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Signifyin’ and Significtion:  A Study of the “Africanist Presence” in The Moviegoer
As an inheritor of long, entrenched, complex history of southern race relations, Percy’s works are often influenced by a legacy of what many postcolonial scholars refer to as “internal colonialism” which occurs, according to Anne McClintock, when “the dominant part of a country treats a group or region as it might a foreign colony” (“Angel of Progress” 295). In even more obvious ways, I think, Percy often introduces African American characters, particularly in his early novels, as obvious contrasts to his white, middle class, identity-challenged, male protagonists whose search for identity and meaning, is, ironically, often tied directly to their interactions with these key African American characters.  Through examining these interdependent relationships in Percy’s first novel, The Moviegoer, I will attempt to answer Morrison’s call for “studies that analyze the strategic use of black characters to define the goals and enhance the qualities of white characters…[and] to display knowledge of the other so as to ease and to order external and internal chaos” (52-3). 

At the same time, I will strive to show how Percy consciously strives to avoid essentializing African American characters. In fact, most often we find Percy following his own advice, as offered in his 1967 review of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man.  There, Percy warns of the “fatal pitfall” lying in the path of the young African American writer.  This pitfall, according to Percy, is the African American writer’s “temptation to see the Negro and even himself through the sociologist’s abstraction” (Costello 39).  This all-too-common human tendency toward abstraction and consequent separation of the self from concrete human relationships and even more dangerously, the self from itself, is a key Percy concern, one which he cautions against in the fictional as well as the “real” world. 

In The Moviegoer (as in each of his novels), we find that Percy’s often strategic placement of particular African-American characters problematizes--if not ruptures-- the illusion of seamlessness in those texts.  It is a rupture that significantly impacts the texts stylistically, structurally, and thematically. Ruptures such as these can act as perfect entry points to any text, but particularly a Percy text.  These seemingly benign and inconsequential “minor” scenes or characters, like speed bumps on a freeway, are so contextually out of place they effectively jar us into wondering, What in the world is he up to now?  These disruptions allow us to explore areas of meaning that have previously gone unexplored, but which have much to tell us about Percy, about ourselves, and about our particular sociopolitical and cultural inheritance as U.S. citizens.



