
William A. Shine Great Neck South High School 
11 AP Summer Reading Assignment 

 
Read Black Boy (1945) by Richard Wright. You are only responsible for Part One: Southern 
Night (Chapters 1-14). Part One is the original version that was published in 1945; Part Two 
was included in a “restored edition” in 1991.  
 
For each chapter, you are strongly encouraged to annotate and highlight as well as to keep 
some sort of reading log or journal. There is no particular format you must follow, but you 
must have some tangible evidence of having read and engaged with the novel. 
 
As you progress through the novel, read like a writer. In other words, pay careful attention to 
how and why Wright uses particular literary techniques, stylistic devices, and rhetorical 
strategies to create meaning. Read with a pen in hand, ready to take notes. You literally own 
the text; through your active reading, strive to figuratively own the text. 
 
While you are reading, pay attention to the theme of identity: How does Richard come to be 
and know himself? Note that various factors influence his development: family, race, class, 
education, geography, gender, language. Create annotations for the scenes/passages that are 
important to Richard’s identity formation.  
 
After reading, carefully reread Richard’s reaction to the German author and social critic H.L. 
Mencken: 
 

I was jarred and shocked by the style, the clear, clean, sweeping sentences. Why 
did he write like that? And how did one write like that? I pictured this man as a 
raging demon, slashing with his pen, consumed with hate [. . .] What was this? I 
stood up, trying to realize what reality lay behind the meaning of the words. Yes, 
this man was fighting, fighting with words. He was using words as a weapon, 
using them as one would use a club. Could words be weapons? [. . .] I read on and 
what amazed me was not what he said, but how on earth anybody had the 
courage to say it. (248) 

 
Reflecting on Black Boy as a whole, discuss how Wright as an author uses “words as weapons.” 
In crafting his narrative—his so-called autobiography—as he does, what specific injustices 
does Wright protest? Consider the author’s audience and purpose as well as the time period 
during which Black Boy was written. What is Wright’s tone towards his situation and towards 
his readers? Record your thoughts in the paperback itself, on Post-It notes, or on separate sheets 
of paper. 
 
This assignment is due on the first day of school. 


