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Dutchman, winner of the1964 Obie award for the best Off- Broadway is an 
exhilarating dramatization of racial violence by Amiri Baraka. This paper focuses on 
how the marginalized were attacked by racial violence is explicitly shown through the 
character of Clay in Dutchman. Any group or community restricted to the outer edges 
of the society, deprived of a pleasing life of dignity and freedom, suffering 
multidimensional disadvantages, lives a life of marginality. When it is done 
deliberately, systematically this social, political and economic repression can result in 
aggression and ultimately violence that justifies itself as being the only answer to the 
existential dilemma of the marginalized. Although Baraka wrote a number of plays 
during this period, Dutchman (1964) is widely considered his masterpiece. The play 
spoke lucidly to black Americans of the savage destruction of their cultural identity 
should they continue to imitate or to flirt with an alien, though dominant, white 
lifestyle. The play amply illustrates the persistence of racial violence in the United 
States that prevailed in the 1960s and represented an emerging militant attitude on the 
part of American blacks, and on the part of black American playwrights.   
KEYWORDS:  exhilarating, racial violence, marginality, militant attitude, existential 
dilemma 

Introduction 

A seminal figure in the contemporary black literature, Amiri Baraka is the 
most controversial, the most militant, the most revolutionary, and the most explosive 
black playwright. He has been especially notorious for his biting critiques of 
liberalism and of America’s sexuality, for his strident black nationalism, and over the 
past decades, for his equally uncompromising Marxist-Leninist views. Baraka is 
generally regarded as the leading black playwright of the decade (1964 -1974) not 
only because his plays were often produced Off-Broadway and in other theatres but 
also exploded like bombs on the American stages. He uses his writings to explore the 
experience and anger of the marginalized African American people against racism 
and for advocating scientific socialism to reverse the political power structure that 
according to him was necessary to end the age old suffering of his community- the 
black people. Baraka’s works reflect violence and social tensions of race relations in 
contemporary America.  

The Harlem Renaissance, also referred to as the New Negro Movement, 
designates a period during the 1920s in which African-American literature flourished 
among a group of writers concentrated in Harlem, New York. Harlem Renaissance 
included the establishment of theatres devoted to black productions in major cities 
throughout the United States. The most prominent black theatres by mid-century were 
the American Negro Theatre and the Negro Playwrights’ Company. In the Post-World 
War II era, black theatre became more overtly political and more specifically focused 
on celebrating African-American culture. Since that time, there has been a steady 
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production of plays by African-American artists, who often bring their own personal 
experiences in the struggle against racial discrimination to the literature they produce.  

During the race riots of the middle and late 1960s, two crucial changes 
occurred in Baraka’s personal life. In 1965, the year of the death of Malcolm X and 
the ghetto revolts of Watts, Baraka broke philosophically with his fellow Greenwich 
Village artists and emerged as a leader in the Black Arts Movement.  The 
assassination of Malcolm X was a shocking proof of the incompatibility of black and 
white culture and marked a definite end to Baraka’s integrationist period. He became 
increasingly militant in his crusade against white oppression, expressed in violent 
symbolism in his poetry, essays, and drama.  
Although Baraka wrote a number of plays during this period, Dutchman (1964) is 
widely considered his masterpiece. The play spoke lucidly to black Americans of the 
savage destruction of their cultural identity should they continue to imitate or to flirt 
with an alien, though dominant, white lifestyle. The play amply illustrates the 
persistence of racial violence in the Unites States that prevailed in the 1960s and 
represented an emerging militant attitude on the part of American blacks, and on the 
part of black American playwrights. 
   The story of Dutchman is brutal and arresting, true to both the specific quality 
of tension which typifies urban life and the more universal psychology of human 
relationships. Each of its two scenes takes place in a moving subway car, “Steaming 
hot, and summer on top, outside” (3). Before Scene I proper, a short dumb show takes 
place. Clay, a twenty-year old Negro, sits in the coach staring blankly out of the 
window as a train rushes along. When it stops at a station, a girl’s face appears at the 
window. Clay uneasily exchanges smiles through his window with the woman 
standing outside on the platform until the train speeds away. As scene I begins, as the 
train starts off, she enters the compartment and deliberately sits next to Clay. Lula is a 
beautiful, thirty-year old white woman, Clay, a well groomed, twenty-year-old black 
man. 
 Lula deliberately seeks Clay’s company and instigates a sharp, nervous, and 
engaging repartee that possesses all the qualities of leanness, economy, accuracy, and 
consistently ironical understatement characteristic of modern naturalistic drama. Lula 
and Clay play a game of surface communication, exchanging ritual insults, sexual 
innuendo, and hip witticisms in the idiom of contemporary urban America. Her 
manner and mode of conversing with Clay swings from boldly flirtatious to oddly 
morose and aloof as they share more apples than Clay wants, and fence around the 
possibility of a sexual encounter. Some of her comments surprise him with their eerily 
insightful knowledge of his private life (“You tried to make it with your sister when 
you were ten” (9)), while others seem downright psychotic (“You’re a murderer, Clay 
and you know it” (21)). Lula claims that she only knows so much about Clay because 
he is a “well-known type,” (12) that type being a socially ambitious black man. 
 Lula invites herself to the party to which she correctly guesses he is on his 
way, and he accepts her company, given that she has been actively seducing him. 
Despite the fact that her conversation is fraught with hostile racist comments and 
sudden lapses of attention, he allows this strange seduction and continues, with forced 
affordability, to banter with her. She refers to him as “A black Baudelaire” (19), “My 
Christ. My Christ” (20) and “a black nigger” (19). At the end of the scene, she 
entreats him to ignore their separate histories and pretend to be “anonymous beauties 
smashing along through the city’s entrails” (21); then she yells, “GROOVE!” (21) and 
the scene ends. 
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 In the second scene, more seats are visible and other people are either sitting 
or boarding and disembarking from the train. Lula and Clay are oblivious of them. As 
the scene opens, they are discussing how they will act at the party. Lula describes a 
slow public seduction, which intrigues Clay. Along with the implicit promise of a 
sexual encounter, Lula also promises that they will be eating apples along the way to 
her tenement apartment. As they continue to talk about Clay’s “manhood” (26), Clay 
briefly notices the others on the subway, but soon he is once again submerged in his 
intense interaction with Lula, ignoring his surroundings. 
 Traces of morbidity in Lula’s description of her home (“like Juliet’s tomb” 
(26)) gives Clay a pause. He asks her if she is an actress because she is so self-
aggrandizing. She denies this, but warns him that she lies. Clay demands the whole 
story from her. She answers elliptically mysteriously, saying that her life consists of 
“apples and long walks with deathless intelligent lovers” (28). Lula characterizes his 
life as “Change change change” (28).  She accuses Clay of being “even too serious to 
be psychoanalyzed” (28). 
 A few more people board the subway and again, Clay notices them. Lula 
claims to know them all, and then inexplicably asks if they frighten Clay because he is 
“an escaped nigger” (29). For a while, Clay manages to keep pace with Lula’s weird 
shifts of interest and to maintain the superficial interplay. Then Lula bursts into a 
“rhythmical shudder and twistlike wiggle” (30), dancing “up and down the aisle” (30) 
while exhorting the amazed Clay to “rub bellies” (31) and dance with her. She mocks 
him brutally, calling him a “middle-class black bastard” (31) and “liver-lipped white 
man” (31), and finally breaks loose into an open, exorcising, insulting tirade: 

There is Uncle Tom . . . I mean, Uncle Thomas Woolly-Head. With old 
white matted mane. He hobbles on his wooden cane. Old Tom. Old 
Tom. Let the white man hump his ol’ mama, and he jes’ shuffle off in 
the woods and hide his gentle gray head. Ol’ Thomas Woolly- Head. 
(32)  

Finally, Clay slaps her and forces her to her seat, an act of tremendous dramatic 
impact by virtue of its juxtaposition to both Lula’s dance and Clay’s former passivity. 
In control for the first time, he explodes into a long, tortured, emotion-releasing 
speech that strips him of his “nice-nigger” facade and attempts to put forth a new, 
powerful identity. He gains the upper hand but decides not to kill her; by thus 
rejecting the power and violence that would enable him fully to dominate his 
situation, he reaffirms his vulnerability and suddenly falls victim to the white woman. 
 Having “heard enough” (36), her voice taking on a “different, more 
businesslike quality” (36), Lula calmly stabs Clay as he reaches across her to retrieve 
his belongings. She orders the other passengers to open the door, throw Clay’s body 
off the train, and exit en mass at the next stop. The passengers dump Clay’s body 
from the train. Lula composes herself, “takes out a notebook and makes a quick 
scribbling note” (37). The train stops and the others leave. Another young Negro 
enters and sits near Lula; “she turns and gives him a long slow look” (37). An old 
Negro conductor enters the car, does a soft-shoe and mumbles a song, greets the 
young brother, tips his hat to the lady, and departs.  
 The ending of the play irrefutably, demonstrates that Lula’s desire for Clay 
was not for him as an object of love but as an object of racism. In a forceful 
adaptation of a common absurd drama technique, Baraka leads his play to a circular 
ending and the full circle makes the play end the way it began and therefore allows for 
an eternal repetition of the same plot. In short, the second young man will likewise be 
a victim to Lula’s or white society’s phallic knife. He will undergo the same bloody 
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ritual as Clay. Baraka seems to be saying here that this young man will have to live in 
accordance with the perverted values of Lula’s society, or he will be destroyed. It is 
important that Baraka believed that the action of Dutchman was not necessarily 
cyclical. Having witnessed Lula’s deadly ritual, the black community and audience of 
Dutchman could put it to an end. 
 The play is essentially about Clay’s manhood. It is concerned with the sexual, 
racial, and economic implication, of black-white relation, with the castration and 
corruption of the black male by the white world as the dominant theme. Racial 
oppression and violence lie at the heart of Dutchman. Lula and Clay engage in what 
Baraka sees as the true dialogue underlying race relations in America. Lula is 
aggressive, Clay is genteel. Baraka is saying that the freedom of whites is boundless, 
while Blacks are condemned to suffer the furies of that freedom. Lula is the symbol of 
all the arrogance inherent in whiteness and, as such, embodies all its trappings. As 
Clay becomes confused and irritated refusing to play her invented games, she turns 
angry and, reveals herself as the White American who secretly a  racist, fears blacks 
and would destroy them. Lula, always the wily one, pawns herself off as a prestige 
standard, and Clay deferentially accepts. The play challenges the whole proposition of 
integration. The great intellectual legacy of the white man leads merely to the 
rationalisation of repression and violence. Clay becomes a symbol for Afro-American 
theatre in a struggle for liberation. 
 In conclusion Dutchman is probably Baraka’s most successful and coherent 
play, for in it, the inevitable violence between black and white are brought sharply 
into focus. It is powerful as a drama because it functions as a social construct, as an 
absurdist play, as a drama of the self and as a “modern myth.” Dutchman presents a 
turning point in the Black American attitude to the racial problem in America and also 
in the perspective of dramatic art. The significance of Dutchman is that, even as an 
essentially liberalist Black play, it makes Black liberalism impossible any further and 
calls implicitly for a Black upsurge. Baraka has shown himself capable in this work, 
of raising a militant racism. By exposing the horror of race relations in America, 
Baraka diagnoses the problem of white dominance in American society and prescribes 
his cure – race revolution and murder. Dutchman gains structure and power from the 
very literary tradition that Baraka has repudiated. Whatever its flaws may be, 
“Dutchman,” unlike Baraka’s other works, is a genuine work of dramatic art rather 
than a piece of racial propaganda. It indicates the emergence of an outstanding 
dramatist, Amiri Baraka.   
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