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August Wilson’s King Hedley Il
—Deconstructing Male Mythology—

OCHIAI Sadao
Nihon University, Graduate School of Social and Cultural Studies

With Seven Guitars and King Hedley 11, August Wilson creates a narrative of patriarchal and biblical
mythology: that is, Hedley tries to pass down his authority and heritage to his son, naming him King
Hedley 11, and expects him to be the leader of his people, like Moses and Christ. In reality, however,
both the father and son are repressed in American society and end up repeating violent crimes,
including murders. Their visions and prospects are either the product of a mere dream or a
misjudgment of their situation. Furthermore, it turns out that they are not real father and son. Thus
Wilson reveals that their sense of pride and dignity is illusionary and deconstructs the patriarchal male
mythology. Instead, he emphasizes the importance of maternal love and care in the female characters
and finds hope in the continuation of such values, which is implied by the suggested resurrection of
Aunt Ester at the end of King Hedley 1. Aunt Ester embodies African American wisdom and tradition,
and with her Wilson seems to set a direction for the African American community, undermining male
mythology by revealing the chain of violence it causes in the African American community.
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Aunt Ester has emerged for me as the most significant
persona of the cycle. The characters, after all, are her
children. The wisdom and tradition she embodies are
valuable tools for the reconstruction of their
personality and for dealing with a society in which the
contradictions, over the decades, have grown more
fierce, and for exposing all the places it is lacking in
virtue. (114)
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After you look at the eighties and the family structure
and so-called breakdown that occurred with
grandmothers raising the kids, husband in jail . . . add
to this devastation adverse public policies, a welfare
system that said a man was not allowed in the house,
all of these factors led to the disintegration of the
family. (Boyd 236-237)
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And maybe my child, if it be a boy, he would be a big
like Moses. | think about that. Somebody have to be
the father of the man to lead the black man out of
bondage. (65-66)
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I will call the righteous out of the land and raise up in
thy midst a Messiah from amongst my people to
redeem thy iniquities and he shall by the remission of
blood make whole that which is torn asunder even
though it be scattered to the four winds, for great is
my name and ye shall know by these signs the coming
of a new day. (22)
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Pernell stepped on me and | pulled his life out by the
root. What does that make me? It don’t make me a big
man. . . . Even if somebody come along and pull it out
by the root. It still deserve to live. It still deserve that
chance. (89)
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I ain’t raising no kid to have somebody shoot him. To
have his friends shoot him. To have the police shoot
him. Why | want to bring another life into this world
that don’t respect life? | don’t want to raise no more
babies when you got to fight to keep them alive. (41)
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It ain’t for you to go out of here and steal money to get
me thing. Your job is to be around so this baby can
know you its daddy. Do that. For once, somebody do
that. Be that. That’s how you be a man, anything else |
don’t want. (90)
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Barbara Christian observes, “There is no doubt that
motherhood is for most African people symbolic of
creativity and continuity.” This symbolism transfers to
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the African American context where actual, surrogate,
and potential black mothers are credited with racial
uplift and nurturing black community development
(Collins 1987, 6). (132)
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