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James Baldwin was an African American writer who was renowned for his works pertaining to racial discrimination. In 1979 he wrote an essay stating “that language is […] a political instrument, means, and proof of power.” Through reading, I observe that Richard Wright and Fredrick Douglas do use language as a means of political power, and because of this, I agree with Baldwin’s belief that language is a “key to identity.” The “key” in Baldwin’s theory, language, often displays the “identity,” or viewpoints, culture, and background of a person.


Richard Wright as a boy was curious about everything he heard about and did not understand. His mother was constantly telling him to “stop asking silly questions”

(47 Wright) and too more or less keep quiet. Richard was unaware that the time he was living in was structured so that gaining knowledge and being different could mean his death. For instance, when Richard acts differently than other blacks at one of his jobs, the boss’s son asks Richard why he doesn’t “laugh and talk like the other niggers [sic]”(182). The boss’s son views Richard’s silence as calling him inhumane and saying that beating blacks is wrong. Through non-verbal protests, Richard is announcing to the south that blacks are not being treated right. James Baldwin indicated that “language is a political instrument,” and I am prompted to believe it because of the reactions whites have when Richard behaves differently than other blacks.


In Black Boy, blacks are displayed as having almost no rights, and of being aware of their situation. No Negro liked being at a status that condoned undeserved beatings and, as Shorty said, would sometimes “get so goddamn mad [they] want to kill everybody”(257). From Shorty’s outburst, Baldwin’s idea of a “private identity” is manifest. Private identity refers to the true nature of a person as it is unveiled through the act of conversing with that person. The “private identity” pertaining to Shorty is just a dislike of being degraded, but a willingness for this degradation to continue in order to survive. Shorty allows this to continue merely because his “ass is tough and quarters is scarce”(229). 


The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is an example of language illustrating one’s background and upbringing. Jim, who is a runaway slave, talks in “sloppy English” and can be seen as a person that has had little or no education. Through the reading of his spoken dialogue, one can easily assume that he has not been taught grammar of any kind and that he has likely never attended a school. In contrast to Jim, Huck speaks in a flowing manner that can lead one to think of him as a partially educated individual. Proof of Huck’s education is in early chapters of the book, at a time before his father returned and he is living with the widow Douglas who “allowed she would sivilize”(1 Twain) him.


Richard Wright would write because he simply wanted to, and often had no external reason for doing so. However his life of hardships inspired him to write an autobiographical novel, and Black Boy is one that illustrates his upbringing, adolescence, and adulthood in vivid detail. Richard’s use of language in Black Boy can be seen as a political instrument, because of its ability to influence one’s mind through the harsh truth of his reality. Richard was seen as a black boy that did not “act a damn bit like it”(183). He proved James Baldwin’s idea that language “connects one with, or divorces one from, the larger, public, or communal identity. Through use of his language, Richard divorced himself from society, and made himself known to many because of his differences. 


James Baldwin’s theory of language being a “crucial key to identity” holds true in life everywhere. One that has immigrated from another country and is unfamiliar with the native language will at once be exposed as an outsider or as one from a far away land. A person that speaks in sophisticated mannerisms 
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