
A Comprehensive Guide to Mastering James
Baldwin's "Native Son": Course Hero Notes
James Baldwin's seminal novel, "Native Son," is a powerful exploration of
race and identity in America. Published in 1940, the book tells the story of
Bigger Thomas, a young African American man who is accused of
murdering a white woman. Through Bigger's struggle to understand his
place in a society that marginalizes him, Baldwin exposes the deep-seated
racism and social injustice that plagues the nation.

Course Hero's detailed study guide offers a comprehensive overview of
"Native Son," providing students with the tools they need to analyze the
novel's complex themes and characters. In this article, we delve into the
key insights, character analysis, and study tips that can help you unlock the
richness of Baldwin's masterpiece.

Chapter 1:
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Introduces Bigger Thomas, a young, restless, and unemployed African
American man.

Highlights the poverty and discrimination that shape Bigger's life in the
South Side of Chicago.

Foreshadows the impending tragedy with Bigger's inner turmoil and
the presence of a gun.

Chapter 2:

Explores the relationship between Bigger and his family, particularly
his mother and sister.

Illustrates the conflicting pressures of assimilation and resistance
within the African American community.

Introduces Jan Erlone, a white communist who attempts to reach out
to Bigger.

Chapter 3:

Depicts Bigger's fateful encounter with the wealthy Dalton family.

Delves into the racial dynamics and power imbalances between Bigger
and the white family.

Reveals the seeds of Bigger's crime, driven by fear, frustration, and a
sense of powerlessness.

Chapter 4:

Narrates the murder of Mary Dalton and its aftermath.



Examines Bigger's complex feelings of guilt and fear.

Introduces Bigger's accomplice, Bessie Mears, and her own struggles
as an African American woman.

Chapter 5:

Depicts the investigation and Bigger's attempts to evade capture.

Unravels the web of fear, paranoia, and social pressure that ensnares
Bigger.

Foreshadows the inevitability of Bigger's fate.

Chapter 6:

Presents Bigger's trial and the legal arguments surrounding his case.

Explores the themes of justice, prejudice, and the dehumanization of
African Americans in the criminal justice system.

Delivers a powerful and moving speech by Bigger's lawyer, Jan Erlone.

Chapter 7:

Records Bigger's final moments on death row.

Offers a glimpse into Bigger's inner struggles, regrets, and fears.

Provides a haunting and thought-provoking to the novel.

Bigger Thomas:



A young, alienated African American man driven by fear and
frustration.

Embodies the complexities of black identity and experience in a racist
society.

Struggles to reconcile his basic humanity with the dehumanizing
conditions he faces.

Jan Erlone:

A white communist intellectual who tries to connect with Bigger and
understand his experience.

Represents the hope for interracial solidarity and social change.

Plays a crucial role in exposing the systemic racism that oppresses
Bigger.

Mary Dalton:

A young, wealthy white woman who becomes the victim of Bigger's
crime.

Symbolizes the privilege and vulnerability of white society.

Highlights the ways in which racial violence affects both the victim and
the perpetrator.

Bess Mears:

Bigger's accomplice and a young African American woman facing her
own struggles.



Embodies the intersectionality of race and gender in American society.

Struggles to navigate the complexities of life while navigating
economic hardship and social stigma.

Race and Identity:

Explores the profound impact of race on the lives of both African
Americans and whites.

Demonstrates how racism shapes individual identities, relationships,
and social structures.

Violence and Power:

Depicts the cycle of violence that permeates American society, both
physical and psychological.

Examines the connections between power, fear, and the degradation
of humanity.

Justice and the Law:

Questions the fairness and impartiality of the criminal justice system,
particularly for African Americans.

Highlights the ways in which social biases and prejudices influence
legal outcomes.

Symbolism:



The Dalton mansion: Represents the wealth, power, and privilege of
white society.

The South Side of Chicago: Depicts the poverty, segregation, and
social isolation faced by African Americans.

Bigger's gun: Symbolizes both his fear and his desire for power.

Read the novel carefully: Pay close attention to the characters, plot,
and language.

Annotate as you read: Highlight important passages, ask questions,
and make notes about themes and symbols.

Research the historical context: Understand the events and social
conditions that influenced Baldwin's writing.

Engage in class discussions: Share your insights, ask questions,
and listen to others' perspectives.

Write practice essays: Analyze specific passages, characters, or
themes.

Sample Essay Questions:

How does Baldwin explore the complexities of race and identity in
"Native Son"?

Discuss the role of violence and power in the novel.

How does the criminal justice system fail Bigger Thomas?

Analyze the symbolism used in "Native Son" and its impact on the
novel's meaning.



Course Hero's study guide provides a comprehensive overview of James
Baldwin's "Native Son," enabling students to delve into its complex themes,
characters, and symbolism. By studying this novel, you will gain a deeper
understanding of race relations in America, the power of literature, and the
enduring legacy of James Baldwin's writing.

Remember to engage with the text critically, participate actively in class
discussions, and seek out additional resources to enrich your
understanding. "Native Son" is a thought-provoking and challenging
masterpiece that will continue to resonate with readers for generations to
come.
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