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In fiction there must be a theoretical basis to the most minute details. Even a single glove must have its theory.

—Prosper Mérimée








Preface

At times, and when I felt it necessary, this book makes use of the method called “phenomenology,” a term often misunderstood, like so many in popular use. Many different styles of phenomenology have been developed since mathematician Edmund Husserl, its creator, proposed it as a means for grounding the principal concepts in any field by a return to “experience.” Husserl’s own “Transcendental Phenomenology” was judged too idealistic by some of his followers, who took, as I have, what they found useful from the master and went their own way. Max Scheler, who was at one time Husserl’s heir apparent, devoted a portion of his phenomenological work to investigating the experiential foundations for morality and religion. Martin Heidegger, Husserl’s real successor in my view, eventually broke with phenomenology, preferring to call his work not even philosophy but instead “thought on Being.” Jean-Paul Sartre, whose existentialist commitments often overlap Heidegger’s, infused his tremendous literary outpourings with social theory, such as Marxism, that situated the transcendental ego and this mode of reasoning more firmly in the realm of immediate political and historical phenomena than in the transcendent realm of pure meaning that occupied Husserl. It is Sartre’s associate Maurice Merleau-Ponty, however, who most significantly advances Husserlian thought by developing his central notion of the Lifeworld, and he is distinguished by his own work on dialectical theory, language, perception, and the body as our foundation for all perceptual experience and by avoiding many of the excesses and errors of Sartre’s philosophy. Equally important is Mikel Dufrenne, whose blending of Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and Roman Ingarten focuses some of the more interesting work of the German and French phenomenological movements on the problems of artistic experience broadly considered.

It will be clear from this book that my own quirky variations on phenomenology draw from the work of these esteemed gentlemen, as well as from that of many other philosophers, Eastern and Western. Nevertheless, throughout its long history, and despite its many changes, phenomenology remains a “philosophy of experience.” Husserl’s intention was for it to be first a method by which we “bracket,” or set aside, all explanatory models for the phenomena we investigate, thereby making possible an intuition of the essence or invariant structures of different forms of experience, specifically in the sciences. His famous call, “To the things themselves,” distinguishes phenomenology from previous disciplines of philosophy. Phenomenology is something you do. Yet it does not so much deliver new knowledge as it does a deeper clarification of what we think we already know. And what truth its method delivers must be confirmed in the depths of the reader’s own experience. It is, for Husserl, a “radical empiricism.” Whether or not we believe it is possible to disclose the atemporal essences of things, as Husserl hoped, is unimportant. His method of bracketing and descriptively reporting what is given in any encounter with mathematical, fantastical, physical, or fictional objects is useful for a first-person determination of what is before us, and for revealing what we, as culturally conditioned subjects, have brought to each and every encounter with the world. Moreover, it is a method more commonly used than most realize. Painters, as Merleau-Ponty tirelessly pointed out, must retrain their eyes in seeing; musicians, their ears in hearing; and writers, in the being of language. And many art critics instinctively perform various phenomenological operations—free imaginative variation or consideration of the all-important element of intentionality—in order better to grasp their subject and to ground it in their own first-person seeing before moving on to judgment, analysis, condemnation, or approval.

But it is Husserl’s other, more programmatic aim that has forced this work on black writing to fall into a phenomenological mode: namely, his belief that many disciplines and fields of knowing rest on unclarified, naive assumptions that need to be brought forward if these fields are to achieve a securer foundation. Black American fiction, indeed the entire area of “creative writing,” has not seen its basic assumptions subjected to this form of discussion. I believe the time for that is now. My deepest hope is that this book will contribute to the dialogue, especially now, when cross-cultural meaning is of such great importance. And it is also my hope that it will be useful not only to teachers and students of Afro-American literature but also to those in philosophy, creative writing, and contemporary literature.

In this task I am indebted to former teachers such as visual artist Lawrence Lariar, who taught me drawing in my teens, and the late John Gardner, who taught me fiction in my twenties; to John Gallman, whose sustained interest made this book possible; to agents Anne and Georges Borchardt; to many friends, among them bookseller Jeff Rice, poet James Bertolino, director Jon Dichter; and to my colleagues at the University of Washington and the University of Delaware, who provided a climate suitable for the book’s composition.






FIRST PHILOSOPHY






1 Being and Race


A novelist blundering into the field of literary criticism should first apologize to his colleagues who analyze fiction for a living and then make some effort to explain why he has briefly left the business of writing stories to talk about them. My credentials for this chore are modest, but my curiosity about how fiction “works” is great. It has been so from the first day I took up writing. Life is baffling enough for every novelist, and for writers of Afro-American fiction it presents even more artistic and philosophical questions than for writers who are white. Few writers, black or white, bother with such questions, and in the long run they may have importance only to a few people who wonder, as I have for twenty years, about the forms our stories have taken, what they say about the world, and what they don’t say. These are not idle questions. Our faith in fiction comes from an ancient belief that language and literary art—all speaking and showing—clarify our experience. Our most sacred cliché in contemporary criticism, and also in creative-writing courses, is that writers should “write about what they know,” and for the Afro-American author that inevitably means the “black” experience. This idea is doubtlessly true, or at least half-true in some narrow sense we have yet to determine. But it leads, I believe, from loose, casual talk about “experience” to esthetic and epistemological questions difficult to answer, though I shall try in this book to do so.

It might be helpful to digress a moment to dwell on the artistic impulse itself. Do we begin at the same place, writers black and white? In his study of painting, The Voices of Silence, André Malraux says, “What makes the artist is that in his youth he was more deeply moved by his visual experience of works of art than by that of the things they represent—and perhaps of Nature as a whole.”1 He adds, “We have no means of knowing how a great artist, who had never seen a work of art, but only the forms of nature, would develop.” In other words, we encounter art in some form, blunder onto it—or have it placed before us by teachers or parents—as a being different from others in the world. Many black authors confess in interviews that the origin of their artistic journey began when, as children, they heard folktales or ghost stories in the South from elders; and one young American novelist, whom I won’t name, is known to say he decided to write when, after passing an auditorium where a distinguished author was reading, he thought to himself, “I can do that.” It helps, clearly, if a novice writer has a healthy sense of contempt for his predecessors, or if one’s first exposure is, let us say, to easy art rather than to something as intimidating as Hamlet or Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus. My own students and friends, once polled, reported an array of first impressions or seductions—Nancy Drew novels, picture books of Bible stories, Twilight Zone episodes, Marvel comic books, science fiction, The Little Engine That Could, or stories they were assigned to read from Scholastic magazine. For American kids, it seems to matter little whether they cut their teeth on Louis L’Amour’s westerns or Aesop’s fables before moving on to more complex novels. Novelist John Gardner often cited his primary influences as Walt Disney and Jean-Paul Sartre, and his best-known book, Grendel, seems to bear this out. It’s important to remember that this early seduction of the artist by some artwork, vulgar or distinguished, is experienced as delightful—thrilling as a story or novel or poem, an encounter that pleases one that such a thing as this can be. Now, delight need not be joyful. I daresay we take pleasure in encounters that shake us to the core, terrorize us, or contradict our most cherished beliefs as well as in those that leave us feeling smug. But in many of these earliest encounters we discover we have been changed. More precisely, our perception—or way of seeing—has been shaken, if one is talking about great art, which is all I care to consider here. In a word, writers begin their lifelong odyssey in art with expression or experience interpreted by others, not with, as popular wisdom sometimes has it, an ensemble of events that already mean something.

Going even further, Malraux tells us that “artists do not stem from their childhood, but from their conflicts with the achievements of their predecessors; not from their formless world, but from their struggle with the forms which others have imposed on life.” Some of this curious idea can be seen in, for example, figure-drawing classes, where you stand with the canvas to your side and with brush poised as you study the model at the front of the room, and then, miraculously, something happens in the flickerish moment between shifting your gaze from the model, with all his concrete, specific, individual features, to the canvas. You have drawn, you discover, not his hand but instead your idea of how a hand should look, an idea built up doubtlessly from viewing, not hundreds of individual models, but rather other artists’ renditions of the hand. It is precisely this heavily conditioned seeing, this calcification of perception, that figure-drawing classes seek to liberate—we might well call this retraining of the eye the artist’s equivalent to the phenomenological epoché, or “bracketing” of all presuppositions in order to seize a fresh, original vision.

Malraux’s point is that often the apprentice artist, thinking about the world of experience transfigured in the text—a novel, painting, poem, or film—says, “That’s not so.” Or, “He didn’t get it quite right.” He might also say, “How perfectly done. Let me reply with a composition of my own.” Whatever the case, fiction—indeed, all art—points to others with whom the writer argues about what is. He cannot begin ex nihilo. He must have models with which to agree, partly agree, or outright oppose, and these can come only from the tradition of literature itself, for Nature seems to remain silent, providing no final text or court of judgment. If any of these ruminations sound reasonable, does it seem possible that the “black experience” in literature truly exists only there—in literature—and therefore must vary from one author’s viewpoint to the next, with nothing invariant in the “experience” that we can agree on as final?

As a young novelist, I found the problem of what is or is not the “black” experience staring at me more steadily than I could stare at it, particularly after I’d written six bad, apprentice novels, three that aped the style of James Baldwin, Richard Wright, and John A. Williams, all fine writers whom I admire, and three that were heavily influenced by what a few critics now call the “Black Aesthetic.” The first three of the six were misery-filled protest stories about the sorry condition of being black in America and might be called “naturalistic.” I couldn’t read them after they were done. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t jump the problem until years later when I realized how uncritical I’d been about nearly every aspect of fiction, each element in this discipline being somewhat like a thread, which, if pulled, leads on to the unraveling of an entire garment. Surely naturalism in its various strains is suitable for certain kinds of stories, and for a certain social message, but lost in it for a time I ran into artistic restrictions I couldn’t resolve, never realizing that writing doesn’t so much record an experience—or even imitate or represent it—as it creates that experience, and that each literary form, style, or genre is a different, distinct method of reasoning, of shaping what is to body it forth intelligibly.

In hindsight, naturalism seemed to conceal profound prejudices about Being, what a person is, the nature of society, causation, and a worm can of metaphysical questions about what could and could not logically occur in our “experience” and conscious life. Its implied physics was dated—or at best only provisional—and, even worse, it concealed a reductionistic model of human psychology, of what motivates men and women (and had no theory of the self at all), that made my characters dull and predictable in their inner lives and perceptions of the world. Like gravity, it held the imagination close to the ground by creating the camera-like illusion of objectivity, of events unmediated—or untampered with—by any narrative presence. Although easy to imitate as a style, it scaled down experiential possibilities and put curious limits on narrative voice and language, as well as on such poetic devices as simile and metaphor, those inherently existential strategies that allow a writer to pluck similarities from our experiences or to illuminate one object by reference to another by saying A is B. We shall soon look more closely at whether metaphor is mere illusion, a mind trick or trap that dangerously anthropomorphizes the world. For now it is enough simply to say that naturalism gained its power, its punch, by strictly controlling what could be said, seen, and shown.

Adopting such means uncritically, I discovered by error what novelist Linsey Abrams seemed to know by instinct, that “style is never simply technical choice, but evolves from how a writer sees the world.” In her brilliant essay “A Maximalist Novelist Looks at Some Minimalist Fiction” (1985), she says that to embrace a “readily identifiable prose style without being aware of its tyranny and inevitability of voice” is to embrace “a ready-made point-of-view.” In short, naturalism is clearly a massaging and kneading of life, a style as full of tricks and false bottoms as any other. Of course, none of these observations is new. Philosopher Edmund Husserl (and also Albert Schweitzer) said as much seventy years ago in his criticism of the “Natural Attitude.” And so, like the editors who read those three early efforts of mine, I had no interest in revisiting their fictional worlds ever again.

Not much later I foundered again, this time with three novels created under the spell of the Black Arts Movement, the “cultural wing” of the Black Power Movement, which was inescapable in the late 1960s and which is more or less alive today as a quasi-philosophical position with its roots deep in Pan-Africanism and race pride. In order to understand black fiction, its problems and promise, and why these last novels I’ve mentioned were artistic failures, you must appreciate some of the pitfalls to be found in the history of black American literature and what confronts a young writer when he considers his place in this still relatively young tradition.

The political and social status of the work of art has been a point of interest since the earliest philosophical reflections on poetry. “It is phantoms, not realities that they produce,” Plato’s Socrates says of the artist in the tenth book of The Republic.2 If a preestablished model is assumed for our experience, or for any experience—if meaning is seen as fixed rather than as evolving, changing, and historical, if reality is reified for political or social or even moral reasons—the independent writer who departs from the “forms” can only be seen as one who “sets up in each individual soul a vicious constitution by fashioning phantoms far removed from reality,” or what is taken to be the “objective” model for the Real. And so Socrates banishes all but a few poets from the republic, retaining only those who write hymns and praises. Although twenty-five centuries separate us from The Republic, the problems raised by black fiction return us to Plato’s musings, for nowhere are the questions of social and political relevance in literature more pronounced than in this body of American literature.

From its beginnings in the poetry of Phillis Wheatley and the narrative of Gustavus Vassa, black fiction comprises, one must confess, an overwhelmingly tragic literature. It is full of failures. A catalogue of man’s inhumanity to man and woman. Book after book discloses the desperate struggle of a people first to survive against stupendous odds and then to secure the most basic rights in a perpetually hostile environment. Whites in this history act; blacks can only react.

The black American novel begins with Clotelle, or the Colored Heroine (1853) by William Wells Brown. Clotelle has always been regarded as a pivotal book in black letters insofar as many critics have used it as a departure point for two directions in nineteenth-century black writing—the tradition of black social criticism and the novel. Always, and forever, these forms must be understood in terms of the catastrophe of American slavery, detailed fully by Frederick Douglass and others in slave narratives that are the ancestral roots of black fiction. It is a bloody history of atrocity, of stripping a people of cultural identity, then grotesquely caricaturing them in the national (white) imagination. The burden on the free, literate black population was staggering—to lead the antislavery effort, counteract the ideology of racism, and prove themselves worthy of equality. Two tendencies—a clear dialectic—surely exist here at the beginning of black fiction, as critic Addison Gayle, Jr., argues in his study The Way of the New World (1975). In the writings of Martin Delany, a man of many literary and political accomplishments, and in those of Sutton Griggs, we find the first glimmerings of black separatism in their call for blacks to consider migrating to other lands to escape oppression (an idea also entertained by Abraham Lincoln), while Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, and others developed writings that were integrationist—indeed, for Du Bois (who probably studied Hegel during his days at Harvard), integration was not simply a way of social organization but the dialectical process of evolution itself, a movement that as it pushed society forward would preserve the essential elements in such polarities as black and white. Historically, the black novel appears close to the hour that post–Civil War gains in the South toppled, as Reconstruction’s advances were rolled back—one of the most violent periods of black history when, between 1885 and 1900, 2,500 blacks were lynched: an average of about one murder every third day. This was the time of Douglass’s death; of Booker T. Washington’s ascension; and of repression: white southern reaction in the form of Jim Crow legislation, “black codes,” and revivified racial stereotypes.

Here we can only sketch that history, but it is, on the whole and in general, a nightmare. The black American writer begins his or her career with—and continues to exhibit—a crisis of identity. If anything, black fiction is about the troubled quest for identity and liberty, the agony of social alienation, the longing for a real and at times a mythical home. Something similar, of course, can be said of early American writers in respect to their struggle to break with European culture and to carve out an “American” sense of selfhood. In his literary manifesto, “Blueprint for Negro Writing” (1937), Richard Wright suggests that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century black writers composed fiction and poetry to impress whites with their humanity and thereby to win for themselves a more comfortable place in the racial world. If Wright is even half-correct about this, then we must say, tentatively, that a serious question for early black fiction was audience. For whom did one write? In the language of the time—neoclassical verse larded with sentiment if one were a Wheatley—and not in black folk idioms, at least not until Paul Lawrence Dunbar produced dialect verse about plantation life (humorously portrayed) that tragically became both a showcase and a trap for his poetic talents. His white sponsors and audience would accept nothing else, though some of Dunbar’s standard-English poems are outstanding. But this was not the only artistic problem that faced early black authors.

In The Negro Novel in America (1958), critic Robert Bone points out a more serious problem, the necessity of developing well-rounded black characters (and I would add white ones as well) to balance the degrading stereotypes created by whites in the post-Reconstruction period, a problem that still shadows all black fiction today and one to which we shall return. The black novel, Bone says, began at the tail end of the romantic tradition, opting for the then fading strategy of melodrama, but still retained a strong abolitionist flavor from its origins in the slave narrative. According to Bone, melodrama deals primarily with issues of Right and Wrong. His evaluation of early black novels bears much truth, but we should not blink away the beauty, the charm, and the artistic interest to be found in such pivotal writers as Charles Chesnutt, who achieved in imaginative short stories such as “The Goophered Grapevine” and “The Passing of Grandison” levels of irony, ingenuity, and invention that are, even by today’s standards, pretty satisfying. More, Chesnutt’s work reveals a great deal about the genesis of the modern American short story, for it is during his time that writers were wrestling with definitions of this form, trying to distinguish it from the tale and the novella. His tales published in The Conjure Woman (1899) are just that—tales that recall the work of Washington Irving and Nathaniel Hawthorne. Yet they are structurally informed by the story form of the late 1800s. It is Edgar Allan Poe who first clarified the form in his crucial essay “The Philosophy of Composition” (1842); here he gives primacy to brevity and emotional effect in the short story. Those elements are later formularized by O. Henry in such stories as “The Gift of the Magi” and held up as models for effective storytelling in writing handbooks published around the turn of the century: the brisk, tightly plotted magazine story that emphasizes a twist or reversal and that contains a touch of fantasy (Rod Serling’s better Twilight Zone tales are a modern-day descendant of this nineteenth-century form). And does this kind of story have drawbacks? Yes, if you place great value on character in fiction, for this form generally only permits types, people given only the slightest brush strokes for development so that the forward motion of events can proceed steadily and unhampered to a denouement. For all these faults, Chesnutt manages in such stories as “The Wife of His Youth” the at times remarkable feat of transforming elements of the slave experience into light yet serious entertainment and never minimalizes the pathos of bondage. They are stories rich in humor, which always means that a writer has distance from his material, and equally rich in suspense, a charming Jamesian narrative voice, and gentle but effective social criticism. In these tales, love of unusual characters and life’s surprises replace the grind and grim predictability of melodrama, which as a strategy does not so much probe values as it exhorts, indicts, accuses. Bone argues, and rightly I think, that but for one or two exceptions the universe of early black fiction did little to expand beyond this less than complex treatment of racial affairs.

The Harlem Renaissance, which spanned the 1920s, has been much discussed, most interestingly by historian Nathan Huggins. It is usually explained in terms of large-scale developments in black history such as the black migrations from southern repression to the northern factory cities; the development of Harlem as a black cultural center in the East; the rise of a black middle class, heir to the social ethic of Booker T. Washington and his program for self-help; and the cultural impact when West Indians, Africans, and American blacks found themselves side-by-side in Harlem. Also, it was the time of Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association (predecessor first to the Nation of Islam, then to Louis Farrakhan), a back-to-Africa movement inspired by Washington’s separatist philosophy and led by a theatrical little man who envisioned universal black liberation and the shoring up of Africa as a modern nation-state styled on the culture of England, complete with black kings and queens and the Black Star Shipping Line. For whites, it was the period when the Negro became… well, “interesting.” But for all the wrong reasons. In the period of national exhaustion following World War I, a somewhat weary America grew interested in Sigmund Freud’s idea that civilization is based on the repression of eros and became suspicious of tight-sphinctered Victorian values, which many Negroes shared nevertheless, Du Bois probably and Countee Cullen among them. For some, it was easy to perceive blacks as exotic, sexually liberated creatures free of white men’s cares. This dubious interest won many white patrons for a few black writers, who might not have seen publication without such tainted support, though many were at work trying to destroy this vicious black stereotype and others. In “A Century of Negro Portraiture in America” (1966), Sterling Brown isolated a few such damaging images current at the time: the Comic Negro (who cannot talk, or talks funny), the Exotic Primitive, the Contented Slave of Joel Chandler Harris’s stories. To them we can add the most frightening of all, the Negro Beast described by Joseph Gobineau and portrayed in such films as Birth of a Nation, a creature of fierce appetites and lust, usually guided by northern whites (or Reds). In his essay “The New Negro” (1925), which promoted the idea of a new Negro race consciousness, as well as Pan-Africanism, scholar Alain Locke wrote, half to present this change and half to inspire it, that “the day of ‘aunties,’ ‘uncles,’ and ‘mammies’ is equally gone. Uncle Tom and Sambo have passed on…. In the very process of being transplanted, the Negro is being transformed.”

Looking back, we see that Locke’s pronouncement was at least half-right. The 1920s were a time of creating images aimed at achieving new racial understanding. Several reasons are often cited for the failure of this ambitious project: the Great Depression; the inability of black writers in the 1920s to understand fully the nature of the changes they were calling for; their inability (according to Harold Cruse) to formulate a black cultural ideology, as later happened in the 1960s; and the appropriation of black material and talent by well-meaning white authors such as Carl Van Vechten, who, despite his encouragement of black writers, still saw blacks as most true to themselves when they were most unlike white men. These are historical reasons for the failure of the Harlem Renaissance; I would submit a philosophical one: namely, the inherent difficulty in trying to control the image—meaning—in the first place. Except in the case of mathematical objects, or experiences known a priori, we find meaning in flux, on the side of Heraclitus (change) and not Parmenides (stasis); we find, I am saying, the black world overflowing with meaning, so rich and multisided that literally anything—and everything—can be found there, good and bad, and one of the first chores of the writer is to be immersed in this embarrassment of rich, contradictory material. But we are not yet ready to discuss this question fully.

Although brief, the Harlem Renaissance is notable for the frequent return of some of its writers to black folk sources, a wellspring of creativity and perhaps the only truly indigenous American folklore that reached full flower in Jean Toomer’s highly sophisticated, perennially hypnotic book Cane (1923), a montage of poetry and short fiction. And in Zora Neal Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), a book remarkable for its beautiful use of southern folk material and its emphasis on the complex relation between black men and women—clearly, this novel and Hurston’s groundbreaking anthropological work in Mules and Men (1935) provide the platform and the framework for black feminist writing in the 1980s. In them we see prefigured the work of Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, and such younger talents as Amirh Bahari; yet one walks away from Hurston amazed by how thoroughly she treated this (now) popular subject almost fifty years ago, using the most interesting Harlem Renaissance ideas—the importance of the common folk—to explore the “New Negro” female on subtler levels than her contemporaries did. In short, Hurston was not only a brilliant writer but also a prophetic one, a full half century ahead of her time on questions of sexual politics. With George Schuyler’s wonderful (in idea, not execution) science fiction novel Black No More (1931) and Wallace Thurman’s The Blacker the Berry (1929), the Harlem Renaissance closed with novels of black satire, books that foreshadow the barbed fiction of Ishmael Reed.

The depression, though it saw this remarkable output dwindle, gave birth to the Federal Writers’ Project, which offered creative outlets to a younger generation that would become major writers in the 1940s and 1950s—Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, Frank Yerby, Willard Motley. The role of the Communist party figures largely in this period. Earlier, Locke suggested that smarter blacks of the 1920s were leaning left with other progressive elements in America, but the thematization of blacks in American labor had been present in the late 1800s in the writings of T. Thomas Fortune, and for Du Bois, early in his career. Nevertheless, as one old organizer once told me, joining the Party was simply “something everybody did.” Wright and such celebrities as Paul Robeson attracted others to the Party, but blacks were largely interested, if I’m not mistaken, in communism’s promise of racial equality rather than in wholeheartedly embracing dialectical materialism and abolishing private property. On black literature, Wright’s Native Son, an overnight bestseller in 1940, left a large artistic impression. Probably it is one of the two or three best-known novels by black American writers, and it produced many imitators but also a reaction against the brutal “realism” (if we may call it that) of his fiction during and after the depression years, a realism that gained its visceral power at the expense of portraying positive cultural features in black life—in other words, much that is affirmative and joyful in black culture is lost in the literary Lifeworld of Richard Wright.

But it is with Wright that something of a watershed is reached in black fiction. Nearly fifty years after its publication, Native Son still remains one of our most phenomenologically successful novels, a nightmare as frightening, in its own way, as George Orwell’s 1984. I am at a loss to number all the black authors who were inspired by this work: James Baldwin, Chester Himes, John A. Williams—a full generation of writers, we are forced to say, because as Baldwin once remarked, Wright’s “great forte… was an ability to convey inward states by means of externals.” What I take him to mean by this—or what he should be saying—is that for the first time in black American literature we are presented with a masterfully drawn Lebenswelt; we are made to see and experience meaning—the world—from the distorted perspective of a petty thief so mangled by oppression in its many forms that his only possibility for creative action is murder. Like any fully orchestrated, over-rich work of art, Native Son resists easy description. It is multileveled, exhaustive in detail, layered with existentialist, Marxist, and even religious themes; it echoes Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment and Dreiser’s An American Tragedy, conjures the image of Nat Turner, and anticipates the thesis of Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth (1961) as Bigger Thomas finds release from fear and self-hatred through murder. It achieves, in the end, a dimension bordering on racial mythology (the hunt for the killer-slave), yet Native Son remains more than anything else a phenomenological description of the black urban experience. Wright forces us to ask, “What is it like to be thoroughly manipulated by others?” He shifts from historical details of black poverty in Chicago to a startling use of poetry and metaphor—the white world, the racial Other, is presented to Bigger’s ravaged consciousness as a natural force like snow, or a blizzard, or a storm; he projects himself into innumerable objects littering the black wasteland of his family—for example, the rat killed in the opening scene—and sees his guilt in the red-hot furnace where he has placed Mary Dalton’s decapitated body. Page after page, we are forced to interpret everyday phenomena from Bigger’s unsteady position in the world, a position of powerlessness, of Pavlovian reactions to whites who are godlike but “blind” to his inner life and humanity, a position where black life is experienced as being predestined for tragedy. On yet another level, the “world” of Native Son is that of Greek tragedy, and for this I use John M. Anderson’s definition: “The hero [of tragedy] symbolizes participation in a process dominated by what is alien to him”;3 all one must do is replace the gods of Sophocles with modern gods who hide behind such names as “social forces” and “conditioning.”

What Wright achieved in Native Son, and what no American writer has done quite so well since (including Wright), was the construction of a consistent, coherent, and complete racial universe—Southside Chicago—that is fully shaped by a sensitive if seared black subjectivity. Every prop on the stage of this sustained, brutal thriller refers back to Bigger’s mind, to his special, twisted way of seeing. Nothing is neutral. Everything is charged by the broken heart and broken mind of a black boy reduced to a state of thinghood. Everything means something; every physical, historical object is a metaphor for feeling. Notice the ontology of Bigger’s world. It is Manichean. To be is to be white. The Daltons’ world is pure Being, a plenum, filled to overflowing with its own whiteness, while Bigger’s world has a weedlike contingency—is, in fact, relative being. (Yet the alien white world’s ways of seeing are within Bigger, like a knot in his belly.) This is Plato’s world of the Divided Line and the Cave. Furthermore, Bigger is stained (sin) by a black body the coloration of which suggests defilement. And his world before the murder is strangely ahistorical, a shadow realm outside time. If Native Son is about anything, it is about the drama of consciousness itself, the effort of this boy to come fully aware of the meaning of his life and those around him. We see the “facts” of black Chicago life for the poor in the 1930s: Wright is meticulous with sociological details; he absorbs the information provided by other authors about political and economic disenfranchisement. The book “teaches.” But more important than all this reportage is the fact that Wright reminds us through his method here—eidetic description, or presenting things in their lived essence (meaning) for a historical subject—that the world we live in is, first and foremost, one shaped by the mind. A writer reads him with awe. Nowhere does he cheat by resorting to narrative summary, or “telling,” when a full, dramatic scene is required to show Bigger’s character in and through action. Indeed, the relentless pace of Native Son is fueled precisely because most of the book is unmediated scene, as in a play. We see everything. We are forced to be witnesses to every thought and emotion of a national tragedy two centuries in the making. More: it is we whom Wright turns into murderers. Wright is shrewd, very cunning as a craftsman, using various forms of repetition (we are forced to review uneasily the details of Mary’s murder at least twenty times as that awful event resurfaces in Bigger’s mind) to reinforce the novel’s dominant impression in a welter of details about race, class, and sexuality. Every writer dreams of achieving this, I believe—a fictional world so fully rendered that even a single glove, as Prosper Mérimée once said, has its theory and reinforces the unifying vision, the truth, of the novel as a whole.

The completeness of Wright’s Native Son left black writers with the alternatives of repeating that vision in their fiction or grappling again with the perceptual flux of experience that characterizes the black world—and all worlds—to originate new meaning. This, indeed, was the direction taken, and grandly realized, in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), which has become something of the modern Ur-text for black fiction. Ellison is indebted to Wright for certain themes (blindness, invisibility) and even, I suspect, for certain characters (his Vet greatly resembles the madman in Bigger’s cell in book three of Native Son); but Ellison conceives his novel in an exuberant Hegelian spirit that traces a nameless black student from one “posture” of twentieth-century black life to another in prose both bewitching and (at times) prolix. And, as if this were not enough, he gives our age a new metaphor for alienation. Every chapter is structured according to the principle of “rising conflict to resolution.” The book brims with stylish set pieces: the eviction scene in which every object reveals black history; Ras’s monologue to Todd Clifton, which captures the essential thought of Black Nationalism; and allusions to James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Sigmund Freud, Booker T. Washington, and concerns spanning the Harlem Renaissance and the years following it. Almost everything one could want in a novel or vision is here: humor, suspense, black history from which Ellison’s vivid imagination teases forth truth beneath mere facts, and a rogues’ gallery of grotesques—Ellison is, one must admit, a sort of intellectual cartoonist when it comes to characterization; his people are, for the most part, principles.

If one must find faults with Ellison’s masterpiece, they would be the artistic flaws often found in first novels. His many characters lack individual psychological realism and depth. Their vividness derives from what they represent. Nevertheless, one cannot feel terribly much, for example, about the police slaying of Todd Clifton because really no one has died, only the idea of “slipping outside history,” which Clifton represents. Like Ellison’s people in general, including his protagonist, he is a caricature without a biographical sketch, without background, without the dimensionality we expect in “rounded” characters, and Ellison admits this when he writes, “The blood ran like blood in a comic-book day in a comic-book world.” At times, Invisible Man’s allegorical level weighs a bit heavily on the story, which becomes top-heavy with symbols (all heaped into the narrator’s briefcase, which is itself a symbol from the “Battle Royal” sequence). And Ellison pads out many chapters, milks them, really, with lyricism as a way of marking time when the action slows down or when connections between episodes are tenuous. An example of this would be the moment when his protagonist is released from the factory hospital and the novel structurally breaks in half. Hitherto, his protagonist has been propelled from incident to incident, from Norton to Bledso to Emerson to Liberty Paints, but now he stands directionless on a Harlem street until Mary Rambo, out of the goodness of her heart, takes him in. Or, put differently, the missing chapter called “Out of the Hospital and Under the Bar,” if Ellison’s editor had included it, would have provided a smoother, energetic flow between chapters eleven and twelve. Also, one must say that Invisible Man is a one-idea book that works its magic by carefully unpacking its central idea that meaning cannot be fixed, that Being is formless, a field of imagination and possibility that defies intellectual systemization; and by using Freudian references to the subconscious to demolish first the nineteenth-century bourgeois myths created by Booker T. Washington, then other naive optimisms of the Industrial Age, and at last the twentieth-century belief in collective action (the Brotherhood, I mean, though Ellison does seem faintly sympathetic to Pan-Africanism as symbolized by Ras) as a panacea for social ills. In this dramatized thesis, Ellison is playing with philosophical fire. But as startling as this faintly existential idea is when powerfully presented in the Rinehart section, Ellison gets the point wrong, or backward: it is not reality or the world that is formless and fluid but human perception—consciousness itself that allows us infinitely to perceive meaning as a phenomenon of change, transformation, and process; it is Mind (the subject pole of experience), not Matter (the object pole), that gives the perceived world a polymorphous character.

At bottom, Invisible Man is an outstanding rebellion against all forms of “authority,” all “fathers”; against anything that limits Ellison’s idea of freedom as equaling the lack of restraints. It is, in a way, the ultimate protest novel. Sadly, though, it leaves his protagonist nowhere to go except outside the lives of others, below the social world, which he lives off parasitically. Even sadder, this primary metaphor—invisibility—seems to force Ellison into a corner where our links to predecessors and contemporaries have been shattered. True, in the epilogue Ellison reaffirms the “principles” of The Republic, or plays with such reaffirmation for a paragraph, but the idea hasn’t been dramatically earned. Yet, having said all this, I must add that Invisible Man is, as critic Roger Sale puts it, one of those rare books that cannot be ignored, and which, I believe, provided an artistic direction for black writing in the 1970s.

The other direction was offered by the Black Arts Movement, a child of Negritude (or at least its first cousin) and Cultural Nationalism.

In her article “The Black Writer and His Role,” which appeared in the anthology The Black Aesthetic (1972), Carolyn F. Gerald writes:


I can hold a rose before you; the image of that rose is mirrored in your eyes; it is a real image. Or I can describe a rose for you, and my words will create an image which you can visualize mentally. Perhaps you will even imagine the smell and the feel; the words I choose and the way I build them into the image are evoked, until well-defined patterns of associations based upon sensory perceptions pervade in a very vague way the whole of a man’s experience.



Gerald argues that blacks, surrounded by works created by the racial Other, encounter a zero image of themselves and that a program for black cultural reconstruction is required to create positive images. Her article points out important questions of morality and value, for the image as part of our store of knowledge gives form to present perceptual experience and guides anticipation, projection into the future, plans, actions. “The artist, then, is the guardian of image: the writer is the myth-maker of his people.” Gerald’s insight is fine as far as it goes. It provides an interesting phenomenological foundation for a literary program, but such a program is by no means new. Image control has been the aim of black fiction—and perhaps its problem—from the very beginning of black literary production and was sounded as a specific goal, as noted earlier, during the Harlem Renaissance. Correctly, the Harlem Renaissance writers understood the image to be a workshop of meaning and perhaps even understood that the first step in treating social corruption is treating the corruption of consciousness. Their original concern with reenvisioning the lived black world touches on the dogged, very noble belief that black people, by virtue of their position in society, are somehow privy to perceptions valuable, even crucial, for fully understanding the structures of the social world. But, after critiquing the images created by the racial Other, after posing the question of black being and language, how do we “guard” the image (or meaning)? Looking back, we see the Harlem Renaissance as a tremendously productive period, and from it emerged such truly important talents as Claude McKay, whose poem “If We Must Die” is a lasting expression of man’s determination to endure, one quite as good as, say, William Ernest Henley’s “Invictus.” But the Harlem Renaissance writers did not so much promote the efflorescence of meaning in black literature and life as they replaced old stereotypes with new ones. In order to consider a more methodological attempt at controlling meaning, it might be helpful to give a furtive glance at the esthetic “philosophy” called Negritude.

The concept of Negritude was developed in the years between 1934 and 1948 by Léopold Sédar Senghor and Aimé Césaire, who were, as it turned out, admirers of Claude McKay. With Leon Damas they founded the journal L’Étudiant Noir and nurtured a literary movement memorable for its attempt to give authenticity to a unique African personality. Writing in “The Psychology of the African Negro” (1959), Senghor asserted that “Negro reason… is not, as one might guess, the discursive reason of Europe, reason through sight, but reason through touch….” He added, “European reason is analytic through utilization; Negro reason is intuitive through participation.” Finally, he stated that “the African Negro reacts more easily to excitements; he espouses naturally the rhythm of the object. This sensual feeling of rhythm is one of his specific characteristics.”

For Senghor, “Emotion was Negroid,” and by emotion he meant a sympathetic, even magical grasp of the world. Generally speaking, this is the spirit, or élan, of Negritude. According to Janheinz Jahn in Neo-African Literature (1966), the term “Negritude” broadly covered several meanings: (1) It was to be an instrument for liberation. (2) It was an incantatory approach to poetry that called forth the essence of things. (3) It was more often the style, feeling, and vision of a poetical work than its content. (4) It was rhythm sprung from deep emotion and feeling states, and from humor. (5) It was sympathy in contrast to understanding. (6) It was the self-affirmation of blackness. (7) It was also skin coloration and the shared experience of oppression. And finally, (8) it was the élan of African civilization. Obviously, these ideas presuppose what they are supposed to explain. Africa, for example, is not a homogeneous culture, and it has its own history of oppression; it is, rather, a diverse ensemble of cultures. Oppression is shared across racial lines, involving, among others, the Jews of Europe and native Americans. Skin coloration cannot be regarded as a criterion, for among Indians, both American and Hindu, and Orientals, dark pigmentation is also found. Sympathetic feeling, far from distinguishing the African personality from that of the European (equated with reason, analysis), is noetic—that is, feeling states, as Heidegger demonstrates in Being and Time, are not easily counterpoised to reason, which also bears an affective tone (Begriffsgefühl).4
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