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In Joe Turner, August Wilson's favorite play, and the one
frequently cited by readers as Wilson's best, the playwright
explores a process of self-discovery, a finding of one's "song."
Many readers observe that to achieve this sense of self, his
characters must be open to their African and African-American
cultural past (Gantt; Monaco; Morales 111), including African
history and culture, African-American folklore, and what Trudier
Harris terms the "African-American folk religious tradition" (54).
But the view presented here will emphasize that for Wilson, an
awareness of African-American history, certainly a necessary step
in the process of self-redefinition, is in itself insufficient. In
Wilson's plays, the ritual of sacrifice which follows from an
awareness of history is equally important and has generally
received less attention from readers. Bynum's sacrifice of pigeons
in Seth's backyard opens the play, and Loomis's cutting of himself
closes it; the rite appears again at the moment when young Reuben
must give up Eugene's pigeons by letting them go free.

Although Patricia Gantt mentions that Loomis's final act recalls
specically African initiation rituals (75), the present discussion will
clarify that Wilson's treatment of sacrificial rites in the play shows
the playwright defining a mythic process of self-discovery which is
essentially culturally neutral. While it may include elements of the
African or the Christian traditions, it is not circumscribed by them.
In Wilson’s multi-staged mythic process, historical, or community
awareness is followed by self-sacrifice, which is only then followed
by a redefinition of the self. The repetition of this sequence in the
development of Reuben and Bynum, who are parallels for Loomis,
suggests Wilson's strong convictions about how this extended
process of self-discovery must unfold. While Gantt and Monaco
suggest that awareness of one's cultural tradition alone has
restorative power, my account will show Wilson repeatedly
dramatizing a process in which consciousness of the past is but one
element. In his secondary figures’ repetitions of the process Wilson
dramatizes the meeting point of the two major themes in Joe Turner:
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