
the street by ann petry

the street by ann petry is a groundbreaking novel that explores the harsh realities of
African American life in Harlem during the 1940s. Written by Ann Petry, this literary work
delves into themes of racial discrimination, poverty, and the struggle for identity. The
narrative centers around Lutie Johnson, a single mother who faces relentless challenges as
she attempts to build a better life for her son. This article provides an in-depth analysis of
the novel’s plot, characters, themes, and historical context. Additionally, it highlights the
significance of Ann Petry’s contribution to African American literature and social
commentary. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the novel’s enduring
impact and its relevance to contemporary discussions on race and social justice.
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Background and Historical Context
The street by Ann Petry was published in 1946, during a period marked by significant social
and economic challenges for African Americans. The novel reflects the realities of urban life
in Harlem, a neighborhood that was both a cultural hub and a symbol of racial segregation
and economic hardship. Petry’s work emerged in the aftermath of the Great Depression and
World War II, capturing the struggles faced by black communities striving for equality and
opportunity. The historical context is essential to understanding the novel’s themes of
systemic racism, gender inequality, and class struggles, as Petry draws on her own
experiences and observations to create an authentic portrayal of African American life.

Ann Petry’s Biography and Influences
Ann Petry was an African American writer and pharmacist born in 1908. Her background in
science and her experiences living in Harlem deeply influenced her writing. Petry was
committed to addressing social issues through her literature, using her storytelling to
highlight the injustices faced by black Americans. The street by Ann Petry was her debut
novel and remains her most famous work, praised for its realistic depiction of the difficulties
encountered by black women in urban environments. Her approach combined social
critique with compelling narrative techniques, making her an important figure in American
literature.



Harlem in the 1940s
Harlem served as the setting for the novel and was a complex community characterized by
vibrant culture and severe socioeconomic struggles. The neighborhood was predominantly
African American and faced overcrowding, unemployment, and limited access to quality
housing and education. These conditions form the backdrop of the street by Ann Petry,
providing a realistic environment that shapes the characters’ lives and decisions.
Understanding Harlem's social dynamics during this era is crucial for comprehending the
novel’s exploration of race and class tensions.

Plot Summary of The Street by Ann Petry
The street by Ann Petry follows the story of Lutie Johnson, a determined and resourceful
African American woman living in Harlem. Lutie is a single mother who moves into a
dilapidated apartment on 116th Street with aspirations of improving her and her son's lives.
The narrative unfolds as Lutie confronts systemic racism, economic hardships, and personal
betrayals. Despite her efforts to secure stable employment and a safe environment, she
faces numerous obstacles that challenge her resilience and moral compass. The plot
intensifies as Lutie becomes entangled with a manipulative landlord and a predatory man,
illustrating the dangers that black women faced in a discriminatory society.

Key Plot Events

Lutie’s arrival and initial struggles to find a decent apartment and job.1.

Her relationship with her son and her desire to protect him from Harlem’s dangers.2.

Encounters with the landlord, who exploits tenants and perpetuates racial oppression.3.

Lutie’s interactions with Boots, a local man who attempts to manipulate her.4.

The climax involving Lutie's desperate actions to secure a future for her son.5.

The resolution highlighting the cyclical nature of poverty and racial injustice.6.

Main Characters and Character Analysis
The street by Ann Petry features a cast of complex characters who embody the novel’s
social and psychological themes. Each character contributes to the exploration of race,
gender, and class in mid-20th-century Harlem.

Lutie Johnson
Lutie is the protagonist whose determination and strength drive the narrative. As a black
woman facing systemic barriers, she represents resilience and the pursuit of dignity amid
oppression. Her character is multifaceted, showcasing vulnerability, ambition, and moral
struggle. Lutie's experiences highlight the intersectionality of race and gender



discrimination.

Boots Smith
Boots is a manipulative figure who embodies the predatory dangers lurking in Harlem. His
character serves as an antagonist who threatens Lutie's safety and autonomy. Boots
represents the internalized violence within oppressed communities and the complexities of
survival in such environments.

Jones
Jones is the landlord who exploits his tenants, symbolizing economic oppression and racial
exploitation. His character reflects the systemic structures that maintain poverty and
segregation in urban settings. Jones's interactions with Lutie illustrate the power
imbalances faced by black residents.

Additional Characters

Junto – A local political boss who influences Harlem’s social dynamics.

Gates – Lutie's son, whose future motivates her actions.

Other tenants and neighbors who represent various facets of Harlem society.

Themes and Symbolism
The street by Ann Petry is rich with themes that expose the social injustices experienced by
African Americans. The novel uses symbolism and thematic depth to enhance its critique of
race, class, and gender.

Racial Discrimination and Oppression
One of the central themes is the pervasive impact of racism on individuals’ lives. The novel
portrays how systemic discrimination limits opportunities and fosters a climate of fear and
despair. Petry illustrates the psychological and economic toll of prejudice on black
communities.

Poverty and Economic Struggle
Poverty is depicted as both a cause and consequence of racial inequality. Lutie's struggle to
secure a stable, safe living environment exemplifies the challenges faced by impoverished
African Americans. The novel critiques the lack of social mobility and the exploitation
inherent in urban housing markets.



Gender and the Role of Black Women
Lutie’s experiences highlight the double burden of racism and sexism. The street by Ann
Petry explores how black women navigate a society that marginalizes them on multiple
fronts. The novel underscores the strength and resilience required to confront these
intersecting oppressions.

Symbolism in The Street by Ann Petry

The Street: Symbolizes the harsh, unforgiving environment that shapes the
characters’ lives.

Housing and Apartments: Represent stability, safety, and the struggle for dignity.

Darkness and Light: Used to convey hope, danger, and the moral complexities
within the narrative.

Clothing and Appearance: Reflect social status, identity, and self-perception.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques
Ann Petry employs a realist style in the street by Ann Petry, using detailed descriptions and
psychological insight to create an immersive experience. The narrative is third-person
limited, focusing closely on Lutie’s perspective to elicit empathy and understanding of her
struggles.

Use of Realism
The novel’s commitment to realism is evident in its authentic portrayal of Harlem’s
environment and social conditions. Petry’s descriptive language captures the sights,
sounds, and atmosphere of the neighborhood, grounding the story in a tangible reality.

Characterization and Psychological Depth
Petry delves into the internal conflicts and motivations of her characters, particularly Lutie.
This psychological depth adds complexity to the narrative, revealing how external
pressures impact individuals’ choices and identities.

Symbolic Imagery and Motifs
The use of recurring symbols and motifs enhances the thematic richness of the novel. Petry
integrates imagery related to confinement, survival, and resistance to underscore the
characters’ experiences. These literary devices contribute to the novel’s layered meaning
and emotional resonance.



Impact and Legacy of The Street by Ann Petry
The street by Ann Petry holds a significant place in American literature as one of the first
novels by an African American woman to achieve bestseller status. It brought attention to
the social issues faced by black urban communities and influenced subsequent generations
of writers and activists.

Critical Reception
Upon publication, the novel received widespread acclaim for its powerful social critique and
literary merit. Critics praised Petry’s vivid storytelling and her ability to humanize the
struggles of marginalized individuals. The street by Ann Petry has since become a staple in
African American literary studies and social history courses.

Influence on African American Literature
Petry’s work paved the way for future African American women writers by addressing
themes of race, gender, and class with honesty and nuance. The novel’s success
demonstrated the importance of diverse voices in literature and highlighted the potential
for fiction to effect social awareness.

Continued Relevance
The themes explored in the street by Ann Petry remain pertinent in contemporary
discussions about racial inequality, housing discrimination, and gender dynamics. The novel
serves as a historical document and a call to recognize ongoing social challenges faced by
marginalized communities in urban America.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Street' by Ann Petry?
The main theme of 'The Street' is the struggle of African Americans, particularly women,
against systemic racism, poverty, and social injustice in urban environments.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Street' and what
challenges does she face?
The protagonist is Lutie Johnson, a single Black mother who faces numerous challenges
including racial discrimination, economic hardship, and the threat of violence as she tries to
provide a better life for her son.

How does Ann Petry depict Harlem in 'The Street'?
Ann Petry portrays Harlem as a harsh, oppressive environment filled with poverty, crime,
and limited opportunities, which significantly impacts the lives of its residents.



What role does the setting play in 'The Street'?
The setting, a crowded and impoverished Harlem neighborhood, acts almost like a
character itself, shaping the experiences of the people living there and highlighting the
social issues of the time.

How does 'The Street' address issues of gender and
race?
The novel explores the intersectionality of race and gender by showing how Lutie Johnson’s
experiences as a Black woman intensify the discrimination and obstacles she faces in a
male-dominated and racially prejudiced society.

What literary style is Ann Petry known for in 'The
Street'?
Ann Petry employs a realistic and gritty literary style in 'The Street,' using vivid descriptions
and a third-person narrative to immerse readers in the struggles of her characters.

Why is 'The Street' considered significant in African
American literature?
'The Street' is significant because it was one of the first novels by an African American
woman to gain widespread recognition, highlighting the social realities of Black urban life
and influencing future generations of writers.

How does Lutie Johnson’s character evolve throughout
the novel?
Lutie Johnson becomes increasingly desperate and determined as she confronts the
systemic barriers around her, ultimately showing both resilience and the tragic
consequences of her environment.

What is the symbolism behind the title 'The Street'?
The street symbolizes the harsh realities of urban life, societal barriers, and the limited
opportunities available to African Americans, especially women, representing both a
physical space and a metaphor for struggle and survival.

Additional Resources
1. Native Son by Richard Wright
This powerful novel explores the life of Bigger Thomas, a young African American man
living in Chicago’s South Side during the 1930s. Like *The Street* by Ann Petry, it addresses
systemic racism, poverty, and the social forces that shape the lives of Black individuals in
urban America. Wright’s stark and unflinching narrative reveals the harsh realities of racial



oppression and the consequences of societal neglect.

2. Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison
Ellison’s classic novel delves into the experiences of an unnamed Black protagonist
navigating a racially divided America. The book shares themes with *The Street* such as
identity, invisibility, and the search for self amidst social injustice. It combines a richly
symbolic narrative with profound social commentary on race and individuality.

3. Passing by Nella Larsen
Set in Harlem during the Harlem Renaissance, this novella explores the complexities of
racial identity through the story of two light-skinned African American women who can
"pass" as white. Like Petry’s work, it examines the impact of race, class, and gender on
personal and social relationships. *Passing* highlights the psychological toll of racial
passing and societal expectations.

4. Quicksand by Nella Larsen
This novel follows Helga Crane, a mixed-race woman searching for belonging and identity
across different social environments. It addresses themes of alienation, racial
discrimination, and gender roles, resonating with the struggles depicted in *The Street*.
Larsen’s exploration of internal and external conflicts offers a nuanced portrayal of Black
womanhood in early 20th-century America.

5. Clotel by William Wells Brown
Considered one of the first novels written by an African American, *Clotel* tells the story of
the mixed-race daughters of Thomas Jefferson and their experiences with slavery and
freedom. The book provides historical context to the racial issues explored in *The Street*,
focusing on the legacy of slavery and its enduring impact on Black lives in America.

6. The Color Purple by Alice Walker
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel follows the life of Celie, an African American woman in the
early 20th century American South, as she overcomes abuse and oppression. Like *The
Street*, it explores themes of resilience, systemic racism, and the pursuit of dignity and
self-worth. Walker’s narrative emphasizes the strength found in community and personal
transformation.

7. Go Tell It on the Mountain by James Baldwin
Baldwin’s semi-autobiographical novel centers on a young boy named John in 1930s
Harlem, dealing with religious and racial tensions within his family and community. The
book shares *The Street*’s focus on urban Black life and the complexities of identity, faith,
and societal expectation. Baldwin’s lyrical prose captures the emotional and spiritual
struggles of his characters.

8. Home to Harlem by Claude McKay
This novel portrays the vibrant life of Harlem in the 1920s through the eyes of Jake, a World
War I veteran. It reflects the cultural renaissance and racial dynamics of the period, similar
to the setting of *The Street*. McKay’s work celebrates Black culture while also addressing
the challenges of displacement and racial discrimination.

9. Black No More by George S. Schuyler
A satirical novel that imagines a future in which Black Americans can become white through
scientific means. This provocative work critiques racial identity, assimilation, and the



absurdities of racism, providing a different but complementary perspective to the themes in
*The Street*. Schuyler’s sharp wit and social commentary invite readers to reconsider
concepts of race and society.
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