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Abstract 

The present paper is an attempt to explore, in and through the prism of Ralph W. Ellison’s Invisible 

Man (1952), the workings of Ellison’s “vernacular process” as a concept that informs the author’s critical 

views incorporated in the novel. More specifically, Ellison’s revisionary enterprise in this narrative 

demonstrates his view of African-American tradition as integrated in American and Western tradition. 

While the form of “invisible criticism” in which Ellison engages is a rather self-conscious manifestation 

of his critical model of the “vernacular process,” the present work contends that this Ellisonian model 

actually foreshadows Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s critical paradigm of “Signifyin(g).” What Gates names 

“literary Signification” stands for an indigenous African-American form of literary revision consisting in 

a black text’s repeating with difference of another black text’s tropes or rhetorical strategies, or such 

text’s appropriation of aspects of form in a white antecedent text. Through “literary Signification,” 

Invisible Man revises African-American texts exemplified in the present article by Richard Wright’s 

Black Boy (1945) and Native Son (1940). Likewise, Ellison’s narrative also revisits American and 

European texts, an enterprise to be seen in the present work’s examination of Ellison’s revision of James 

Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), Walt Whitman’s romantic poetry, and T.S Eliot’s 

The Waste Land (1922). By establishing through “literary Signification” his African-American literary 

“relatives” as well as his Western and American “ancestors,” Ellison ultimately constructs the African-

American literary tradition as embedded in the Euro-American tradition and thus underlines the syncretic 

character of American literature and culture. 

Key words: Integrative, Revision, Tradition, Signifyin(G), “Vernacular Process”. 

1. Introduction 
Ralph Waldo Ellison’s Invisible Man enjoys a special position in the African-American as well as in 

the American canon. The high esteem accorded to the novel relates chiefly to Ellison’s technical 

craftsmanship, a main part of which is reflected in his remarkably smooth blending of black vernacular-

based materials and modernist techniques. Many recent critics of Invisible Man were quick to notice that 

the connection Ellison painstakingly works out between African-American folk culture and modernism 

and his reinterpretations of Western and Euro-American traditions are, in fact, a correlative of his special 
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valorization of the “integrative” character of American culture and the American literary tradition. 

Indeed, in a critical and technical gesture aiming to highlight his concepts of “linkage,” “affirmation and 

rejection,” and ultimately the “integrative” character of American culture and literary tradition, Ellison 

explores in Invisible Man the “vernacular process,” his model incorporating those concepts. By self-

consciously bringing this process to the field of literature and literary criticism, Ellison gets engaged in a 

form of ‘invisible’ criticism that involves a continuum of African-American folk culture, literature, and 

literary criticism. As will be illustrated below, such a form of criticism, aiming to mark African-American 

tradition’s difference while simultaneously asserting its linkage to Western tradition, can be said to be 

equivalent to, or inclusive of, Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s African-American theory of “literary 

Signification.”  

Though Invisible Man revisits several African-American texts in addition to numerous American and 

European texts, this paper will limit its scope to Ellison’s revision of only restricted representative texts of 

both traditions. First, through “literary Signification,” a form that comes close to parody at times and akin 

to pastiche at others, Ellison revises Wright’s two largely influential narratives of Black Boy (1945) and 

Native Son (1940). He accordingly implicitly critiques both Wright’s representation of African-American 

agency in those narratives and the novelistic model such narratives exemplify, that is, the social protest 

novel being essentially realistic/ naturalistic. Second, the prevalence in Invisible Man of traces of James 

Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), Walt Whitman’s poetry, and T.S. Eliot’s The 

Waste Land (1922) points to the author’s inscription in a very implicit kind of criticism. While Alan 

Nadel designates such Ellisonian form of criticism as “invisible criticism” in his seminal book, Invisible 

Criticism: Ralph Ellison and the American Canon (1988), Henry Louis Gates’s categories of “critical 

Signification” and its version of “tertiary Signification” devised in his influential book, The Signifyin(g) 

Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (1988), are markedly synthesized from 

Ellison’s critical practices. As will be considered below, though these ‘white’ texts represent some of 

Ellison’s marked models of form and techniques, their substance, about which he has misgivings, 

demonstrates the ‘invisibility of blackness’ in Western culture and literature.  

2. The “Vernacular Process”: An Indigenous African-American” Variation of 

“Adaptation”/ “Appropriation”  
Even though the kind of “intertextuality” marking Invisible Man is, in its workings, much similar to 

its Western counterpart, it is a rather refined formal manifestation of an indigenous African-American 

cultural and linguistic form. While being rooted in slavery and in the black vernacular, this form is one of 

those myriad manifestations of ‘repetition and difference’ embraced by the more inclusive process Ellison 

calls the “vernacular process.” In fact, Ellison does not actually provide an elaborate explanation of this 

concept in a particular single work. Yet, Kun-Jong Lee’s essay “Ellison’s Variations on American 

Themes” is very insightful as it puts together related details scattered in Ellison’s numerous interviews 

and in his various essays, namely those collected in his book, Going to the Territory. Based on Lee’s 

work, the process can be defined as, broadly speaking, a “dynamic system” of “appropriation,” 

“combination,” and “eclectic amalgamation” ingrained in those attempts by slaves to appropriate 
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European cultural rituals, styles, or performances, attempts usually resulting, according to Ellison, in a 

“metamorphosis” or a “burlesquing” of such European forms (Butler 2000, 179-82). In his renowned 

interview with Robert Stepto and Michael Harper, Ellison explains that this process ensues from those 

peculiar conditions of slavery, some of which slaves could turn into quite an asset:  

Given the reality of slavery and the denial social mobility to blacks, it is ironic that 

they were placed by that very circumstance in the position of having the greatest 

freedom to create specifically American cultural idioms. Thus the slaves had the 

unnoticed opportunity to be culturally daring and innovative because the strictures 

of “good taste” and “thou shall-not” of tradition were not imposed upon them. And 

so, having no past in the art of Europe, they could use its elements and their 

inherited sense of style to improvise forms through which they could express their 

own unique sense of American experience. They did so in dance, in music, in 

cuisine and so on, and white American artists often found the slaves' improvisations 

a clue for their own improvisations. (Butler 2000, 13)   

Ellison here comments on that cultural and artistic phenomenon he labels the “vernacular process,” a 

phenomenon that corresponds to Linda Hutcheon’s category of “Adaptation.” Adaptations are, according 

to Hutcheon, “interpretive and creative acts that retain the aura of the adapted text and contain within 

them a palimpsestic doubleness.” Rather than being replications or reproductions, they are “deliberate, 

announced, and extended revisitations of prior works” (2006, xiv). As she further explains, “what is 

involved in adapting can be a process of appropriation, of taking possession of another’s story, and 

filtering it, in a sense, through one’s own sensibility, interest, and talents. Therefore, adapters are first 

interpreters and then creators” (18). Following the “vernacular process,” African-American slaves were 

“adapting” different cultural and artistic European forms and styles so as to “domesticate” them, to 

transform them in such a way to adapt them to the cultural environment of the illiterate slave in the 

plantation. They can accordingly be said to be after what Hutcheon calls “the building of culture,” an 

interesting motivation behind the process of “adaptation” (95). Indeed, this fundamental reason is 

apparent in Ellison’s justification of the processes of African-American slaves’ practice of 

“amalgamation” and “repetition with difference” by the slaves’ grappling with the absence of a tradition 

of arts that is similar to that of Europe. However, just as “the pleasing nature of repetition and imitation” 

is part of the appeal of adaptation according to Hutcheon, the slaves’ desire to express their own “unique 

sense of American experience” also constitutes a paramount reason behind their “burlesquing” of 

European arts. This ‘motivated’ alteration of the original European artefacts and other cultural forms 

stressed in Ellison’s explanation suggests that there is a subversive power in the slaves’ act of adaptation. 

 In her discussion of the “process” of “Adaptation,” Hutcheon focuses on three modes of 

engagement: telling, showing, and interacting with stories. These vary depending on the material means 

of expression from which and to which adaptation is made (2006, 7; 27). Ellison’s label of the 

“vernacular process” - involving processes of “eclectic amalgamation,” “burlesquing,” and 

“metamorphosis” - is differentiated by its spontaneous and improvisational character. Though Hutcheon’s 
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concept of “Adaptation” involves deliberate, rather than improvised, processes, the “vernacular process” 

– despite its spontaneous character - can be categorized an indigenous Black variant of “adaptation.” This 

is because, through it, the slaves make ‘alterations’ to the ‘original’ European cultural and artistic forms 

and, at times, to the contents of European culture as is the case with religion (Christianity). In the process 

their “point of view” is marked. The “product” of such an indigenous process is a hybrid culture and a 

characteristically syncretic art. For Ellison, after the slaves adapted, through their improvisational 

reproductions, many aspects of European culture and art, their improvisations and styles were, in turn, 

subjected to series of appropriations by Euro-American artists. As such, the “vernacular process” 

engendered an American culture and an American art that are symbiotically connected and 

characteristically hybrid. 

 In fact, the slaves’ practices that Ellison labels the “vernacular process” actually blur the stark 

distinction between ‘Adaptation’ and ‘Appropriation.’ Their improvisational practices are, rather, a 

combination of these processes. In her definition of ‘Appropriation’ Julie Sanders differentiates that form 

of adaptation involving the “transposition” of a certain original culture to a new culture. As she advances, 

“An adaptation signals a relationship with an informing source text. On the other hand, appropriations 

frequently affect a more decisive journey away from the informing source into a wholly new cultural 

product and domain” (2006, 26). She also notes that unlike adaptation processes, appropriation acts yield 

novel products, one’s that are different from that original entity in which they originate. Fidelity to the 

original, an old-fashioned problem of adaptation, is rather irrelevant in the processes of appropriation. 

Sander’s understanding of ‘Appropriation’ accordingly applies to the description of those spontaneous 

cultural and artistic practices of the slaves in antebellum America yielding a total ‘transposition’ or 

transformation of European cultural and artistic forms. Hutcheon’s category of ‘Adaption’ would rather 

account for those slaves’ improvisational or deliberate acts seeking the borrowing of aspects of European 

culture and art, acts resulting only in partial alterations of the borrowed forms. The notion of the 

“vernacular process,” to which Ellison largely attributes the construction of the culture and aesthetics of a 

whole ethnic group, combines, therefore, the concepts of “Adaptation” and “Appropriation.”  

3. “Literary Signification”: An African-American Form of “Intertextuality”  
Gates elevates Ellison’s “vernacular process” to the status of a formal African-American theory 

named “Signifyin(g)” or “literary Signification,” “a model having much in common with Hutcheon’s 

theorized adaptation. As Gates points out, “literary Signification,” or “critical Signification,” constitutes 

“implicit formal critique of language use, of rhetorical strategy” (Gates 1988, xxvii). “Literary 

Signification” is, in this respect, “similar to parody and pastiche, wherein parody corresponds to... 

motivated Signification while pastiche would correspond roughly to unmotivated Signification” (xxvii). 

The use of parody for “motivated Signification” implies that the text at hand Signifies upon another text 

with the intention to critique it. On the other hand, when a black text repeats another text, using pastiche 

for “unmotivated Signification,” that is usually for “paying homage” to that text, for “acknowledgement,” 

or/and for “placement within a literary tradition” (xxvii). Like “literary Signification,” adaptation, as 
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theorized by Hutcheon, involves both the intentionality of claiming the original work and that of its 

interrogation:  

 Adaptation is repetition, but repetition without replication. And there are manifestly 

many different possible intentions behind the act of adaptation: the urge to consume 

and erase the memory of the adapted text or to call it into question is as likely as the 

desire to pay tribute by copying. (2006, 7) 

Hutcheon adds a third intention that recalls Harold Bloom’s model of poetic influence advanced in 

his seminal book, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (1973). As though Hutcheon invoked 

Bloom’s idea that the production of poetry is mainly driven by the desire of the actual poets to establish 

themselves by overcoming, or metaphorically slaying, their predecessors or mentors, she points out that 

“[a]daptations... can even be seen as mixed in intent: ‘contested homage’..., Oedipally envious and 

worshipful at the same time” (2006, 7). Though some studies of Invisible Man have in fact examined the 

novel as a work that is indeed motivated by Ellison’s desire to overcome Wright, intentions, if at all they 

can be detected, are generally considered irrelevant to interpretation in Gates’s practical reading using 

literary Signification. Ellison himself has a different view on the issue of “influence” as linked to 

intentionality. His distinction between his “ancestors” and his “relatives,” on which our exploration of the 

narrative is partially based, is more complex and more productive than the motivation of displacing 

Wright. His dichotomy captures his revisionary intentions regarding both African-American texts and 

Euro-American and European ones. It is a form of intertextuality that Gates polished and elevated to the 

field of literary criticism. The term “Signifyin(g)” is derived from the Black vernacular wherein it 

generally stands for the myriad forms, figures, and tropes of repetition with difference. In the field of 

literature and literary criticism, the term comes to function as “formal revision,” or “intertextuality” 

within the Afro-American tradition. As Gates explains, 

 [i]t is this principle of repetition and difference, this practice of intertextuality, 

which has been so crucial to the black vernacular forms of Signifyin(g), in jazz - and 

even its antecedents, the blues, the spirituals, and ragtime - and which is the source 

of my trope for black intertextuality in the Afro-American formal literary tradition. 

(1988, 64)  

To say, accordingly, that a certain present text “Signifies” on another absent text is to say that the 

former text revises through parody or pastiche the latter. This process involves, following Gates, 

repeating its “formal patterns of representation,” namely its “tropes and its rhetorical strategies,” as well 

as its subject matter while simultaneously expressing the actual author’s voice that is usually different, if 

not polemical (110-13). The core of Gates’s argument, which is actually one of the central claims of his 

book, is that “[t]he texts in the Afro-American canon can be said to configure into relationships based on 

the sorts of repetition and revision inherent in parody and pastiche” (110). By reading, repeating and 

revising the canonical texts of their literature and by reading each other following “literary Signification,” 

African-American authors actually trace their “relationships,” their “literary succession” or “influence,” 

and, ultimately, the African-American “literary history” and “literary tradition” (120-24). It is, 
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interestingly, “critical,” or “literary Signification” that is the basis of literary succession: “[l]iterary 

succession or influence, rather, can be based on formal literary revision” (120). By the same token, rather 

than conceiving of “black tradition” in terms of “an absolute or a metaphysical condition” or as 

essentially related to some “transcending essence that exists outside of its manifestations in texts” (121), 

“tradition” is constructed through “literary Signifyin(g)” as equivalent to “lines of influence.” To subvert 

any ‘essentialist’ construction of “black tradition,” Gates clearly announces that “the basis of a tradition 

must be shared patterns of language use. By this I mean the shared, discrete uses of literary language in 

texts that bear some sort of relation to each other” (121).  

There are, however, many African-American texts that do not involve a revision of formal strategies 

of an African-American text but those of a Western text taken as a model for form. What is at stake in 

such a situation is, according to Gates, “tertiary revision,” as these texts “seem to be related to other black 

texts primarily in terms of substance or content whereas they seem to be related to Western texts in terms 

of form” (122). In “tertiary revision,” Gates explains, “three elements tend to be involved in the 

relationship of ancestry. These elements include “texts that provide models of form, texts that provide 

models of substance, and the text at hand” (122). In short, through “literary Signifyin(g),” Gates figures 

out the twin- problems of the “ unnamed” - or, at least, unacknowledged - black literary ancestry and the 

“unknown” literary history of African-Americans; and by “tertiary revision,” he defines the relationship 

of African-American literature with Western tradition. In both actions, he is inspired by Ellison the same 

way he is inspired by Ellisonian definition of tradition as the “collectivity of sensibilities shared by a 

group”-- “sensibilities” Gates interprets as “shared patterns of language use.” Moreover, Gates’s “tertiary 

Signification” is informed by that Ellisonian critical gesture of categorizing his African-American 

precursors his “relatives” and his labeling of Western novelists as his “ancestors.” Ellison actually 

explains that “while one can do nothing about choosing one’s relatives, one can, as artist, choose one’s 

‘ancestors.’ Wright was, in this sense, a ‘relative’; Hemingway an ‘ancestor.’ Langston Hughes... was a 

‘relative’; Eliot... and Malraux and Dostoievsky and Faulkner, were ‘ancestors.’” (Qtd. in Gates 1988, 

120-21).  

4. Re-evaluating Black Culture: Invisible Man’s Signifyin(g) on Wright’s Social Realism  
While the echoes of Black Boy and Native Son in Invisible Man demonstrate in a rather conspicuous 

manner Ellison’s engagement in Signifyin(g) on his literary “relative” and mentor, Wright, the kind of 

protagonist together with attendant experience in the novel at hand involve a barely discernible inversion 

of Wrightian central characters and their respective experiences. The most obvious trace of Black Boy in 

Invisible Man is the grandfather’s deathbed scene occurring at the outset of the text as though it were 

meant to draw attention, very early, to Ellison’s inscription in the endeavor of literary Signification. 

Describing the last moments of his grandfather’s life, Ellison’s protagonist/narrator says,  

[b]ut my grandfather is the one. He was an odd old guy, my grandfather, and I am 

told I take after him. It was he who caused the trouble. On his deathbed he called my 

father to him and said, ‘Son, after I’m gone I want you to keep up the good fight. I 

never told you, but our life is a war and I have been traitor all my born days, spy in 
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the enemy’s country ever since I gave up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live 

with your head in the lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ‘em with yeses, 

undermine’em with grins, agree’em to death and destruction, let’em swoller you till 

they vomit or bust wide open.’... ‘Learn it to the young-uns,’ he whispered fiercely; 

then he died.  

But my folks were more alarmed over his last words than over his dying. It was as 

though he had not died at all; his words caused so much anxiety. (Ellison 1965, 18-

9) 

In Black Boy, the young Richard actually reports the death of “Grandpa” as follows:  

She [Granny] led me to Grandpa’s room; he was lying fully dressed upon the bed, 

looking as well as he ever looked. His eyes were open, but he was so still that I did 

not know if he was dead or alive.  

... “Good-bye, grandpa,” I whispered. 

“Good-bye, son,” he spoke hoarsely. “Rejoice, for God has picked out my s-s-e... in-

in h-heaven...” 

His voice died. I have not understood what he had said and I wondered if I should 

ask him to repeat it. But Granny took my hand and led me from the room. The house 

was quiet; there was no crying. (Wright 1993, 166) 

This scene embodies “adaptation” as “an acknowledged transposition of a recognizable other work 

or works (Hutcheon 2006, 8). Although Hutcheon claims that “allusions to and brief echoes of other 

works would not qualify as extended engagements” (9), the subversive implications of Ellison’s inversion 

of several aspects of such a brief, but recognizable, scene in Wright’s narrative seems to challenge 

Hutcheon’s claim. In a Signifyin(g) gesture, Ellison captures this scene and, akin to a Jazz musician, 

plays variations on it while making noticeable enough some of its traces in his text. The sentence, ‘it was 

as though he had not died at all’ repeats, therefore, but with a slight alteration, Wright’s ‘he was so still 

that I did not know if he was dead or alive.’ Likewise, the sentence ‘his words caused so much anxiety’ 

echoes ‘I have not understood what he had said and I wondered if I should ask him to repeat it.’ Then, 

Ellison reverses each and every other detail, thus marking his difference and individuality following the 

tradition of Signifyin(g) and ‘riffing’1 in Jazz. While accordingly Wright’s narrator’s grandfather is 

represented as literally ‘dead’ and ‘silent,’ the grandfather in Invisible Man is portrayed as living here in 

this world as chunks of reverberating words in the narrator’s ears or displayed series of images in his 

mind. The old man is, at the same time, however, resting there in the world of the dead. As Robert Stepto 

explains, 

Ellison’s narrator’s grandfather is an unknown and mobile figure whose eyes are 

hardly ‘glazed’ like those of the ‘dead’ father in Black Boy; he will travel with and 

reappear before his youthful kinsman in word and image many times before the 

narrative’s tale is finally complete. The grandfather, who provides the first portrait 
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in the tale’s portrait gallery, is neither a warning nor an example but a huge and 

looming question mark—an enigma.... The grandfather is, in short, a ‘Mr. In-

Between,’ a Vergilian guide who occupies neither antipodal space not because he is 

supposedly ‘dead’... but because of the implicit distinction which the narrative draws 

between the spoken and written word and, hence, between guides and artists. (Stepto 

1979, 179)  

In his discussion of the repetition of the “portrait motif” of the father or grandfather in African-

American literature, Stepto stresses the ability of “portraits” to “comprise a narrative strategy by which 

various models of voice and action are kept before the questing narrator, and by which the full range of 

human possibility in the differing social structures of the narrative may be defined and seen” (1979, 176). 

Stepto does not, however, consider the workings of that repeated figure as a manifestation of what Gates 

would name later ‘literary Signification,’ nor does he see in such a repetition an oblique expression of a 

move in African-American narrative writing from protest social realism to psychological modernism 

nourished by the black vernacular as the present work argues. 

Actually, the puzzlement leading the narrator and other people to try so immediately to ‘understand’ 

the deathbed words points not only to Ellison’s preoccupation, in this text, with ‘double-voiceness,’ 

‘implication,’ and attendant issues of ‘interpretation,’ but also to his engagement in Signifyin(g) on that 

silence in which Wright’s scene has culminated. Indeed, neither the Wrights family nor the young 

Richard have actually struggled seriously enough to ‘decode’ or ‘interpret’ the last barely audible words 

of the grandfather. It is as though the old man and the whole of what he represents, namely, the black 

vernacular culture, were barely significant for Richard and his family; the grandfather seems to be the last 

link in the chain of black cultural tradition, and with his death the new generation that the narrator 

represents loses almost every connection to that tradition. One literary and aesthetic implication of this 

state of affairs, as we will soon see, is that Wright’s Black Boy and Native Son represent African-

American culture as ‘barren’ and totally ravaged by mainstream economics of segregation. As such, that 

culture has little to offer to sustain the young generations and inspire them to undermine the environment 

of racial segregation. Another implication, following from the first, is to be seen in Wright’s belief that 

there are barely raw materials in African-American folk culture to polish and elevate to novelistic 

narrative techniques or strategies.2 While accordingly Signifyin(g) on Wright’s text epitomized by the 

grandfather’s deathbed scene, Ellison alludes, from the outset of Invisible Man, to his conception of a new 

novelistic type, one wherein matters of ‘double-voiceness’ and ‘interpretation’ are not only central, but, 

more importantly perhaps, informed by black oral cultural tradition. Because this type of issues is 

generally more commensurate with a psychological narrative, the deathbed scene heralds the birth of 

Ellison’s psychological novel and the demise of his precursor’s naturalistic and realistic model.  

 In fact, the naturalistic approach used in Native Son to expose the destruction and debasement of the 

African-American self has already been employed in Black Boy for the same purpose. One instance in this 

regard is to be seen in Wright’s description of his childhood in Mississippi country. Matured and 

informed enough, he looks back at those days in the South and sees only a degraded black boy: “My 

personality was numb, reduced to a lumpish, loose, dissolved state. I was a non-man, something that 
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knew vaguely that it was human but felt that it was not” (Wright 1993, 229). The young Wright is thus 

portrayed as having been just as “dissolved” by the Mississippi rural environment as Bigger Thomas is by 

the urban conditions of Chicago. Another telling example underlines the degradation of African-

American southern rural community and its culture. If African-American urban culture is too devastated 

by the economics of racial segregation to be able to sustain Bigger Thomas, Southern black rural culture 

is depicted as characteristically “barren” and rural African-Americans as lacking “human qualities,” just 

akin to the protagonist of Native Son. Revisiting his experience in Mississippi, Wright conceives a 

comment that is unreservedly negative: 

(After I had outlived the shocks of childhood, after the habit of reflection had been 

born in me, I used to mull over the strange absence of real kindness in Negroes, how 

unstable was our tenderness, how lacking in genuine passion we were, how void of 

great hope, how timid our joy, how bare our traditions, how hollow our memories, 

how lacking we were in those intangible sentiments that bind man to man, and how 

shallow was even our despair.) (Wright 1993,43) 

This frequently quoted bleak portrait unequivocally evinces Wright’s view of African-American self 

as essentially silenced and his conception of African-American culture as one that can definitely not 

uphold the individual or the community. For Wright, the narrative form that better represents this 

situation is indeed the naturalist/realist social protest novel. This position is Signified upon, in myriad 

forms, in Ellison’s psychological modernist novel.  

5. Signifyin(g) on One’s ‘Relative’  
One aspect of Invisible Man suggesting Ellison’s Signifyin(g) on Native Son is that the overall story 

of the protagonist is, differently from that of Bigger Thomas, about those remarkably numerous ‘changes’ 

occurring in his ‘psyche,’ ‘perception,’ or ‘vision.’ Indeed, Invisible Man is, broadly speaking, an 

exploration of the ‘inner world’ of the narrator or, as Ellison labels it, “a struggle through illusion to 

reality.” While explaining the idea and the composition of his text, Ellison points out, in his conversation 

with Alfred Chester and Vilma Howard, “The Art of Fiction: An Interview,” that the narrative is actually 

about “one and essentially the same thing: ‘Keep this nigger boy running.’ Before he could have some 

voice in his own destiny, he had to discard these old identities and illusions; his enlightenment couldn’t 

come until then” (Graham and Singh 1995,14). Interestingly, subsequent to each major turning point in 

his life story, the narrator discovers that what he has ‘interpreted’ as ‘real’ is in fact a mere ‘illusion.’ 

Even when he ultimately rises as equipped with what Susan Blake calls “hermeneutical literacy,” in 

“Ritual and Rationalization,” he only comes to conceive of the ‘real’ as ‘mediated’ by others’ 

representations—language, masks, and discourses (Bloom 1986, 89-90).Such a state of affairs virtually 

involves a strike at the heart of those views and trends of thought and representation that Wright adopted.  

Another aspect of Invisible Man demonstrating Ellison’s Signifyin(g) on Native Son as well as on 

Black Boy regards the representation of African-American culture. To reverse and hence subvert Right’s 

bleak representation of black folk culture in these narratives, Ellison has Invisible Man emancipated after 
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a thoughtful immersion in black folk culture. Only through a conscious engagement with African-

American culture exemplified by a reflection on, respectively, the grandfather’s strategy of “yessin’”3 and 

the black community’s tribute to the killed Clifton in the organized funeral, could he achieve both 

“hermeneutic literacy” and self-definition. Besides, those changes representing in the final analysis 

ascending degrees of the narrator’s maturation usually come either after his encounters with black 

characters emerging from the underground of the American society and culture or following his descent 

to African-American culture. While his interaction with and, later, reflection on the words and actions of 

Tarp and Clifton - two characters who bear African-American folk wisdom - exemplify the first case, his 

consideration of Clifton’s funeral and the zoot-suit scene represents the second case. Further, as one may 

read in the protagonist’s showdown with the Brotherhood and in the Epilogue of the book, the protagonist 

not only achieves a total psychological emancipation from racialized society and racial discourse, but he 

shows determination to define himself, his social role, and even his country, America, through the act of 

writing. Therefore, thanks to his engagement with African-American culture and agents, Invisible Man 

acquires, unlike Bigger Thomas, strategies along with a vision that could sustain his future life. Rather 

than perish, like Wright’s protagonist, in the face of an allegedly irreducible power of social environment, 

Ellison’s protagonist, as highlighted in the Epilogue, will face reality and hence “denounce and defend... 

condemn and affirm, say no and say yes, say yes and say no... hate and... love” (Ellison 1965, 467).  

In addition to the mentioned critical uses of African-American culture, Ellison explores black folk 

culture together with the black vernacular speech for another yet critical goal that is more strategic. More 

specifically, he exploits these materials for synthesizing his narrative strategies, a fact which points 

toward a complicated exercise of the “vernacular process.” Ellison urges us, as Meili Steele notes, in 

“Language and African-American Culture,” to “take on ethical, political, and aesthetic tasks of 

connecting stories of oppression with stories of recuperation.” (Steele 1996, 179). Accordingly, in 

focusing, albeit in a rather cursory manner, on Ellison’s Signifyin(g) on Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as 

a Young Man, and, in an even more general manner, on his Signifyin(g) on Eliot’s Waste Land and 

Whitman’s poetry, I intend to demonstrate the workings in Invisible Man of Gates’s “tertiary revision” 

viewed as embraced by Ellison’s matrix of “vernacular process.”  

6. Integrating ‘Black’ and ‘White’ Traditions: Appropriating ‘Ancestors’ 

6.1. Revisiting Joyce’s Portrait: Acknowledging One’s Form  

The concept of ‘Appropriation’ is used here, going by Julie Sanders (2006), to distinguish those 

adaptations involving the transposition of the source culture to a different culture. Actually, while 

creating verbal, visual, and/or aural analogies that link two cultures, appropriations of the narratives and 

films are often marked by the repitition of the same theme. Just as is the case in most adaptations, the 

readers or viewers are aware of the relationship of the actual work - film or novel - with the primary 

work. This is, at least, because the work at hand offers within it echoes or traces of the primary work that 

are recognizable to the experienced reader or viewer. Yet, differently from ‘Adapttion,’ the cultural re-

contextualization of the work being subjected to the process of appropriation renders the appropriated 

work less recognizable. What Hutcheon (2006) calls, in the vain of Mikhael Bakhtin and Julia Kristeva 
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the ‘point of view,’ is here more forceful as it ultimately brings about a ‘cultural transposition’ of the 

source text. In the works of appropriation, the attention is directed more to those aspects of ‘juxtaposition’ 

between the appropriating work and the appropriated work. In fact, ‘Tertiary Literary Signification’ 

involves, as Gates (1988) advances, repeating the form of European or Euro-American texts while adding 

an African-American ‘point of view’ as a marker of difference, often regarding the givens of race/ skin 

color, and associated rejection. As such, this version of Black literary theory can be said to have strong 

links with the model of ‘Appropriation’ theorized by Sanders.  

To acknowlege Joyce as one of his literary ‘ancestors,’ Ellison repeats, through ‘Tertiary 

Signification,’ several formal aspects of Joyce’s Portrait, while highlighting a different ‘point of view’ 

regarding the topic of race. Though Invisible Man encompasses copious allusions to Joye’s narrative, the 

scenes repeated are ‘appropriated’ to the seggregating environment wherein Ellison’s protagonist’s 

growth takes place. To begin with, the overall structuration of Invisible Man as well as the evolution of its 

protagonist seem to be inspired by Portrait. Indeed, Joyce’s Bildungsroman chronicles, just as Ellison’s 

does, the growth and development of a young man to the point of finally becoming an artist. While 

Joyce’s Stephen Daedalus grows in and contends with an Ireland dominated by the British “foreigners,” 

Ellison’s Invisible Man suffers in and struggles against a wholly white-dominated society. Stephen 

becomes eventually an artist that invokes, while composing his semi-autobiographical work Portrait, 

everyday speech, Irish music, and a large body of different heterogeneous cultural and literary forms. He, 

accordingly, puts into practice his own ideas about art, literariness, beauty, and language displayed in his 

conversations with, respectively, the dean, Lynch, and Cranly. Ellison’s Invisible Man, in turn, grows into 

a narrator/writer of his own life story, a narrator/writer who is eventually determined to give form, 

through writing, to a chaotic experience of racism. In “putting together” his life story, as we read in the 

Epilogue, he summons and converts into narrative writing a heterogeneous variety of black folk cultural 

forms. These vary, indeed, from story-telling to black music to improvisation to lyricism. Neither Stephen 

nor Invisible Man, however, reaches this final point of being self-determined and self-determining only 

after a mere steady, ever-rising, line of development as the case conventionally is with the novel of 

character development. Rather, both protagonists actually undergo an experience of repeated rises and 

falls; each fall is followed by a rise, a rise only to culminate in a fall. Being inspired by the general 

structure of Portrait, Ellison confirms indeed Gates’s claim that African-American writers revise “white 

texts” for an insight into matters of narrative form. 

 Besides his repetition and alteration of Stephen as a character and the ever-changing kind of 

experience he has undergone, there are rather explicit Joycean echoes in Ellison’s narrative. Most of these 

revolve around the general theme of “(in)visibility” and involve, in fact, Ellison’s re-contextualization, or 

‘appropriation.’ The most noticeable allusion to Portrait in Invisible Man occurs in the Prologue at the 

moment when Invisible Man assaults a white man for making a racial abuse and yells, “Apologize, 

Apologize!” (Ellison 1965, 8). It is noticeable here that Ellison alludes to the scene at the beginning of 

Chapter One in Portrait in which Stephen playfully reiterates, “Pull out his eyes,/Apologize! Apologize! 

/Pull out his eyes!” (Joyce 2000, 6).Yet, while the scene in Joyce’s text portrays, as Jeri Johnson remarks 
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in the Introduction of the novel, Stephen’s family threats of punishing the boy and Stephen’s early 

leanings to transform everyday linguistic and cultural materials to art, Ellison adapts the same refrain, 

“apologize! apologize!”, in order to depict, as Alan Nadel argues in his seminal study, “The Integrated 

Literary Tradition,” the connection between racial violence and invisibility. Racial violence and 

invisibility take, indeed, numerous forms ranging from social and economic dispossession to the denial of 

African-American participation in American culture and literature to the disavowal of the multicultural 

and multiracial character of America. As Nadel explains in connection to this adaptation, “that blindness 

of Ellison’s adaptation employed modernist technique in relation to issues specific and central to Ellison’s 

historical moment and conscious goal. To put it most simply, half of the tradition he wished to evoke 

using these modernist techniques was invisible” (Tracy 2004, 147). 

Nadel ostensibly implies that Ellison is after a delicate endeavor of establishing linkage between 

African-American tradition and Western tradition. Ellison foreshadows in the Prologue his intent to 

explore elements of African-American culture to which the white gaze does violence-- in the same way 

the blond blue-eyed man aggresses the narrator-- by refusing to acknowledge their presence and their 

informing of American culture and literature. In invoking the other half, which is a modernist technique 

and indeed white American tradition, he wishes to make “visible” in his text the “integrative” character of 

both his own literary tradition, that is, African-American folk culture, and American cultural and literary 

traditions. This Nadel makes more explicit by asserting that “[Ellison’s] fiction integrates its own literary 

tradition, it is integrated with criticism” and that Ellison’s main goal is “to reveal the way in which Negro 

America has always been integral to white American culture and knowledge, even when it comprised the 

visible contradiction to the nation’s articulated principles” (Tracy 2004, 144). In brief, Ellison 

recontextualizes, in the Prologue, Stephen’s refrain, relocating it in a context of racial violence, in order 

to foreshadow his assertion, in the Epilogue, of the ‘visibility’ of African-American culture and its 

integration in American culture. He thus underlines the ‘integrative’ aspect of both “American culture” 

and “American tradition.” 

 One more main aspect that Ellison seems to borrow from Portrait and other Joycean and modernist 

texts, especially Eliot’s Waste Land, is, as Nadel observes, the use of modernist techniques of allusions, 

parody, juxtaposition, and “eclectic literary and ethnic traditions” (Nadel 1988, 25). These modernist 

techniques actually recall the “vernacular process,” a process involving, as mentioned before, 

amalgmations, fusions, juxtapositions, and eclecticism. If one goes by Nadel’s claim that Ellison employs 

these modernist devices, just as Joyce does, “to establish his ethnic identity,” it would follow that Ellison 

has self-consciously selected Joycean techniques of allusions, parodies, and eclecticism exactly because 

they may be considered as refined equivalents to those brute forms involved in the “vernacular process,” 

namely Signifyin(g). Ellison thus “experiments” with techniques and materials in a manner that evokes 

not only Western modernists such as Joyce and Eliot, but also African-American jazz musicians of the ilk 

of Louis Armstrong and John Coltrane. Accordingly, to slightly alter Nadel’s view, Ellison “broadens” 

the scope of his narrative to allow for a “revision” of the established (white) American literary tradition 

and the themes of American history.  

 



The “Vernacular Process” and the (Re)construction of Tradition  
in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man 

657 
 

6.2. Signifying on a ‘Racialized’ Tradition: Revisiting Eliot and Whitman 

Perhaps, the description of the campus, conceived in retrospect, constitutes the scene that better 

illustrates the workings of Gatesian “tertiary revision,” or what Nadel interprets as the function of 

“allusions” as “criticism” in Invisible Man. This is because such a description involves both “unmotivated 

Signification” and “motivated Signification.” While the former is to be seen in Ellison’s largely 

perceptible references to Eliot, the latter can be read in two interlinked aspects of the narrative. One is 

Ellison’s departure from a present scene to a revision of themes rooted in the past, that is in nineteenth-

century America, and the other concerns his critical allusions, as Nadel asserts, to Walt Whitman. The 

description at issue here goes as follows: 

 Oh, long green stretch of campus, Oh, quiet songs at dusk, Oh, moon that kissed the 

steeple and flooded the perfumed nights, Oh, bugle that called in the mornings, Oh, 

drum that marched us militarily at noon—what was real, what solid, what more than 

a pleasant, time-killing dream? For how could it be real if now I am invisible? If 

real, why is it that I can recall in all that island of greenness no fountain but one that 

was broken, corroded and dry?... Why do I recall, instead of the odour of seed 

bursting in springtime, only the yellow contents of the cistern spread over the lawn’s 

dead grass? And how? How and why? 

... I’m convinced it was the product of a subtle magic, the alchemy of moon light; 

the school a flower-studded wasteland, the rocks sunken, the dry winds hidden, the 

lost crickets chirping to yellow butterflies. 

 And oh, oh, oh, those multimillionaires! (Ellison 1965, 34)  

The fact that this description is produced in retrospect, after the narrator has experienced the chaos of 

racist America and set out to write that experience, shows its dialogism. It incorporates two conflicting 

consciousnesses and two juxtaposed tones, a matter that suggests Ellison’s Signifyin(g) on the 

contradiction and irony inherent in America and its history. That past happiness as well as optimism of 

the naive protagonist as a student, being actually depicted by images of fertile land, are, as Nadel notes, 

immediately interrogated by the sequence of questions, and, then, mocked by a marked sad tone and a 

series of images of arid and barren land. Undoubtedly, the questions and the sad tone, along with the 

images of sterility, are all issued by the narrator as a mature writer so as to laugh not only at his past 

belief in the ideology of the white trustees advocated and propagated by the college, but also, as Nadel 

remarks, at those nineteenth-century ideologies or prophecies portraying America, after all the 

contradictions and hierarchies the coutry was suffering, as an Eden Garden.  

In order to capture the contradiction characterizing American reality, namely the one involved in the 

country’s past romantic claims about itself and its present chaotic state, Ellison resorts to the technique of 

juxtaposition and allusion ingrained, in fact, in the blues and highly valorized by Joyce and Eliot. As 

Nadel explains,  
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[t]his juxtaposition is a typical example of the technical manipulation 

characteristic of some aspects of modernism. It is densely allusive, reiterates motifs, 

and is structurally dependent on musical rhythms. Ellison uses it to comment on, or 

thereby call into question, interpretations of Whitman’s and, more generally, 

Transcendentalism’s apparent optimism. (Nadel 1988, 61)  

Ellison thus juxtaposes and interrogates Walt Whitman’s romantic images of the nineteenth century 

America, namely images like “Oh, long green stretch of campus, Oh, quiet songs at dusk...”, by that series 

of questions including echoes of Eliot’s The Waste Land. Indeed, The Waste Land is subjected to 

repetition and difference in the questions and can, thus, be only half-recognized in Ellison’s images of 

sterility, aridity and silence comprized in passages such as “no fountain but one that was broken, corroded 

and dry,” or “no rain fall,” or else, “only the yellow contents of the cistern spread over the lawn’s dead 

grass”. In the paragraph following those interrogations, however, Ellison clearly Signifies on, or 

“paraphrases” as Nadel puts it, Eliot’s ‘O O O O that Shakespearean rag’ with “oh, oh, oh, those 

multimillionaires!” and in linking the ‘Oh’s of Whitman’s optimism with the ‘O’s of Eliot’s pessimism” 

(Nadel 1988, 61). He therefore displays an acute working of Signifyin(g); while using Eliot’s 

‘wastelandish’ images to evince the chaos of racialized America, he engages in both “unmotivated 

Signification” on Eliot and “motivated Signification” on Whitman. Ultimately then, Invisible Man “rips 

away the Transcendental façade and reveals the unfaced evil at the core of things, the Waste Land. Thus, 

the movement from the Whitman allusion to the Eliot’s indicates both Ellison’s theme and technique of 

using copious allusions to broaden the scope of his work” (Nadel 1988, 61). 

Nevertheless, while Ellison parodies The Waste Land, he does so for the sake of indicating only a 

partial agreement with Eliot. Indeed, Eliot’s (modernist) representation of Western culture as 

‘wastelandish’ is, akin to all modernisms, “abstract” in character and does not seem to invoke that 

original entrapment of modernity, from its outset, in bringing about ‘wastelandish’ realities in the black 

Atlantic region. People of African descent have experienced modernity as a systematic material terror 

justified by modernity’s theoretical foundations of Rationality and Reason together with their offspring of 

racial scientism. As Paul Gilroy argues, the will to oppose Euro-American modernity to its discursive 

creation of “bestial” slaves  

is formed by the need to indict those forms of rationality which have been 

rendered implausible by their racially exclusive character and further to explore 

the history of their complicity with terror systematically and rationally 

practiced as a form of political and economic administration.... It is being 

suggested that the concentrated intensity of the slave experience is something 

that marks out blacks as the first truly modern people, handling the nineteenth 

century dilemmas and difficulties which would become the substance of 

everyday life in Europe a century later. (Gilroy 1993, 220-221) 

 Accordingly, in capturing the fragmentation of Western culture and the melancholy of the 

‘modern’Western individual related, which can roughly be subsumed under what modernists call the 
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“modern condition,” Eliot does not presumably summon the given of ‘race,’ the existence within, and 

intersecting with, Western Culture of what Gilroy terms the “ black subculture” (1993, 39). By 

uncovering ‘concrete’ and ‘material’ realities of racial oppression, Ellison thus uncovers the fact that 

African-Americans have actually essentially been grappling, since slavery and the Middle Passage, with a 

peculiar sort of “modern condition.” He seems, therefore, to demonstrate another yet “wasteland” that is 

barely “visible” to Eliot and to many white modernists, that is, the “chaos” of the ‘racialized’ America. 

As William Lyne points out in “The Signifyin(g) Modernist,” Ellison “does not necessarily endorse 

Eliot’s ideology of fragmentation, angst, and spiritual sterility [because] [t]he invisible man’s plight is a 

specific physical and social one.” Instead, Lyne argues, Eliot’s presence in Invisible Man invites a 

“reinterpretation” of Eliot’s modernism: “While Eliot surveys a decaying Western culture and finds a 

wasteland, Ellison looks back on a barren campus at the mercy of the philanthropists and financial 

institutions dominating that culture.” (Bloom 1999, 186) 

In their depth, the processes of ‘Adaptation’ or ‘Signifcation,’ in which Ellison inscribes, in the mid-

twentieth century, express the concern of his generation. Like all adaptations as Sanders (2010) notes, 

Ellison’s, too, can be  

a means of tracking the theoretical and cultural preoccupations of given moments 

and periods. They often reflect the pressing concerns of their own time by ‘updating’ 

and relocating their source text, all in the interest of resonance, relevance, and 

topicality, or what French theorist Gérard Genette terms cultural ‘proximization’.  

While such “allusive revisionism,” or Signifyin(g), indicates Ellison’s reinterpretation of canonical 

texts of Western and American tradition in light of the issue of race, it also underlies, as T. V. Reed 

argues, two main strategic goals of the author. Firstly, Ellison intends to widen the scope of the tradition 

so that it could include both white and non-white, especially black, texts subjected to the same standards 

of literary criticism. This goal is to be read in that Ellisonian oblique attempt communicated through 

Invisible Man, the attempt to 

re-open the canon to include different works by weaving Frederick Douglass, W. E. 

B. Du Bois, Richard Wright, and others into its textual web amidst the white literary 

“masters.” [This is] a way of pointing to the always already intertextualized nature 

of black and white literary relations in America... This strategy, like the metaphor in 

the novel’s title, means showing not only what was there, but also what was not. 

(Reed 1992, 63) 

Indeed, what was not there is certainly African-American texts and other non-white American 

literatures. In a rather complaining tone, Ellison says in this respect, 

I felt that I would have to make some sort of closer identification with the tradition 

of American literature, if only by way of finding out why I was not there—or better, 

by way of finding how I could use that very powerful literary tradition by way of 
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making it my own, or by way of using literature as a means of clarifying the peculiar 

and particular experience out of which I came. (Reed 1992, 63)  

 

Here, Ellison expresses a characteristically ambivalent position as to a tradition which excludes him 

the same way it has rejected his “relatives” but which is, paradoxically enough, his own and his 

“relatives”’ as well. Here, too, arises the second strategic goal; that is, by revisiting, in terms of race, 

Western and Euro-American traditions, Ellison basically alludes to his other strategic goal of embedding 

his text in the “American canon” and in the “American tradition.” This, of course, is equivalent to the 

goal of ‘liberating,’ so to speak, the tradition from its racist and ‘monologic’ character. American 

tradition, that is, should be and remain essentially ‘polyphonic,’ a character that would render it consistent 

with and equivalent to the essentially ‘multiracial’ and ‘multicultural’ character of America.  

7. Conclusion 
Generally then, this article is an attempt to examine Ellison’s critical and cultural paradigm of the 

“vernacular process” as a form of oblique comparative criticism encompassing or being equivalent to 

Gates’ concept of “literary Signification.” The endeavor of demonstrating Ellison’s revision of Wrightian 

protest novel is intended to show that African-American authors Signify on each other, as Gates posits, 

and that, during this venture, they revisit not only contents subsumed in the broad theme of the “Black 

Experience,” but also the issue of the anticipated novelistic form to be the appropriate literary equivalent 

of African-American “voice.” Besides, aiming to filter through the prism of Invisible Man Gates’ claim 

that black texts also engage in “unmotivated Signifyin(g)” on white texts when the matter has to do with 

“form” and usually in “motivated Signifyin(g)” when matters of content are at stake, I have looked at 

another aspect of Ellison’s exploration of the “vernacular process.” I have argued that by fusing 

heterogeneous materials of African-American folk culture and by refining them in an act that is similar to 

Joyce’s, Eliot’s, and other white modernists’, Ellison introduces the “vernacular process” to the modernist 

coterie while simultaneously introducing to the African-American novel the sophistication characterizing 

modernists’ intertextuality. In doing so, he links his text to modernism and, consequently, the “vernacular 

process” to the “experimentation” of modernist writers—which, in effect, only further asserts his 

involvement in that act of “linkage” integrated in the “vernacular process.” However, through “motivated 

Signification” on Portrait and on The Waste Land, Ellison evinces the connection between racial violence 

and invisibility. While accordingly Signifyin(g) on Joyce or Eliot, Ellison does so for the sake of 

‘appropriating’ their techniques whereby he could ‘broaden’ the scope of his own text and simultaneously 

make it as technically and aesthetically powerful as any ‘great’ American (modernist) novel. 
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  ) لـرالف إلليسونالرجل الالمرئي(و(إعادة) بناء التراث األدبي في رواية  "العملية العامية"

  لحسين حمدون
  قسم الدراسات اإلنجليزية، جامعة ابن زهر، المغرب

  الملخص

  األمريكي "رالف إلليسون" - ) للكاتب والناقد اإلفريقي1952( )الرجل الالمرئي(تحاول هذه الورقة النظر في سردية 

 .)the Vernacular Processقصد استكشاف اشتغال المفهوم النقدي الذي نحته الكاتب نفسه والمسمى " العملية العامية" (

النقدية وخاصة منها تلك المتناثرة في ثنايا الرواية قيد التحليل والتي  "إلليسون"فهذا المفهوم من أهم المفاهيم المؤطرة آلراء 

وبشكل أدق،  واالقتباساتواالقتباس والمراجعة. يوضح هذا "النقد الخفي" وهذه المراجعات  ضمارواإلتميزها سمات اإلشارة 

والتي تقول باندماج هاذين المكونين في الثقافة  ،حول الثقافة والتراث األدبي اإلفريقيين األمريكيين  "إلليسون"وجهة نظر 

يطابق في  )الرجل الالمرئي(نقدي "األلسوني" المضمر في روايته أن النموذج ال تؤكد هذه الورقة .والتراث األدبي األمريكي

نموذج مؤسس على اإلضمار في اللغة  )، وهوهنري لويس غاتيس(فريقي األمريكي ألالواقع أو يضم النموذج النقدي للناقد ا

 )،Literary Signification" "( )غايتس(ما يسميه ذلك أن  ).Signifyin(gما يعرف بـ  ( ( األمريكية أو - العامية اإلفريقية 

يتأسس على تكرار استراتيجيات بالغية وجوانب  ،أمريكي للمراجعة األدبية - وهو مفهوم يشبه االقتباس المضمر وشكل أفريقي

يشار إليه عبر  أمريكي أو - شكلية مميزة للنص المشار إليه إما لنقد معاينة أو تزكيتها. وقد يقتبس من نص أوروبي 

“Literary Signification” مع إضمار االختالف حول جوانب مضمونه ورؤيته. بناء  للداللة على االسترشاد بشكله وتقنياته

الرجل (في روايته  "إلليسون") وفي عالقته هذه بنموذج غايتس هذا، يقوم ”the Vernacular Processعلى نموذجه (

االسود)  والمعنونة بـ (الطفل) ريتشارد رايت(قال سردية أمريكية تمثلها في هذا الم- بمراجعة نصوص أفريقية )الالمرئي

تعيد النظر أيضا في النصوص األمريكية واألوروبية،  "إلليسون"). وبالمثل، فإن رواية 1940( ) االبن األصلي) و (1945(

) 1916شبابه) ( في الفنان لرواية (صورة "إلليسون"الذي تروم هذه الورقة إبراز جزء ممثل له بفحص مراجعة  وهوا ألمر

) للشاعر 1922( وإشارته إلى ديوان (األرض اليباب) ،الرومانسي )والت ويتمان(ومراجعته لشعر  )،جيمس جويس(لكاتبها 

من يسميهم "أقاربه"  "إلليسون") "العملية العامية" يؤسس the Vernacular Process. هكذا، وباعتماده مفهوم ()إليوت(

يؤسس منظوره فإنه وكذا من يعتبرهم "أسالفه" األمريكيين البيض الغربيين، وإذ يفعل هذا،  ،يكييناألمر - األدبيين األفريقيين

   .باعتبارهما جزءا ال يتجزأ من التراث األدبي والثقافي األمريكي والغربي ،األمريكية –للتراث األدبي األفريقي والثقافة األفريقية 

 .العملية العامية؛ التراث األدبي؛ المراجعة  ؛ضمراالقتباس الماالندماج؛  الكلمات المفتاحية:
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Endnotes 

  
1Gates explains that “While riffing is a term that has several meanings, I prefer that told to Alan Lomax 

by Jelly Roll Morton. A riff, according to Morton, is ‘a figure, musically speaking.’ A riff functions 

as ‘something that gives any orchestra a great background,’ by which Morton means ‘what you 

would call a foundation,’ ‘something you could walk on.’ J. L. Dillard's definition explains that this 

‘figure’ works as ‘a short phrase repeated over the length of a chorus, more or less like an ostinato in 

classical European musical notation’” (Gates 1988, 105). 
2For instance, Wright strongly blames African-Americans for projecting “their hurts and longings into 

more naïve and mundane forms of- blues, jazz, swing- and... try[ing] to build up compensatory 

nourishment for themselves”. See Richard Wright. “How Bigger Was Born” (1984) published as the 

introduction to the Penguin edition of Native Son. Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 15. Later, in 1957, 

subsequent to the Supreme Court’s 1954 Board of Education ruling against segregation in education, 

Wright urged, in his essay “The Literature of the Negro in the United States,” African-American 

writers to explore the “Forms of Things Unknown,” referring to “the expression of the collective 

sense of Negro life,” or “the blues and the oral poetry (Dirty Dozens).” Qtd. in (Gates 1988, 119-

120). Wright’s call concludes with the following note: “(Let me recall to you quickly that we are 

now far beyond the world of Phillis Wheatley; she was an integrated individual, at one with her 

culture; we are now dealing with people who have lost their individuality, whose reactions are 

fiercely elemental,whose shattered lives are burdened by impulses they cannot master or control...) 

”. Qtd. in (Gates 1988, 120). While this note casts doubt on the actual use of such a bleakly 

portrayed culture for creative writers, it actually confirms our proposition that Wright believes in the 

incapacity of black culture to sustain the lives of younger generations of African-Americans who are 

alienated from their ancestral legacy. 
3 “Yessin” is derived from Invisible Mans’s grandfather’s deathbed words, “I want you to overcome ‘em 

with yeses, undermine’em with grins, agree’em to death and destruction”. “Yessing’” is understood 

here to be a self-conscious strategy of hiding one’s intended meaning underneath one’s surface 

words (literal meanings). It also involves actions and behaviors involving a self-conscious intention 

to deceive and undermine. As such “yessin’” is one of the many manifestations of “Signifyin(g)”. 
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