it is difficult for
us to dissociate them without a sense of disbelief. What —
these household figures clues to our subtlest passions! The
foreigner finds it easier to perceive the significances too deep
within us to be brought into focus. D. H. Lawrence discovered
in our classics a linked mythos of escape and immaculate male
love; Lorca in The Poet in New York grasped instinctively (he
could not even read English) the kinship of Harlem and Walt
Whitman, the fairy as bard. But of course we do not have to
be conscious of what possesses us; in every generation of our
own writers the archetype reappears, refracted, half-under-
stood, but there. In the gothic reverie of Capote’s Other
Voices, Other Rooms, both elements of the syndrome are pre-
sented, though disjunctively: the boy moving between the
love of a Negro maidservant and his inverted cousin. In
Carson McCullers’ Member of the Wedding, another variant
is invented: a female homosexual romance between the
boy-girl Frankie and a Negro cook. This time the Father-
Slave-Beloved is converted into the figure of a Mother-Sweet-
heart-Servant, but remains still, of course, satisfactorily black.
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It is not strange, after all, to find this archetypal complex in
latter-day writers of a frankly homosexual sensibility; but it
recurs, too, in such resolutely masculine writers as Faulkner,
who evokes the myth in the persons of the Negro and the boy
of Intruder in the Dust.

In the myth, one notes finally, it is typically in the role of
outcast, ragged woodsman, or despised sailor (“Call me
Ishmael!”), or unregenerate boy (Huck before the prospect
of being “sivilized” cries out, “I been there before!”) that we
turn to the love of a colored man. But how, we cannot help
asking, does the vision of the white American as a pariah
correspond with our long-held public status: the world’s be-
loved, the success? It is perhaps only the artist’s portrayal of
himself, the notoriously alienated writer in America, at home
with such images, child of the town drunk, the hapless sur-
vivor. But no, Ishmael is in all of us, our unconfessed universal
fear objectified in the writer’s status as in the outcast sailor’s:
that compelling anxiety, which every foreigner notes, that we
may not be loved, that we are loved for our possessions and
not our selves, that we are really — alone. It is that underlying
terror which explains our incredulity in the face of adulation
or favor, what is called (once more the happy adjective) our
“boyish modesty.” -

Our dark-skinned beloved will take us in, we assure our-
selves, when we have been cut off, or have cut ourselves off,
from all others, without rancor or the insult of forgiveness.
He will fold us in his arms saying, “Honey” or “Aikane”; he
will comfort us, as if our offense against him were long ago
remitted, were never truly real. And yet we cannot ever really
forget our guilt; the stories that embody the myth dramatize
as if compulsively the role of the colored man as the victim.
Dana’s Hope is shown dying of the white man’s syphilis; Quee-
queg is portrayed as racked by fever, a pointless episode
except in the light of this necessity; Crane’s Negro is disfigured
to the point of monstrosity; Cooper’s Indian smolders to a
hopeless old age conscious of the imminent disappearance of
his race; Jim is shown loaded down with chains, weakened
by the hundred torments dreamed up by Tom in the name
of bulliness. The immense gulf of guilt must not be mitigated
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any more than the disparity of color (Queequeg is not merely
brown but monstrously tattooed; Chingachgook is horrid with
paint; Jim is portrayed as the sick A-rab died blue), so that
the final reconciliation may seem more unbelievable and
tender. The archetype makes no attempt to deny our outrage
as fact; it portrays it as meaningless in the face of love.

There would be something insufferable, I think, in that
final vision of remission if it were not for the presence of a_
motivating anxiety, the sense always of a last chance. Behind
the white American’s nightmare that someday, no longer tour-
ist, inheritor, or liberator, he will be rejected, refused, he
dreams of his acceptance at the breast he has most utterly
offended. It is a dream so sentimental, so outrageous, so des-
perate, that it redeems our concept of boyhood from nostalgia
to tragedy. -

In each generation we play out the impossible mythos, and

'~ we live to see our children play it: the white boy and the

black we can discover wrestling affectionately on any Ameri-
can sidewalk, along which they will walk in adulthood, eyes
averted from each other, unwilling to touch even by accident.
The dream recedes; the immaculate passion and the astonish-
ing reconciliation become a memory, and less, a regret, at last
the unrecognized motifs of a child’s book. “It’s too good to be
true, Honey,” Jim says to Huck. “It’s too good to be true.”



