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Notes in Chaos:
Issues and Problems in Int crpret ing and
Evaluating Literature by Afro-Americans

by
Darwin T. Turner

University of Iowa
Iowa City, Iowa U.S.A.

During the past decade, literature by black knerican writers has
become one of the most popular cOD@odities of tha knerican literary
marketplace. Seeming to have discovered it for the first time, critics
and literary historians have swarmed over it in numbers which threaten
to suffocate the best knolffiwriters. In one sense the increased at-
tention contrasts pleasantly with the previous neglect of black'knerican
writers. In another sense, the attentioll is disquieting. As any student
of literature knows , quantity of criticism doer. not nccessari ly prove
the existence of quality. This trui sm seems especially significant in
respect to Afro-~~erican literature, which is currently being explored
and claimed by some critics~ whoJprior to 1965, would have been hard
pressed even to name four black knerican writers. Therefore, as the
volumes of criticism increase , it becomes "important -- even essential
to evaluatc the existing critical practices and to suggest guidelines
for futurc approaches.

Three questions) I believc, sUiIlTIl:lrizcthe need: 1) Who is competent

to interpret and judge literature by Af'r o-Ame riqan s? 2) How is that

litcrature to be judged -- according to criteria used for other literaTY
works by Americans, or according to special crit cria? 3) Which ind5.vi-

"duals past and present -- have been the iilOStcompetent critics and



Turnc:l.J
f
I

/
!

hi stor iaus of the Ii t cr atur e of Afr o-Amcr i.cans .

I have attempted to answer thc third· question both .in an article

"Afro-American Literary Critics: an Introduction"l and in a bibliography,

Afro-A:nerican \';ri ters. 2 Comrn i ttees of the College Language Associat ion,

the National Council of Teachers of English, and the ~!odern Language

Association are pr~paring annotatedbibliograpllies which will evaluate
/ .

some of the cr i.t ici sm. And in the conclusion of this pape r i I will i.J.-~-.

~~entify some of the newer black American critics ..

Because ~f my limited space and the attention already being given

in various sources to the identities of competent critics, I wish to

concen~rate instead on the first and second questions I have raised --
I .

who is competent \0 analyze and evaluate Afro-American literature, and

how shall it be judged? Because the two are interrelated, I will not

_ try to separate my r espoiis es as I ask you to mcdi tat e with me on these

issues and problems in interpreting and evaluating literature by Afro-

AlIlericans.

Frank Mar.sha l I Davis, a black American poet, has posed a dilemma

that has frustrated many black writers:

You ask what happened to Roosevelt Smith

Well .•.

Conscience,and the critics got him

1Turner, "Afro-American Literary Critics: an Introduction,"The
Black Aesthetic, A. Gayle,ed. (Garden City: Doubleday, 1972), pp-.-S7-74.

2Turner, Afro-Amcr ican \'Iri ters (NewYork: Appleton-Century-Crofts,
1970). Rcpubllshcd by AH>lpublishing Co. Although the Goldcntree Bib-
liography format does not permit annotation, an asterisk following an
entry indicates a work of special significance.
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Roo scvc lt Smith wa s t thc only dusky child born and br cd ri.nthe
village of Pine City, Nebraska

At cOllege they worshipped the novelty of a black poct and
predicted fame

At twenty-three he published his first book ... the critics said
he imitated Carl Sandburg, Edgar Lee Na sters and Vachel
Lindsay . . . they raved about a wealth of racial material and
the charm of darky dialect

So for two years Roosevelt worked and observed in Dixie

At twenty-five a second bOOK ... Negroes complained about plantation
scenes and said he dragged Aframerica's good name in the
mire for gold .. "Europe," they said, "honors Dunbar for his
,Ships That Pass in t.h e Night' and not for his dialect wh ich
they'don't understand"

,For another two years Roosevelt strove for a different medium of
expression

At twenty-s~ven a third book .
Gertrude Stein or T. S. Eliot
material to which a Negro had

The critics said the density of
hardly fitted the simple
access

For another two years Roosevelt worked

At twenty-nine his fourth book . . . the critics said a Negro had
no business imitating the classic forms of Keats, Brmming
and Shakespeare . . . "Roosevelt Smith," they announced, "has
nothing original and is merely a black face white. His African
heritage is a rich source should he use it"

So for another two years Roosevelt werrt into the interior of Africa

At thirty-one his fifth bOOK ... interesting enough, the critics
said, but since it followed nothing done by any white poet
it was probably just a new kind of prose

Day after the r cv i cws came out Roo scvc Lt tracl cd conscience and
critics for the leather pouch and bunions of a mail carrier
and reo.d in the papers until his death how little the American
Negro had contributed to his nation's literature .... 1

As Davis implies, black writers have knohll that, regardless of

1Frank ~1. Davis, "Roosevelt Smith," Black Insights, Nich Aaron Ford,
ed. ,(Waltham: Ginn, 1971), p. 162.
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their subjects 01' styles, they would be condemned by someone. For the

past century and onc -hu Jf any literary \...or k about black Americans has
J

evoked discussion of the nature of blacks and of their position in A,~ Il-

~erican society. Coriespondingly, any literary work by an author identi-

fi.:11)10 .:1S black American has clici tcd di s cus sion oi thcr about the wri tel" S

responsibility in relation to the needs of his people or about the

wri.t.er t s i at ti tudc concerning the r e l at ionsh ip of black people to American

society. Insisting that literary evaluation must derive from the work

itself, some high-minded critics may identify such concerns as, "s ocio-

Logica l ;" "political,'! or "nonliterary," The purists' disdain, however ,

does not mitigate the fact that, in Ame r i ca , such matters have affected,
I . '

do affect, arid will continue to affect the reception and the judging of

literature by and about blacks. Therefore, it is naive to presume that

anyone can interpret or evaluate the body of literature by Afro-Americans

unless that individual comprehends Afro-America. On the other hand,

because black American writers frequently have employed styles, forms,

techniques> and allusions derived from Euro-Ameri can culture, the cri tic

of Afro-American literature must also know Euro-Amer ican tradi tion. In

short, whereas critics of such American authors as Henry James or Edith

Warton may be one-dimensional, critics of Afro-American authors must be

mul ti -d imcns iona l . In addi ti on to knowing the Ii ter ature, Liter ary

s t andar ds , and historical traditions of Euro-Amer i can cu l ture , cri tics

of Afr o-Amer.i can literature must be familiar \...ith and sensitive to the

literature, history, attitudes, cultural values, nllonces, legends and

myths of black Americans.-- ,~

Notice, I have nQ..1;- 5ald'that the' critic must ~lJ~,

Nevertheless, it is true that black Americans probably are the most
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perceptive judges of b lack Amcr ican literature not because they possess
(.- 'J

au)' spcc in l talent derived from skin color, mystique, or even soul, but

because they have shared with the black authors the conunon (though not

necess:1rily identical) experience of living as blacks in a white-oriented,

""hi t c-domi nat cd society. Since there are variations wi thin that common

black hlerican experience, some blacks will disagree when designating
......ht· !,.: t·I.-r,./j i';'I'~f

par t icu lar values t o honor ;' 'othe r blacks my be unfamiliar w i th the
1\

I:r..
nuances of black l-iving wh ich are unique to a par t icu lar region. Never-

theless, a black will generally be more familiar than the average white,

who has been socially and culturally separated from black Ame ri cans and

who frequently has been educated to believe fallacies about black Am-

oricans.
After this brief consideration of the nature of the critic, I

,:wish to speculate more extensively about the nature of the appropiiate

criticism, As Frank Davis implied, no matter what they at~empt, most

black wr itel'S w.i lI be hanged in effigy by some cri tics armed with mo ra l,

aesthetic (t hat is, "literary"), intellectual, or'political ..reasons, If

the works of wh it c authors we re consistently misjudged according to the
t i, e..

same criteria, I \\'ouldaSSlUne that able faulty perceptions resulted

from ignorance rather than bias. Unfortunately, the contrary is true.

Consider the apologies used ~o protect non-black authors. If

Tho~as Hardy seems aesthetically weak because he overuses coincidence,
'I ;.':,! i-

-litcrary historians demand respcct for his philosophy of life pre-
/.

sumin'g the inevi tabili ty of coincidence. If Charles Dickens seems

melodrJ.i1iatic,historians praise instead his humor and scrious social

commcnt ary . 1101'" is Dickens:'social criticism different from thc "pr otcst '

wr it i.rig"for wh i.chblack wr i t crs are cast i.gatcd? If Henry James seems
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to say nothing significant about life, he is nonetheless venerated for

the artistry with which he says nothing.

Cri tics should app ly the s anc standards to black American authors --

praise for their virtues rather than a focus iolely on their weaknesses.
ilrri.! ,,(I

But cr i tics should not condc s ce nd ingl y? aud black authors for any and

all efforts. Instead, critics must ~etermine the appropriate bases for

approving.

For example, much of the criticism of Paul Laurence Dunbar focuses

on the que~tion of whether he should have ,re-created character types

identified w ith the plantation t r ad i t i on of Joel Chandler Harris and

Thomas /Nelson Page, white Arne r i c an authors. Too little cr i t i c ism, h oweve r ,

call~attention to the fact that,in non-dialect poetry -- the writing on

r
which he wished to be judged, Dunbar was a proficient versifier, whose

expe ri mcnt s :\~itJ~' m~te; '~urp~sscd ti~os~'o'fhis' Amerie'an coiite;np6i-arie's.'

Frequen tly identi fied carelessly as a writer who championed mulattoes,

',Charles Chesnutt too seldom has been, e xami ncd ·asone who.vs at i l"iz..ed the

color-consciousncss, supe r f i c i.a l i ty, and vani ty of the vel')' group \.•hich

he supposedly romanticized or idealized .. ",Too seldom is he he ra l ded for

creating an art form f'r om the folk tales, wh ich he considered inferior

forms of literature. Eldridge Cleaver, a black writer, has vilified James

Ba 1dw in for wr i t ing about b lack protagonists wh o suffer dc at.h-wi shes, I

and Robert Bone, a white critic, has berated Baldwin for writing abbut a

2horaos cxua l . Iv1,y should not these critics a cknow l c dgc that, whe t.he r or

1Cleaver, Sou l_~_I ce (NcH York: r,!cGral</-Hi11 J 1968).

280ne, The Negro Novel in America, rev. ed. (Ne~ Haven, Conn.~ Yalc
Uni ve r s i ty prcSs-;-T9-65.
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not readers s ympa th i ze w i t h the horao scxua l subject-matter of Giovanni's

Room, Baldwin has narrated the story a r t fu l ly in a style far superior to

that of other contemporary American novelists who have won praise for their

style? \\'hy should Ba l dwi n be castigated when he wr i t e s artistically
,"-

about a subject he compr-ehends psychologically while William Styron, a

whi te nove lis t, earns adulation when he wr i tes less artistically about

Nat Turner, a black r-evo Lut.i.ona ry whom he cannot fa th om ps ych o l o g i ca l Ly ?

Let me r c v cmph a s i z c the point. I do not s ug gc s t that black writers

he pra is cd mere Iy for wr i ting ~nd publishing a book. Instead I I pro-

pose a mere continuation of th~ habits which critics practice when

assessing respected non-black writers. Despite their weaknesses, the

Shakespeares, ~liltons, Jamcses, Eliots, and Faulkners are praised for

their strengths. Each is wors'hipped even though he can bd~udgeJ de-

"ficientmorally ,aesthetically, inte Ll e c tua Ll y, or- soc i'o l og i ca l Ly v v lvhy

then should a black "'riter be condemned if he is not superior accor<.IinB

• ; '0 .~ :".

t,~, an, four ,of, thcse , cr itc r ia " ',',',
' • .;0 .~.

"0,' :. '; .', .. :: :.

Perhaps the most direct approach to the appraisal of literary works

.Ls a three-part catechism which I was taught many years ago: What is'

the author trying to do? Does the author do it we11? Was it worth doing?

An attempt to use this simple frame reveals further problems for the

black writer.

The fi r s t and third quos tions of the catechism rc late to the author's

purpose and subject. In these areas, as Frank Davis pointFlo~t, hlack

wr i tel'S wi 11 rare ly please all American readers.

No matter wh a t subject a black wr i tel' picks, he displeases S0111eone.
1-:1., r«

If Frank Yerby or Willard Not l cy wr i tes about wh i t.e peop l e , a Robert
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•. l·' t... ,.:.i.,· .l<1.t t
B0118 condemns him for being an a s s i riii Lat i.on i s t , or a black critic accus c s,.I

I
I,
I
i
I

him of wasting his time. \\chcn blacks of the 1920 r S wr ot e about ghetto

blaCKS, W.E.B. DuBois often accused them of sullying the image of ~egroes.

If a black of the 1970's delineates middle-class blacks sympathetically,
or:- il~ v_ /.; 7(' 's)

a vJritc-r<p'Yars'e-s---re,volu-
II

.. .,)
some black critics denounce him for (Tornmism. If

I
t i onar ies , sielf-prOclail1~ed liberals and integrationists scream that

Li tcr ary vt a cnt has been sacrificed on an altar of Lns an i ty . \\11ile many

Ame r i.c ans h' ep for foreign w r i tel'S required to support Fascist or Cornmu-

nist philosophy in their work, insufficient atten-::.ion is paid to the COiTI-

parable yo~e placed on black writers, not by the dictates of a government,

but by the emotions of critics who view black wr i te r s as tools, wcap ons ,

victims, or threats, but so l dorn as a r t i st s .

The reasons are rooted in history. As long as literate blacks wer e

...... ;·.;fel\i, .man)'·Amcl'icans,insistecl,that":they·use·, their talent tohelpthe 'i'ace .0"" .

poli tically and social I)' . Even after the numbers of Li terate bl ack s in-

"'~""::",C.~c:.a..~~d~.,t.ry~p'~,e~_~,u!e .on jth em ..c()n~inped ... FQU:()rs.;cAT.e~~ed.Pflrticul~J,"': .. : _..' :':'<-' .,:<
subjects and particular approaches from their Negro authors. Ml)' include

work by a Negro unless it was writtenabqutNegroes, and why have a

work about Negroes if it did not v a l idate wha.t whi te Amor i ca knew to be

the truth about Negroes? Recently, dur in g the late 1960 t s J black Amcr i >

cans concerned w~th a black nation -- either as a spiritual or ph)'sical

fact -- have turned the wheel full circle l.,rith their demand for a total

commitment of black talent to the cause of nCltion-builcling.
t} .••...,J:::' .•'t: r,

The basis for evaluating the appropriate subject-matter should be
. '/\

the one Coun t ce Cu l l cn adv oc a ted more than For t.y iyear s ago, in-a col umn... J
. -.•.. - - ----.------.---~-

in 2J.)J.:>.2~~~ll1i:tj~rnagnine.l...jPoindng out that no one condemns William
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/
Shakc spe a re , an Engl i shman , for wr i t ing about Greeks and Italians) Cullen

argued that blacK writers should have "qual freedo~ to select their olm

subject matter (in his word s , "to go e xcur s ion ing ") w i th the only s t ipu-

Lat ion being that the wr it e r enjoy himself and cr cat c an entertaining

excursion,l A:'1)' other demand is r-e s t.r ic t ive , whether imposed by a critic

(wh i te or black) who wants to promote a cause. or imposed by an editor

who a s s u.nes tho. t b lacks are compe t en t only to wr i te about blacks.

Related to the wr i t e r ' s choice of slibject is his purpose for writing.

As one should not castigate an author merely because one docs not like

the author's sub j e c t , so one r e e a l s unjustifiable arrogance when one

denoul1G:es an author's purpose.
I

artist's choice characterizes much of the criticism of black ~nerican

J-.:cverthelcss. failure to respect the

writers. David Littlejohn rejects without hesitation black wr i t er s who

reality of the picture, he insists t.h at black authors should stop des-

... ~,,'::.,;c:ribing,"w1plesant situations .'".Robert. Baile .. condemns both the wr i-t.e r s ;' .

who wish to reveal the Ame r i c ann e s s of middle-class' blacks and those

. wr i rc rs wh o .usc . literature to encourage' thc developmcnt of black n a t i ona-

l i s m. III 0. bcwi lclering pattern of reasoning} Bone seems to propose that

b l ack wr it c r s should r c co gn i zc and revere the folk qualities which make

them blackly different from a do.ai na t i ng wh i t c society; simultaneously,
~

f r·~\_, -
he insists that they should neither demand that that society adjust to- irl (.,. .l«,~

accommodatc th ci r di ffercnces) nor demand the r i ght to wi thdr aw from a

lIntervic\,/ by Lester Walton, The l~o_~cl, ~iay 15,1927.

2Littlcjohn, Black on \Vhitc: a Cr i t i ca l Survc)' of \'0:i!~nrL.]::L
Anlc)~Lcan 1\cgro~.~ C:~e\...-y-ork: - Gro-ssri~-6'n-:-"'F)6-()) .



society vh i ch refuses to acco.amod a tc them. Horrified by Lc Ro i Jones'

public e xhor ta t i on s to revolution and by his ar gumcn ts that li t er a t urc

is a weapon to be used against an cn cmy, Don a l d Costello, a whi t e cr i t i c ,

denounces Jones 1 dramas :1'11 thout determining whe t.hc r the themes actually,
are merely exhortations to rebellion. 1 Most of the cr i ticism dep Lor in g

Black Arts literature argues that, by using literature to encourage revolu-

tion, blacks are rejecting both art and reason.

Such judgment wins quick approval from those who view literature as

a mus e c i nsp i r ed art uncontaminated by political realities. The j ud.gmcnt ,

howeve r , is false. First, Black Arts Li t er at.ur e is not limited to the

:dimension of encouraging revolution. More significantl~ the judgment

reflects continuation of biased prescriptions about what should be rea-
;-

sonablc for blacks. Polish people who rebelled against Russia in the

;". ""eart)/ 'ri'iI~ct~el1:th" CeJ1f.u~/\ .•.~r~·';'ev?r:~d' by "t0~~):'ic:a~~t's'l~'L~~ta\1~'~0s1y;":' s:~~~<: .
......

' ..
of those same k~ricans were excuting Nat Turner and his black rebels.

c·>·.. .Ln-rthe ':19501 s newspape rs pictured and praised a Cze ch hur l i.ng va' grenade' .

aga ins t a Russian tank; ye t., a decade later ...•blacks who burned stores of

. men who had cheated and insulted them werc de cr i ed ras looters and rioters.

Richard Daley) the mayor of Chicago, encouraged Chicago police to shoot

" »to ki 11 b l ack rioters -and vl oo tc r s ; he defended the same policc whcn ,

without provocatirnl, they broke into an apartment at night and killed

two Black Panthers; yet, when Irish Catholic rioters were shot by British

.soldiers, Richard Daley accepted the chairman's position for a ~elief

committee for the Irish rioters. Perhaps these instances seem irrelevant

1Costello, "LeRoi Jones: Black ~bn as Victim," Commofl\\eal 87
(Junc 28) 1968), 436-40.
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.-
to a discussion of literature.because they are derived from aftuali~y,

not f'r om literature .. But comparable examples pollute the literature.

'funt except a color-blended reasoning would cause critics to applaud that

literature which venerates Spanish revolutionaries of the 1930's but de-

These are not an emotional·digression. As evidence of a
, the t

"reasonable," are relevant to a
. J\

double stardard in defining "r,eason" and

considera~ion of the dd s t i.ncti on be ti.••een
I

propaganda and art. Black writers

who have protested against the' oppressive or restrictive treatment of
, 1-

blacks in America are, frequently labeled "propagandi sts ;" The label -id--

Jentifies them as individuals who ~ish to persuade others to accept con-

~ elusions wh i.ch are not supported by reason. But if a black American is

:~~.. ~:"'"judgcd' :tin'reisonabi'~ "~heri'he p'erfb'r~s'in -~':iiy:s'co~s"ider~d';'~a~onabi~"for" ':,-',.~'"~~....,

white Europeans, can black writers ever hope to persuade those white

"'}'::.:.:',:.,,,Judges ..zhat.ib Iack 1i t~rary,',concl~si~ns. are cba'sed:t\pon' ..reason?,\.; :c',:';:: :'~:""~':;;:"~';'" .::~~.

. :. All of this'seems to support the contention of Nick Ford, a black

," '.. ': cri tic, that too many people distinguish propaganda' from art only according

to their agreement or disagree@ent with the author's ideas. If they dis-

agree, they pronounce the .work "propagandistic"; if they agree, they praise,

it as 'lIart.'1 When all possible has been said about style, characterization,

structure, and so on, the fact remains that John Hi Lt on ' s Para di sc poems

and N.J.than ic I Hal-.'th~''One's '1110 Sea rlet Letter. for example. are propaganda

piccc s , in the sense t.hnt they wcrc designed to manipulate readers cmo-

t i.ona l l y to adopt a particula~ phi l os.ophica l or social view, 1(01'" many

minis ters in New EngLand practiced .adul tcry with mcmber s of their congrc -
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gation? Hm.,rmany cuckolds are spiritually destroyed by desires for ven-
ge nce? \'Iho k nows ? The ques tions , and the answers, are not deemed impor-
tant: The 1iterati continue to prai sc the credibi l i.ty of The Scarlet
Letter. But, when a teacher discusses Richard Wright's "Long Black Song,"

I
a story in \Jhich a wh ite .sal.esman seduces/rapes a black hcuscwi fe, some
students vitab1y will protest: "But that's sentimental and me lodr'ama-
tic. Most lack housewives have not been raped or seduced by traveling
salesmen." Propaganda need not be art, and art need not be propaganda;
but propag nda and art may be interrelated in a li~erary work, which
should not be rejected merely because it is'written to express the views

,
of members of a particular group.

Needless to say, if I defend the right of black authors to use litera-
~.~ ture for educational purposes, I will also ~ufI';·,·r the right of black

. c .

•;- '.:-..': r , ar ti.st s vt o 'write"romance,.:excape ,..·fantas-Y,or" ..ha teve r.'they'desi re'•.,-If:·I·: .'. .' '.:
. .

do not like literature created solely for entertainment, I may stop read-

,<:':~.;,.;J.ng.i.i;,: .~.-n:~y:.~n~O~F.c{ge.o:~hers..I}?\:~o...:re_a.d./t.i.:b~~;):~9. ...n;6t-,..,q~~s:~ipr-.a:.::..:.•__:.~;.....~:.
. . writer's right to create it.· In this respect ,obviously, .I differ from

~<\ •• ry IV.:.,.i> .u<..' t.. Lt',.~.J

; ,some critics. --.such asAddi~sonGayfe)/and Hoy't--Fuller-- whosejudgmen t
. I A .

I generally respect. Unlike them, I do not believe that a black author
is betraying himself and his people if he uses his pen for entertainment .

. Interwoven with the author's subject and purpo;e, obviously, is his

thought or philosophy. Too often, black writers have been castigated
whenever their thought fails to correspond to the ideas of other Americans,
many of whom know very little about black people. Often, the castigation
has taken the severest form possible -- the refusal of editors to publish.

Consider some of the problems involved in evaluating the thou~ht of
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black wri tel's. One t ra di t i onal question is, "How representative is the

thought?" 111e logical response should be', "Who cares?" but it cannot be.

Recently, a graduate student asked me •..:hether Ralph Ellison's Invisible

r.l3.n was autobiographical. As a teacher. she fe 1t that she could not offer

it to her students as c. valid presentation of black Ii fe and black t.hought

unless Ellison had experienced the incidents he recounts. I might have

answered 'by describing the ability of a writer to project himself into a

situation through im~gination. 'or I might have explained that the question

itself reflected the fallacious assumption that the only value derived from

reading Afro-American literature is an autobiographical cOl1'.mentaryon society.
r-

But I responded more iimply. The very fact that American society identi-

fies Ellison as a Ncgro mcans that Invisible Man represents the attitude
•with which at lcast one Negro is willing to be identificd publicly. J-IQ\oJ in

" '. -thc name 'of ':ac~(1c'mc':can'A,'n'cricans':presumer th at; ':Styron.·'~ white Vlr~Uninh;' '. ". 'd,. ~

'..
has faithfully recreated the feelings of a black rebel who died a century

;., ,::.:::.b,c£qrc: rh at; wh~t:e.n:Cl.nwas.born, .:yet,:q1,lesti,on:..:t.he,validity ,~:f<l:cont~mporary .,.

black man's presentation of the feelings of some contemporary black Americans.

·,·,·But another quest i.on must be raised quickly. Is it justifiable for

black readers to derogate Invisible Man merely because Ellison repudiates

Ras. the nationalist. or because Ellison himself has failed to participate

~n black political activities of the 1960's and 1970's?

Various other questions constitute the conventional scheme for eval-
I

uating a novelist's thought: Is the philosophy of life/the thought

original? Obviously. one cannot make such a judgment v,rithout knowing

something about the work of other black Amcrican writers. Is the author's

thought biased? This question has value only if one expects to make a
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j udgmcnt about' n group or t akc act ion purely on the basi s of a s ing Jc

Li t e rnry work . A Li t.e r a ry work pr oiuo t cs a feeling about a s it ua t l on ; it

crca tc s an empathy; or at least a sympathy" for people .. For data about the

histoiy, sociology, and psychology of people, I prefer nonfictional, some-

times dullf analyses-and records which permit me to estimate the truth by

weighing fact against fact. Nevertheless, I recognize the tendency of

many readers to accept fiction as his tor); and, thus, to respect the au-

thentici ty of Harriet Beecher StO\'ICI s UncIe Tom's Cabin, Thomas' Dixon I s

The Clansman, Joel Chandler Harris's Uncle Remus, Thomas Page~'s planta-

tion stor ies J Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn. and Styron I s Confessions. As
'J

long as most Americans presume to find objectivity in the works of a

Northern abol i t i oni s t , a Southern Negrophobe, two chauvinists from the

South, and two Southerners of more moderate views, I resent even the ques-

..~ ...":~. ,. ...~

, Rcl at cd -to 'the' question "ot' bias is the question' o'fwhethera 'black

writer knows his subject sufficiently. Again, I insist that nos~ngle
,~...~~:':":-:"':"'.".....-,: ".:-: ..•.....:',.- ":'::".·."'4"'J~ll(:'i"K'~ .:....< .. ", .••... ,' .. ,'!' .• : ••.•.••• "'!' ~.:.,...,.• ~.•..::.: ...~ -.- .: "::' .....':..• ", -.-c ..•.•.••..•• : .•••...••. ,., t

black American can for all blacks -- or even for blacks of a different
1\

region. Dunb ar wrote unconvi nc ing ly about social problems of Southern

blacks bcct;5'se he was not familiar with those problems. Frances Harper
. - .

and James Baldwin wrote rhetorically plea~ing but vague protest against

the South because they were unf'ami liar wi th the situations. On the other

hand, Jean Toomer wrote lyrically about Southern b l acks because, emotion-

ally detached from them, he did not submerge them in the psychologic31

realism with which he analyzed Northern blacks, whomhe knew better.

Certainly, the mere fact that a writer is of African ancestry does not

mean that he 'is an authentic voice for the beliefs of. all or most black
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one needs to know something about his background -- the region in wh ich he

was reared, the culture to \~ich he was exposed -- and one needs to con-
1,,·'j ..·.·1 ..'cIUI~t"tc.~.

sider the gtoup of blacks about hwom"~e writer most oftenA Few people

believe tha~ William Faulkner is speaking for Henry James' people or that

Edi th Whar Ion is describing Nar k Twain country. Similarly, it is ridicu-

lous to sume that any single representative of thirty million black

Americans .s drawing" a composite of all thirty mil1ion.

It is, therefore, very important,not to castigate a black writer for

failing to represent the thought of all blacks if he does faithfully pre-

sent the thought of those whom he knows and proposes to describe. It is

equa lIy important, as I "have implied, not to as sume carelessly that a

black writer's race necessarily makes him an accurate presenter of the

0. :

" ,
black writers, I must point out the probability that any black writer will

-: .:"

curaiely than a white writer will. Here, the critical factor is that a

""similarity of experience provides a bLackwr i ter. with an empathy general1y

lacking in the white writer, who, without a b~sis of experience, may

understate or overstate the feelingS"

Finally in respect to thought, there is too often a tendency to judge
)

the thought of black writers according to the respectability of their

morality. Let me cite examples of the problem." A wh i tc college professor

~ who proposed an anthology of poetry by contemporary blacks decided to :

select entries according to the "moral qualityl1 of the work. Does that

mean automatic rejection of black revolutionary writers ~lose morality

insists upon the destruction of the white e~tablishment? Or docs it
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'l'u rne 1"

I
/

I
I
!
I
f,
i
i

mean rejection of b lack s who do not insist upon destDrction? Docs it
I

I
mC3.11 s c lcc t in g only those poems wh ich approve the publicly professed

morality of the middle-class American (Anglo-European)? Or Hill the

editor include only those poems which honor the morality of the lower-

class rural or ghetto dwel l er ?

W.E.B. DuBois respected the aesthetic quality of McKay's Home to Har-

lem but rejected its moral values because it portrays some black people

who do not aspire to' the middle-class. Robert Bone condemned Charles

Chesnutt because Chesnutt did not profess love for all blacks; Paul Elmer'

More, a white humanist-critic, approved an essay Hhich condemned Chesnutt

for ~~ Li fying wh i tes .

Today, of course, many blacks are protesting 'the works Hhich portray

Shafts, Superflys, pimps, hustlers, and prostitutes. Those protests are
;,' :·~:':··;Ju·sd.f'i cd IVhcn'the'th~llght of'~> \{ork·glol·ifies...~.'~'ay:'of·i.i'fe·\\'n1c}/; is" ..:.: ..•'.: ..

destructive to bl~ck people physically, spiritually, or mentally.

.;::.::..::.··:.;·Buthowdoes vone vdet crrni ne what .i.s. trul y -,de struc t i.veL> Ou!3Q~s.con tended .. ·..c .. ;:

that the p~Strayal of black Thightlifers, by dem~nning the ra~e, was des~

tructi ve to the race; he would have approved portrai ts of b lacks who,

~cccpting the American system, strive to improve their position in it.
h; ,,1\.'.-.(' , .••)

Undoubtedly. many contemporary black writers would decry as destructive
I.

any work which advocates black conformity to and acceptance of the status

quo.

Let me consider the second question in my catechism :- How well does

the wr i tel' do what he is doing? I shall briefly consider this question in

respect to such specific elements of -literary analysis as characterization,

plot cons tructi on , style and language.
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First, characteriz:ltion. Obviously what is sajjd about characterization

overlaps wi th ,,'11a tis said about though t bc caus c black writers, 1ike others,

frequently develop thought through delineation of character. Here also

black writers suffer from critics. Dunbar has been accused of degr~ding

black people by recreating plantation ~egroes •...ho love whites. Chesnutt

has been condemned, from

•

" :,... . .:~.
" • -v , ~ .' .\ .'": " •• j : :0 '... ; .: .~: . ...•.. . ':" "

' .... ~..,

',' .. . :~'", . ..... "':'
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I
I one side, for c r ca t ing ~cgrocs wlio consider themselves superior to other

-('--"N' "roc' s ; from the othe f side, he is cas ti go t ed fOT vi 1i fy i ng whito s th TOugh
! '-.C I J .. !,,; ,

'

I stereotypes. -~\lcK:lyis berated for picturing ghetto dwe l Ie r s who enj oy
t, . ,

i lG ' (h !.•..'./
. life in night clubs .J~\'hTght is denounced by some blacks for representing

J.

blacks falsely as Bigger TIlOmases; he is criticized by some whitos for
t.:!d ,-r. (~ '

caricaturi ng whi tes as psychopa ths, bi gats I and de Iudc d liberal s. )""3ald\"in ' s
II

Blues for ~lr. Charlie has been praised by some whites who adjudge the ,.•hite

antagonist to be the·drama's most sympathetic and credible character, but

other critics have pr otcs t ed that most of the whi.t.e personae are stereo-

typed bigots. When Cwcndol yn Brooks wrote a series of poems about Annie
'--~:"~. ,t",)")

Allen, a cri tic warned that, asYshe wrote only about blacks, Gwendolyn
/I

Brook~ would be adjudged a minor writer.
I

;

. 'The list of examples could be extended interminably. One begins to
~ - - -

.' .-:..:.:..wonderwhethcr ' any black wti tervc antdel i.neat.e -char ac te rs 'credib 1/. -·Per-·;
. '."

haps the appropriate question, ho..•ever I is whethe r the alleged weakness

the readers' perception. Is Othello or EmmaB~vary actually more indivi-

.dualized, more credible than Bigger Thomas? Is Bigger to be understood

as the representative of all blacks? This certainly was not the conten-

tion of Wright, who subsequently explained that Bigger should be seen

ei thc r as a compos i te of one particular type of black youth or as a rep-
'.

resentation of oppressed people of all races. II' Chesnutt presumed an

author's prerogative to limit his casts of characters (as he did when he

explained his refusal to write about those slaves who loved their masters),

why should he be condemned for focusing on those blacks who aspire to

"middle-class" standards? If Americans dc fcnd rt.hc right of whi t.e author.s
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to c rca tc dc rog a to i-y I magcs of b l ack s and I de a Ii zc d p or t r a i ts of whi t cs ,

h'lIy d\) c r i ri c s r o.ic t ill a ln rm when blacks reverse the process?' Lr on ic a l Ly ,

few, if any, cri tics have charged frank Yerby wi th vi li fying Southern

whites. Have his characters been accepted silently because he pretended

to write from a perspective sympathetic to white Southerners? No other
,

reason is obv i ous ,' for certainly Yerby, more than any other we l l vknown
II '

black auth01' has pictured wh i tes in demeaning ways. No other black. has

populated the wh i te South with an aristocratic Homan wh o becomes a prosti-

tut.e, \\'omen/ wh o fight each other over c l o thc s , a woman who commits adultery

and rObber1 during h cr honeymoon, a man who is hated by his errt iTe family

-- who won his wi fe by kidnaping and raping her, and another man who in-

sists that the South is devoid of education, gentility, and virtue. These,

one must remind, aTe Yerby's heroes and heroines not his villains.

,".....

can the errors be rectified? How can any critic judge the authenticity

. ";''. ,~""of,a,; ch a.r act.er u....hose wayoCli.£.~ he.does,;no( know'?",Theptob le:rh:troub l e s .
.,' ,'. .' .' ..' - '. . .. . . ,', .,:;. .

black reader-critics· as we 11 as wh i.t e s . Can a black reared in Chicago

,assess the credibi l i.ty of Er ne s t Gaines I Louisiana blacks? Can a black

from a rural, communi t y in North Ifarolina evaluate the r e a l i ty of Ed Bullins I
.,

Northern, urban hustlers? 111e problem is further complicated by the fact

that a writcr, for various rcasons, may actually be attempting to delude

readers. for Lns t.ancc , in the novel If lIe 1I0llers Let Him Go, Chester

Himes, to provoi\.e action fro1:1 sympathetic white readers, lI\a)' have delin-

eatcd a black motivated by a psychopathic sense of oppression far exceeding

that experienced by most b lack people. Or Slack Kevol ut ion ar y wr i tel's}

to wi.n supporters, may picture protagonists more t dc dic a t.ed than any
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There is no simple solution to a valid assessment of the authcnti-

ci ty of charactcri zation. Perh aps the most effective is to approach each

ch8.racter as a literary portrait by an individuo.l author, not 0. historical

pho t.ogrnph of 0. people. Vicwcd from this perspective, cha r ac tcr s a rc

wcl l=d i-nwn if credible and if consistent with themselves and with what is

known about blacks of a particular time and place. Individualized black

characters cannot a l ways be expanded into Everyman. On the other hand ,

allegorical figures -- such as Black Arts wri ters have created -- should

not be eviluated by the criteria used to judge realistic presentations

of individuals.

Rather than assuming that thought and char ac ter i za tion are the only

li terary clements to be scrutini zed in the works of Af'ro-Amcr i cans , cr i tics

,'.' , ,::,·,tnu;;tcOl1SiJcl':'Sl,lchother c Icmcrrt stascp loti st ructurerandisty Ic. «Pu r tb c rmor-e ,:,' ,

critics must attend to the question of a Black Aesthetic -- that is, a

" ba sis .for judgment der ivcd from, Afr i can-Amer.i.can ..cuLture ra'ther .t.han f'rom.
;;:; • ,,'.' ',' "M,_" :.: ••••• :. ,":, •• "' ••.••. : ••••• \ ••••••••••• ;:.: <. >~ .:': -, > .' .-:: ".,.; :',' .'.': ;.v .. / -.-: ;,. ::::, .. ',:"

European-American culture.

,Until re~e~tly, fe~ individuals questioned the validity of European~

American literary standards as a basis for evaluating works by blac~ wri ter s .

Critics assumed that all, or certainly most, Afro-American writers imitated

t.hc forms respected in Euro-Amcr i can Ii ter at ur c . And the assumption seemed

to be validated by the ease wi.th which the literary t cchn ique s of most

Afro-~lericans could be compared with those of Europeans and white Americans.

In the 1970's, however, prompted by Black Arts writers, ~10 propose styles

derived from Afro-American culture, critics need to re-examine older Afro-

American works to determine whcth cr any of these reveal a p rcv ious l y un-

suspected deri va tion from Afr o-Ancr i can cul t ur a I styles and t r adi tions.



I
I
I

For instance, jtlst 3S spree historians suggest that slave narratives have

I provided a basic mode1 for autobiographies by 1at cr black Ameri cans 1 so

I
I careful analysis may r'cvca l that novels by Afro-Amc r i can s have a unique

J

style evolved from African romance or from oral Af'ro-Ame r i c.an tales.
,

Consider ano the r possible study: ''\1any black w ri ters have conscious ly ,

imitated the sermons of Afro-American preachers; but how many works by

Afro-Americans'dcrive their form (or imagery and rhctoric) from the' author's

uncon scious echo of sermons? \\11en they arc judged according ,to the lit-

erary prescriptions of llcnr y James, W.E. B. DuBois' snove Is seem to be a
. .

chaotic mixture of fantasy and social realism: Does the mixture merely

demonstrate DuBois's ineptness, his failure to blend the regional romance

popular at the end of the nineteenth century with the social criticism

which became popular in the early years of the t.went i eth ; or does the mi:s.-

/"",':.",,, ture 'reveal' DuBois's unconscious, echo, of:a,black'preacher's.cha:C,acteristic",.,

use of allegorical r-omance as a device to vivify the social message in his

.-.:.•.', :. '. }~~rlllC?n.?/I. do jiot suggc s t tha t all ear lic~wri ting oval veel f'r orn such a.. . . ',' . .' :;. :.... . :.. ,' ,' ... "... -'.' ',' . :',.-,'. ',' -", ":...;. : . ". ,.:'. . ',. ,,:.... '.:: : -." '.~..- : .: ;:" .: " : .. :.:: :-,:' '.~''. ." .. -, ,,' .

black heritage, but 1 do propose consideration of such a possibility as a

pr6fitable approach to a~tudy of black literature.

Unt i 1 such r-c -c xnminationsal'e undertaken, the forms and structures

of black literature prior to the 1960is will be evaluated according to

thc i r correspondence to. the f'or ms us ed by whi t.c authors. Even using such

a criterion, howcver , a critic or a reader must not condemn a writer for

failing to t r ans ccnd his time in form and style. 111at is, black Li.te r ar y

work s of the 1890' s should be judged in compari son wi th works by whi tcs

published during the 1880's and 1890's.

While I continue to insist that black wri ters doserve commcndat ion
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for their effective uses of the forms and structures identified with a l I>

Amcr i can Li t.e r a t ur c , I hope that Lnc rc a s ing nurnbc r s of black wr i ters wi 11

examine Afric<ln and black American traditions for additional fOrms and

structures. This proposal is not original or new. During the 1920's,

Alain Lock e; urged blacks to ex-plore their he r i tage for artistic tradi--

t ions which they mi gh t use and perfect in the present. Ishmael Reed's

interest-in' the ritual and meaning of Hoodoo is only one example of the

kind of black tradition wh ich might be used to undergird and/or give form

to black literature.

Style and language must also be considered 1n the appraisal of lit-

erature by blacks. Generally, American black writers have adopted styles

approved by the Amer i can white critical establishment. Hence, conven t i ona l

measures of evaluation have been applicable. A:few earlier writers, how-

rather than 1I10rc convcn t i.ona I meters. Certainly, it is unjustifiable to

:...;"' ..;j~d.gc,a.?la.ck. \~ri,ter' .~ccording.to .'1:J~9.rhyt hrns, of. Bur-o-Amc r icau. poe~ry Lf.

he is deliberatel), creating different rhythms. Today, the use of a Black

... ;.

Aesthetic asa criterion for style is even more important, for many Black

Arts poets deliberately imi tate rhy thns familiar to black cu l ture. These

contemporary poets also emphasize intonation, gesture, panto~j~e, and

o thc r devices wh ich t r adi t i.ona l l y have been s i gn if ic an t in sing'ing and

story-telling by the b l ac k .Americans who developed their literature from

oral traditions. Such devices frequently have been undervalued by those

c r i tics who favor poetry derived from t r ad i tions whi ch stress wr i ttcn words.

Each black writer, however, should seck.the style ~lich is most sig-·

n i f i can t to him or her in the attempt to communicate \'Ii th and c a rn respect
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I.~~rr!his audience. Some wri t er s should be fr-ee to use a Euro-Amor.i can

'strle if that is effective for those writers. Perhaps they. like Melvin

Tolson, will blacken that style and transform it. Why should not b lack
I

\~~.iters be free to borrow from

01 the other hand. other black
I

all cultures J just as whi te artists are!
'j h e ./.{

writers mus-t not hesitate to use uniquely

black styles even if most white critics are unfamiliar with or deplore

those styles.

The matter of language , finally .• must be considered. Black artists

should have freedom to use the dialect which they deem:appropriate, whether

that, language is labeled colloquial, non-standard, or standard by tradi-
r c: ..:. ",.h ( .- ';.

tional gi.'-arr.mar-i-anS-and-linguists. The language of some contemporary black

poems and dr'amas has been castigated as vulgar. Since I can identify

..comparable vulgarity in non-black works respected by American critics, I

obscenity. On the other hand, I view as inunature and pointless any work

, " .: ..;.' ::.iri,~;r!ti~h..t;h~; \\fr~.te.r.;s.eems::~:t9:!:ry"tq r impres.s; -,ie~,d.e~~_me,rylY\<litl1 .tl)e .•~x.~::,,-".:.'-v- ';":~.,.;.;:,
,'II- t',,_ •• '. • '. "-. . -. ,_ '.' _ '. '. • o. • •

tensiveness of his vocabulary for cursing or Hith the number of times he

'can r epca t particular expr es s ions within a given number of lines. Cer-

tainly. literary talent is not to be equated with the ability to write
". . .

"mutha-fucka. II In short, so-called "vulgari t.y" should have a purpose.

Obsccn i ty For thc sake of obscenity is pretentious and ridiculous.

Because I have implied that it is useful to examine Afro-American
(" (-

literature from the prespective of the Afro-American critic, I wish to

h .. I
conclude by identifying some of the more competent among t e recent crltlCS.

IFor the identities of critics whose reputations .Herc established
before 1960, please see my essay, "Introduction to Afro-American Critics,"
The IHack Aesthetic, Addison Gayle, Jr., cd , (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday/
AncT;or:-1-9-ilT~~-s7-74.
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The r-enewed Ln tcr cs t in Afr-o-Amcr i can Ii terature has facilitated

thc publication of books by black academic critics1 who had established

their reputations before 1960. Because commercial publishers are less

interested in scholarly studies than in anthologies, which can have wide

sa1cs as tcxtbooks in classes, a significant bulk of the criticism and

litcrary history has appeared in the introductions to literary anthologies.2

New anthologies by "older" critics are Black Insights (Ginn; 1971) by Nick

A. Ford, author of The Contemporary Negro Novel, a Study in Race Relations

(Meador, 1936); Cavalcade (Houghton Mif f l i.n, 1971) by Arthur P. Davis,

co-edi tor of The Negro Caravan (Dryden, _1941) and Saunde rs Redding, author
S\.-"~·r.!.1 b(, ..'J'("; c., h/.t",i'( c...t i v>« , I·,..,:...ly:t'l"~

-""'1- _ - - -~-- -- --.-- .

of' T'o i>1akea Poet Black - (Un iversi ty of North Carolina Press, 1939) J a
1

critical history of black writing before 1930. Richard Barksdale, a
a

black academician, has co-edited an anthology, Black \vriters of America
' .••.•• ··"1.·;' .:- "'.• " ....•.... . ...•. ' •.... \" .:-. .: .':' .. ','" : : ...• :.• :- ) •..•: .. ~_\ -t> ' :.- : ". ..,"": .......•.- ...•.•.•...e :.•.••••.•.• : ••.•. :..•••.•. ~-:.•, .•••.
", '-" (Macnii Llan, 1972L-"Vl1th Keneth'KJ.nnambn', a whlte "co l le ague ,

:".•...• , -"

The major recent book-length critical studies by "older" academicians

<:',~,<",:al'e',Arthur Davis I so-From the Dark Tower (Howard University Press; 1974) J -a ' ,,', :,'

study of black American writers from 1900 to 1960) andW. Edward Farrison' s

l'lilliamWells Brown (University of Chicago Pr es s , 1969)J a definitive

study of the first black American novelist.

Publishers' interest has also encouraged the publication of omnibus

11 identify as "academic critics" those who have been f'ornia l Iy trained
in literary study in universities and whose primary occupation is college
or university tcaching.

21 shall mention only those anthologies whose edi tors have provided
useful criticism or literature history. Hence, I am omitting some antholo-
gies wh ich arc \valuablc for their literary selections. Ex amplcs arc Lindsay
Patterson's Bl:lck Thc:lter and Woodie King's antholozies of drama, fiction,
and poetry.



Pogc 25 - Darwin T. Turner

an t ho l ogic s by a number of black acndcm icians \.,.110 have acquired signifi-

cant roput at ions on-Ly since 1960. Among these are Blac_k Literature in

America (McGraw-Hi Ll , 1971)' by Houston A. Baker, Dark Symphony (Free Press,

1968) by James A. Emanuel (co-edited with Theodore Gross, a white col-

lC~l:gue); and Bl IlCK Amcr t can L1t orat urc : Essays J Poetry, Fiction, Drama

(Mo r-r i 11, It70) by Darwin T, Turner, Significant his tory and ,~riticism

in collections restricted to one genre appear in Early Black Arr.crican

Poets. (\ViI iam BrOl\11,1969) and Early Black American Prose (Br own, 1971)) h<,t:'.I'.-(.{~j

:~·::';··"··~.andin Bla k Drama in America (Fawcett, 1971) by Darwi.n T. Turner.

Useful samples of criticism can be found also in co11e~tions of es-

says by black critics. Among these are Black Expression (Weybright and

Talley, 1969) and The Black Aesthetic (Doubleday, 1972), both edited by

Addison Gayle, Jr., an academician, who has become identified as a leading·

",.'",::>..sp,okesman .for.. !'.Black:::Arts~'.cri,ticism~:";,,A :~o:l1ection'O-f,critic,al .ess ays "''.--''",:.-:;:<-, ,:::. '.:,

about' an individual author is Langs'ton Hughes;' Black Genius Olorrow, 1971)~

.i : :,' edi te d by, .Therman O'Dani~)..,.: '"
_ •. ' ••••• ~'~ '. ' ••..••• '0' \ •••• • ••••.••••• , •••• ~. ~.;_.,.' .r> ,-,,\:--.,•••.• : ... :.~..A.,.~::.:.:..,.•. :',".'. ,.....,:.::-c.,:-:..~•..•.:,,-.::.:. ,"" ':.';~.:,.'.'.',".:. ,'!' *,' ' •...•..•:." ':' :.,:. ',':":,:-:_.'_
"'';'.,' ~',.:.:~':." ' .....•. : ... " -, - ..... '.'~ "'.' :- ..... _.' '~':,' ";-:.." ~ ~

...As I have stated earlier, scholarly studies, 'because of ..limi ted mar-

, ke t value, are generally unattracti ve to. ,commercial pub Ushers) especially

since the waning of the early surge of interest in black literature. Even
.... '," .'

university presses, responding to rising costs, have begun to restrict

pub l ica t ion . Conscqucrrt l y , valuable criticism often is Li nri tcd to pub-

lication in periodicals or through such black-controlled pressed as the

Third World Press of Chicago, Illinois, or the Howard University Press of

Washington, D.C .
.'

Despite these publishing difficulties, schqlarly studies by black

academicians have appeared. A'popular format combines critical introduc-
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I t i.ons ""i th unpub 1i s hcd oi' un co l Icct e d wri t in gs of indi vidua I b l ack s •
I,

This structure has pr cno tc d the publicat.ion of Philip Butcher's The

Willbm Stanley Br.1i thivai to Reader (Uni vcrs i ty of Mi.chi gan Press, 1972);

5)'1 via Render's The Short Fiction of 01.1rles W. Chesnutt (Ilowa rd Uni Yer-

sity Press, 1974); and Darwin T. Turner's ~ollcction of selected writings

of Jean Toomer -- autobiographical papers, dramas, narratives, poems,

and aphorisms (to be published by HOI...a rd University Press, 1975). Other

significant studies are Catherine J. Starke's Black Portraiture in American

Fiction (Basic Books, 1971), a study of black Lmagc s in American fiction;
. .'

Darwin T. Turner's In a Minor Chord (Southern Illinois' Universi ty Press,

1971), a bio-critical study of Jean Toomer, Countee Cullen, and Zora

Neale Hurston; Houston Baker's Long Black Song (University of Virginia

Press, 1972), a collection of critical essays; ~~rle A. Richmond's Bid

.. ·,"·the Vassal Soar (HowardDni.ve r s it.y ;Pre?s,.1974L.·,a s tudy ofPflill.i~ .....

i~'heatiey and George ~f. Horton, early black Amer i ca n p oc t s , <!d Addison

",:' ....:.

,'., .. Gayle 's Claude McKay:
•~ .•.•,,: 1~.~. ; •. ';',. " ' .' . -,': -:, ',' " -, .

The Poet at War (Broadside, 1972).
. :.~" . ...

.' ~". .. --, ':'..: ", -;' : .~: :,' •. : ~' •• ':':", .~-- .''-'', r

.Book-length bibliographies and presentations of literary theory are

.uhe least common forms of publication. ,Nevertheless, the interest in

black literature enabled a few blacks to publish a limited number of these.

A useful bibliography is Darwi.n T. Turner's Afro-American lVri ters

(Appleton-Ccntury-Crofts, 1970; reprinted b)' A11~1Publishing Corp.,

Northbrook, IlL). An extremely v a l uab l c study 6f the theory of poetry

is the int.roduction to Understanding the Ncw Black Poetry (Nor r ow, 1972)

by Stephen lienderson, an academician who Hithout the fanfare given to
/

some, has sought to define a Black Aesthetic in literature.

Although I am f'ocus ing attention on black ac adc mici ans who have
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published their criticism in booKs, attention should be given also to

such academicians as Ceor ge Kent, Helen Johnson, and Donald Gibson whose
! ~

best criticism appears in black periodicals.

At present, as in the past, relatively few blacks serve as profes-

s i ona l cri tics -~ that is, indi v,LdqaJs '...•he dcr i.ve thci T income pr imari ly

from their critical,writing. Clayton Riley, a drama critic whose work

occ as i ona l l y appear-s in The New York Times is pr obab l y the be s t+known of

these.

A very interesting group of contemporary critics is that associated

with the Black Arts movement. For convenience, let me catalogue these

in three groups: introducers, theorists, and reviewers. As I am using

Ithe term , an "introducer" is an individual respected as author or critic

who calls attention to a new writer either by means of an introduction
--.

I, .: ••. ·.;.:,to.thewr i ter's·first.book 'or- by.a·brief.~favorab~e not.iceci.n.va-per i.odi ca l-.

The two major introducers of the morncn t are Cwendo l yn Brooks, Pul i tzer-

the most important source of books of black poetry in Ame r ica . Tradi-

tionally trained as poets, both Brooks.and Randall have questioned the

value of some of the more ext r avagan t styli st i.c experiments of young

black poets; but both have consistently demonstrated sympathetic under-

standing of and encouragement for the efforts of the newcr poets. In,

the category of introducer, one must also place Hoyt Fullor, editor of

Black World, who occasionally wri tos a review or an essay, but who more

often uses a co l umn of Literary notes as a vehicle for calling attention

to unknown black wri tel's.

The most productive work of Black' Arts cr i tics has been in Ii terary,
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theory. for obvious reasons. Their use of a Black Aesthetic has required'

them to explain Hie concept to readers .. ~10st of the theorists have been

literary creators. One of the earliest and most important was Amir i

Baraka (LcRoi Jones), whose criticism remains scattered through black

pc r iod ic a Ls , In drnma Larry Neal and Ed Bullins have led the way with

articles in F'reedomways , Black World, and Black Theater Journal.: One of

the more' important theorists of poetry has been Carolyn Rodgers, espe-

ci a l l y in her essay, "Black Poetry l\11ere It I sAt" (Bla_<::!~10rl_d, 1968).

Recently Ishmael Reed, well-known as a novelist and poet, has assuIT.cd

greater responsibility as a theorist, partly to defend his own practices

and partly to support new writers. Although most of his criticism appears

in a variety of periodicals, a valuabl~ single source is 19 Necromancers

from NCAa,' Ci)~,·~,\i<,I,..'t/1n_k."., ,c/le), which he, edi ted. Perhaps the most com-

','""'petent and productive wri ter,-theorist.·'at:themonient· is Don:L.' 'Lee'CHaki .... -..
. .

R. ~ladhubuti), author of Dyn?mite Voices (Broadside, 1971), which com-

',-

The "reviewers II are more difficult to identify and to eva l uat.e .:
!.o •..••.. !'1 .1.'~

Many, like Sarah Fabio, Sonia Sanchez" Nikki Giovanni, Johara Amini,

and Cecil Broh'n)are wri ter s , themselves. Sometimes they seem to have

agreed to review only books which they love or detest. Examples arc the
larts

laudatory r cv icws whi ch Sonia Sanchc zwr i tes in a Black poetic style,
J\

the exhortatory r cvi ews by Nikki Giovanni and .Joh ar a Amini, or Ccci 1

BrOlVl1'S flurry of attacks on Native Son. In all instances ,their r cpu-

tations as writers are exceeding their reputations as critics.

Among those who are winning r cccgn i tion pr imari 1y as cr i ti cs , rather

than writers, Karamu ya Sal~am (Val Ferdinand) and Li; Gant are particu-
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j
1:n}y notcwor thy . Kar amu ya Sa Iaam won the 1972 Richard Wd ght Awa rd

f01li tcrary criticism, and Li z Gan~ won the Ami r i Baraka Award for

dr~matic criticism; their work has appeared primarily in Black World.
;

G;){ltand Kar amu y a Salaam, like Don L. Lee, begin their criticism with
I
I . I

th/o ns sumpt i on that tho proper subject mat to r of Black li tc r a turc is tho
!

black experience and that the purpose of a black writer should be to

educate black readers. But their willingness to specify wc akn esses as

'well as strengths evidences that black critics have moved beyond the

;early days of Black Arts, when many young wri ters esteemed. emotion, con-
"sciousness, and subject-matter as the sole criteria of literary excellence.

These n ew critics, however, are not seeking to destroy wr i t.e rs with t.he-i-r-

condemnation. Like patient tea~lers, they point out weaknesses in a tone

which assures the writer that he or she can do better. But because thej

black writers take sufficjcnt time to perfect each work before publishing
" .'. ,.::=: .:::::.:.':..,'!. I~<O•• ::<~''.:',_,..: :i ~ .: '.;~'; ~':-,'i'.~'.,.~.. :,:>:.~.~.t: ~'; :. ,'.",-:." :"'l.: '{' .;~:..;/~::;,: . -: ~':'''''~,~.,

In conclusion, I have'no illusion that I 'have ~ns0ere~ all or even

most questions about how to read and evaluate literature by Afro-Americans.
:;r<!. t ~-<I.>

I have been more anxious to raise questions or, as I s-a±d-, to meditate

with you in order ~o encburage further corisideration of the need to

establish bascs .for cva lua ti ng Afro-Ancr i can li t.crat ur c . h1wt is im~)or-

tant to remember is that Afro-Amcrican literature is a variety of Amcri-

can literature. But, because of the social, political, emotional environ:"

ment in ~lich it exists, literature by Afro-Americans must be judged as

somewhat different -- not inferior, but different -- f'nom other varieties

of American literature, and it must be interpreted and evaluated by
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i.nd i v i.dua Ls h-110 und c r s t and the un i que circumstances whi ch have shaped

that literature.


