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Reconsidering Empathy

in Richard Wright’s Native Son (111)
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Empathetic identification with a character occurs when, in response to the
writer’s invitation, the reader puts aside her or his own goals and concerns,
inserts the goals and plans of the character into his or her own planning
processor, and mentally enacts the plot. The emotions that then occur are
empathetic emotions in relation to the plot’s plans, actions, and outcomes,
not the character’s but the reader’s own. (Oatley 177-178)
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Bigger stiffened as Jan walked to the middle of the floor and stood facing
him. Then it suddenly occurred to Bigger that he need not be standing,
that he had no reason to fear bodily harm from Jan here in jail. He sat and
bowed his head; the room was quiet, so quiet that Bigger heard the
preacher and Jan breathing. The white man upon whom he had tried to
blame his crime stood before him and he sat waiting to hear angry words.
Well, why didn’t he speak? He lifted his eyes; Jan was looking straight at
him and he looked away. But Jan’s face was not angry. If he was not angry,
then what did he want? He looked again and saw Jan’s lips move to speak,

but no words came. And when Jan did speak his voice was low and there
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were long pauses between the words; it seemed to Bigger that he was
listening to a man talk to himself.

“Bigger, maybe I haven’t the words to say what I want to say, but I'm
going to try.... This thing hit me like a bomb. It t-t-took me all week to get
myself together. ... (266)
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Bigger understood that Jan was not holding him guilty for what he had
done. Was this a trap? He looked at Jan and saw a white face, but an honest
face. This white man believed in him, and the moment he felt that belief
he felt guilty again; but in a different sense now. Suddenly, this white man
had come up to him, flung aside the curtain and walked into the room of
his life. Jan had spoken a declaration of friendship that would make other
white men hate him: a particle of white rock had detached itself from that
looming mountain of white hate and had rolled down the slope, stopping
still at his feet. The word had become flesh. For the first time in his life a
white man became a human being to him; and the reality of Jan’s
humanity came in a stab of remorse: he had killed what this man loved
and had hurt him. He saw Jan as though someone had performed an
operation upon his eyes, or as though someone had snatched a deforming

mask from Jan’s face. (268)
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“How you I-I-like them sewing classes at the Y, Vera?” [Bigger] asked.

Vera tightened her hands over her face.

“Bigger,” his mother sobbed, trying to talk through her tears. “Bigger,
honey, she won’t go to school no more. She says the other girls look at her
and make her 'shamed. . . .”

He had lived and acted on the assumption that he was alone, and now
he saw that he had not been. What he had done made others suffer. No
matter how much he would long for them to forget him, they would not be
able to. His family was a part of him, not only in blood, but in spirit. (277)
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“Allow me, Your Honor, before I proceed to cast blame and ask for mercy,
to state emphatically that I do notclaim that this boy is a victim of injustice,
nor do I ask that this Court be sympathetic with him. That is not my object
in embracing his character and his cause. It is not to tell you only of
suffering that I stand here today, even though there are frequent lynchings
and floggings of Negroes throughout the country. If you react only to that
part of what I say, then you, too, are caught as much as he in the mire of
blind emotion, and this vicious game will roll on, like a bloody river to a
bloodier sea. Let us banish from our minds the thought that this is an
unfortunate victim of injustice. ... (%)

“Rather, I plead with you to see a mode of Zife in our midst, a mode of life

stunted and distorted, but possessing its own laws and claims, an existence
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of men growing out of the soil prepared by the collective but blind will of a
hundred million people. I beg you to recognize human life draped in a form
and guise alien to ours, but springing from a soil plowed and sown by all
our hands. ... (358 &L H 30

~ v 7 AL, BN R E TRIEROEME ) TIXRnWI Ea2mIi L,

Me~D Ny —=%E L D] ZEIFRO TRV LARO AN TH RV EE
NTERT D, B —FHHE LIRAD VN —BNE [E BMZREIEO
LD H] ATHRE D BRI 7l 25 5 Z L L LT, RSN o & Z Lotk
oD, BEENRY =T LA, [ZAHE DL —LLF N
Ebofc] BH—0 [EORRRE] 253252 E2RKOTEY, ZFzr/v—
HIAG ) DIAEZ RO TND Z L LA THA D, ZDEIIT, v v 7 ZADF
WL, AFE O LT L9, WhiE, =y —0E X = X AW 431
I E FITRO LIS AR > T\ D, £ LT, T2/ U —I T B SR ILE
PEORERLE LT, v~ v 7 AIEH—DEDO T rE R (JRZE -T2k &7 A
U BEEMETOIRRN T m e 22 THEITREY GDERPORED . (TARME]
IR 22 K0Tt LA) ERORBBOLFEKREAID GRS L—T bbb

(7 AV ey EREATE T (Native Son) | & L TH/RLE D &—]
KT 5, 2FEV, AAEEPDITIAME LTHDOILTOWRNWE T —ZF U7 A
UIANELT, RVICHET AV IALGLWT AU ANE LTIRRT HZ L THE
RAib= AR L., A EPEAANTHLOZ R — R O S < BE1ED
EF LS E9% 0 “I would be appealing to men bound by common ideals to
judge with pity and understanding one of their brothers who erred and fell
in the struggle.” (357)

ZOvy 7 AOEKAKIT, ZREEMEDH D DO TIER, AT LAH
A THWRBER LS T120 SRVWEFR R R —2n ) F’Z‘ﬁ%%@] DHEEL T
FHIL, ©H—DELZONRE LA T Ry — 2B & 2% 7 I EZE O
o8OI TAMM) 24TH Tl o &35 2 & BRI, %ﬂfi DD
BRI ADELH D L, £ b2 bIEE T A4 FOANE LOWIE Lz 2 LT
Do

LWL ns, Va7 T AWy b - Pa=7T2mlsEo12, “Max,
for all this good will, has never really seen Bigger’s individual humanity.”
(Skerrett 38) & 5% 5, BELTANIE, THLEFLHRMOIHO T, v v 7 A
X “My plea is for more than one man and one people.” (354) L FF 2T\ 5
e EELND Ko, KEREOFRELL LT, EXT—F20 LY DOfFE
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ANELTIRADEV b, LA, EX—2 VT —HEUEDOFEL L TILKRH
IZHEZ T : “If I can make the people of this country understand why
this boy acted like he did, I'll be doing more than defending him.” (271) &
BERIAATEY . “Well, this thing’s bigger than you, son. In a certain sense,
every Negro in America’s on trial out there today.” (340) & B4 —IZ5-> T
LEST2DT 5, FamORNTH, AANBERIZE T —O@ENNI e - BURH
YHRZEFBHT DI KA T, ET—20E D DAMTIEZRL 58 (symbol) |
ELTERLTLED

This man is different, even though his crime differs from similar crimes
only in degree. The complex forces of society have isolated here for us a
symbol, a test symbol. The prejudices of men have stained this symbol, like
a germ stained for examination under the microscope. The unremitting
hate of men has given us a psychological distance that will enable us to see

this tiny social symbol in relation to our whole sick social organism. (354

SRFIEIR 0

YV I ADREIE, Z VAN T 7 — - X7 TADERT S X D12, 1930 B4R
T D/ YRR T 4 R OMEE L e O Y o SERERESFO
ENRGICRTEND, 1 TEERER] WREmiths (00 3) OBER
DA AFRERFOBE R THY . X 7T ANF D K HIZ, “Max’s social
science diagnosis of Bigger’s crime emphasizes the importance of
environment in Bigger’s development and eventual crimes.” (Douglas 185)
Thod, NI, ﬁ@ﬁfﬁzwéiﬁD\Eﬁ~@$®M%tLTV/&x
RO TERERER) (3. Ny 27 U —2NFH 85 E 807 AR %0
DL OB 7o it ] & fcﬁo“Cb‘ . (Douglas186) L L7emb, BELLRY
"Bf/ﬁ YRS O FI“"F‘(}%E N ORANGTATEN uﬁ)\ﬂb‘?%'(biofdﬁl
TR LR =RERNREOBRICHNBAY TETLES TR
~ v 7 AFRECEH =2 O L W DANME L THRAIBRIGD DA D, %9@
%1, “This boy represents but a tiny aspect of a problem whose reality
sprawls over a third of this nation.” (361) & &4 —(IthE RO 720720 —
BlICL»7enEHIlcaES7ZD, LEWIZIE “This is the case of a man’s
mistaking a whole race of men as a part of the natural structure of the
universe and of his acting toward them, accordingly. He murdered Mary
Dalton accidentally, without thinking, without plan, without conscious
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motive.” (364) &, EEREEER A b FE DV IZHHH L2V T=0ls, B —0Fk
NEMIRE TIZB/ME L, EF—ORNET O b ZIUE> THR/MELTLE -
TWnd,
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LT Lio?‘:@ L7eZ 830> Tnd, L LR bR, Fbiet
EA—BREALE N BHDITHIZONTHS R Y OF %é:f*%ﬁ%a \f;D
RIES L LTWD, bbb, BARZREAZ KA R R E LTI A TEY
ENNERWDT AT T AT ADRER—FERLTLES>TVNDI LD
15T % : [Bigger] hated this; if anything could be done in his behalf, he
himself wanted to do it; not others. The more he saw others exerting
themselves, the emptier he felt. (272) T > /X2 —0F ¥ = X LAHIFEFRIZIE -
7o~ v 7 ADF Ak N — <E<1:Zb IZEE BN ATHbNFE L, 2 Tlked
—BROEDOMEAL LTUTFELN TV RN LIZRSNWTLE I, v v 7 AT
DFD, TAY ﬁ@?i%ﬁ’\]&%%ﬁ&?’é@&gl%iﬁx 2. B —OEOE A
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“I know how you feel, boy. You're colored and you feel that you haven’t
had a square deal, don’t you?” the man’s voice came low and soft; and
Bigger, listening, hated him for telling him what he knew was true. He
rested his tired head against the steel bars and wondered how was it
possible for this man to know so much about him and yet be so bitterly
against him. “Maybe you’ve been brooding about this color question a long
time, hunh, boy?” the man’s voice continued low and soft. “Maybe you think
I don’t understand? But I do, I know how it feels to walk along the streets
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like other people, dressed like them, talking like them, and yet excluded
for no reason except that you're black. I know your people. Why, they give
me votes out there on the South Side every election. I once talked to a
colored boy who raped and killed a woman, just like you raped and killed
Mrs. Clinton’s sister. . . .”

“I didn’t do it!” Bigger screamed. (286)
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