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Notes in Chaos:
Issues and Problems in Interpreting and
Evaluating Literature by Afro-Americans
e by.
Darwin T. Turncr

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

During'the past decade, literafﬁre by black American writers has
become one of the most pépular commodities of the American 1iterary.
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 known writers. In one sense the increased at-
tention contrasts pleasantly with the previous neglect of blackTAmerican
writcrs: In another sense, the attention is disquieting. As any student
of literaturc knows, quantity of criticism does not necessarily prove
the existence of quality. This truism seems especially significant in
respect to Afro-American literature, which is currently being explored
and claimed'by some critiés,.who,prior to 1965, would have been hard
pressed even to nane fggi black American writers. Therefore, as the.
volumes of criticism iﬁcreage, it becomes important -- even essential a
to evaluate the existing critical practices and to suggest guidelines
for future approaches.

Three questions, I bcliévc, summarize the need: 1) Who is compefcnt
to interpret and judge literature by Afro-Ameriqans? 2) How is that
literature to be judged -- according to criteria used for other literary
works by Americans, or according to special criteria? 3) Which indivi-

duals -- past and present -- have been the most competent critics and
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historians of the 11L01 iture of Afro-Americans.
I have attempted to answer the third question both in an .article
"Afro-American Literary Critics: an Introduction'”™ and in a bibliography,

: gy 2 , R, o
Afro-American Writers. Committecs of the Coliege Language Association,

the National Council of Teachers of English, and the Modern Language
Association are preparing annotated bibliogr phles whlch will evaluate
some of the crltlclsm. And in the conclusion of thls paper I will 3d- ¢~
séntify some of the neﬁer_black American critics..

Bécause,of my limited space and the attention already being given
in various sources to the identities of competent critics, I wish to
concewtrate instead on the first and second questions I have raiséd --
who ig competent to analyze and evaluate Afro-American literature, and
how shall it be judged? Because the two are interrelated, I will not

. try to separate my responses as I ask you to meditate with me on these
issues and problems in interpreting and evaluéting literature by Afro-
Americans.

Frank Marshall 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-Amcrican Literary Critics: an Introduction,'" The
Black Acsthetic, A. Gayle, ed. (Garden City: Doubleday, 1972), pp. S7-74.

2Turner Afro-Amcrican Writers (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts,
1970). Republished by AMM Publishing Co. Although the Goldentrec Bib-
liography format does not permit annotation, an asterisk following an
entry indicates a work of special significance, .
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Roosevelt Smith was the only dusky child born and bred-in the
village of Pine City, Nebraska

At college they worshipped the novelty of a black poet and
predicted fame

At twenty-three he published his first book . . . the critics said
he imitated Carl Sandburg, Edgar Lee Masters and Vachel
Lindsay . . . they raved about a wealth of racial natcrlal 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. . ”Euvopc " they said, "honors Dunbar for his
'Ships That Pass in the Night' and not for his dlulCCL which
they don't understand"

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

At twenty—séven a third book . . . The critics said the density of
Gertrude Stein or T. S. Eliot hardly fitted the simple
material to which a Negro had 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, Browning
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 went 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 ncw kind of prose

Day after the reviews came out Rooscvelt traded conscience and

‘ critics for the lecathker pouch and bunions of a mail carrier
and rcad 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 known that, rcgardless of

lFrank M. Davis, "Roosevelt Smith," Black Insights, Nich Aaron Ford,
. .(Waltham: Ginn, 1971), p. 162, .
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their subjects or stylcé, they would be condemned by somconc. For the
past century and onc-half any literary work-about black Americans has
evoked discussion of tﬁe nature of blacks and of their position in Am= /-
Qérican society. Correspondingly, any literary work by an author identi-
fiable as black American has clicited discussion cither about the writcr's
responsibility in relation to the needs of his people or about the
wrifer‘s~attitude_concerning the reiationship 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 '"socio-
log;cal,“ 'molitical," or '"nonliterary.' Tﬁe purists' disdain, however,
does not mitigate the fact that, in America, such matters have affected,
do affect, aid will continue to affect the reception and the ﬁudging 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 comprchends Afro—America‘. On the other hand,
becausce black American writers frequently have employed styles, forms,
techniques, and allusions derived from Euro-American culture, the ;ritic
of Afro-Amecrican literature.must also know Euro-American tradition. In
short, whcréas critics of such American authors as Henrsz;mes or Editﬁ
Warton may be one-dimensional, critics of Afro-American authors must be
multi—dimensioqal. In addition to knowing the literature, literary
standards, and historical traditions of Euro-American culture, critics
of Afro-Amecrican literature must be familiar>with and sensitive to the

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

myths of black Americans.

Notice, I have not said that the critic must bo a black American.

Nevertheless, it is true that black Americans probably are the most
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perceptive judges of black American literature -- not because they possess
. . 5 : ; o 4

any special talent derived from skin color, mystique, or cven soul, but

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

~necessarily identical) expericince of living as blacks in a whitec-oriented,

white-dominated society. Since there are variations within that common

black American ex pcrlcnce sone bxacks will disagree when designating

B Brwceal P
particular value> to honor; ‘other blacks myybe unfamiliar with the

i'"v ‘
nuances of black living which are unique to a particular region. Never-
theless, a black will generally be more familiar than the average white,
who has been socially and culturally separated from black Americans and

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

ericans.

After this brief consideration of the nature of the critic, I
~wish to speculate more exﬁensively about the nature of the appropriate
ériticism. As Frank Davis,iﬁplied, no matter what they atiemﬁt, most”
black writeré will bglhanged‘in effigy by some critics armed with moral,
acsthetic (that is, "literary'), intellectual, or political, reasons, If
the works of white authors were consistently misjﬁdged according to the
sane crltella, I would assume that ééle faulty perceptions resulted
from ignorance rather than bias. Unfortunately, the contrary is true,

Consicder the apologies used to protect non-black authors. If
Thomas Hardy secems aesthetically weak because he 6veruses coincidcnce,
-literary historians demand respect for his philosophy of lif;;£;c~
suminé the inevitability of coincidence. If Charles Dickens scems
meiodramutlc historians praisc instcad his humor and serious social

cormentary. How is Dickens’ social criticism different from the 'protest

writing" for which black writers are castigated? If Henry James scems
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to say nothing significant about life, he is nonetheless venerated for
the artistry with which he says nothing.
Critics should apply the same standards to black American authors --

praise for their virtues rather than a focus solely on their weaknesses.
ﬁ{'[“l.l :z(t ‘
But eritics should not condescendingly«faud black authors for any and

all cfforts. Ingtcad,.critics must determine the appropriate bascs for e
approving. |

For example, much of the criticism_of Paul Laurence Dunbar focuses
on the que%tion of whether he should have re-created chara;ter types'

identified with the plantation tradition of Joel Chandler Harris and

Thomas;Nelson Page, white American authors. Too little criticism, however,

|
|

callsattention to the fact that, in non-dialect poetry -- the writing on

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

‘ckﬁefimcﬁtsswitﬁaﬁétcfAgﬁrbésSca thoss "of ‘His Aﬁgfiﬁéﬁ Cdﬁfe%ﬁéfariééA'
Frequently identifiéd carelessly as a writer who championed mulattoes,
1Charlés Chesnutt toovscldom'has:been.examined»as"bne who-satirized the  -.--
color-consciousness, superficiality, and vanity of the very group which

“ he supposcdly romanticized or ideali%ed;* Too seldom is he heralded for :
crcating an art form from the folk tales, which he considered inferior
forms of literature. Eldridge7C1eaver, a black writer, has vilified Jamés
Baldwin for writing about black protagonists whéAsuffer death-wishes,

and Robert Bone, a white critic, has berated Baldﬁin for writing about a

2. ey .
homoscxual. Why should not these critics acknowledge that, whether or

lClcaver, Soul on Ice (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968).

2Bono, The Negro Novel in America, rev. ed. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1965. ’
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not readers sympathize with the homosexual subject-matter of Giovanni's
Room, Baldwin has narrated the story artfully in a style far superior to
that of other contemporary American novelists who have won praise for their
style? Why should Baldwin be castigated when he writes artistically_
about ;lsubject he comprehends psychologically while William Styron, a
white novelist, earns adulation when he writes less artiétically about
Nat Turner, a black revolutionary whom he cannot fathom psychologically?
Let me re-cmphasize the point. I do not suggest that black writers
be praiscd merecly for writing énd publishing a book. Instcad, I pro-
pose a mere cohtinuation of thé habits which critics praétice when:
assessing respected non-black writers. Despite their weaknesses, the
Shakespeares, Miltons, Jameses, Eliots, and Faulkners are praised for

= their strengths. Each is worshipped even though he can béﬁydged de -

-

*ficient ‘morally, acsthetlcally, 1nte11ecbua11), or’ soc1olog1ca11y . Why

then should a blqck writer be condemned if he is not 5upcr10r abcordinv

R e T U N 3

o~ &
e

';..... to all four of t_hosc_,.cr,.l.t..crla?, ‘s
Perhaps the most direct approach to the appraisal of literary works
is a three—paft catechism which I was taught many years ago: What is
the author trying to do? Does the author do it well? Wes it worth doing?
An attempt to use this simple frame reveals further problems for the
black writer.
The first and third questions of the catechism relate to the author's
~purposc and subject. In these arecas, as Frank Davis pointﬁloﬁt, black
writers will rarely plcase all American readers.
No matter what subject a black writer picks, he displeascs somcone.

vl b
If Frank Yerby or Willard Motley writes about white people, a Robert
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i Bone condemns him for being an assimilationist, or a black critic accuses
g

him of wasting his time. When blacks of the 1920fs wrote about ghetto

blacks, W.E.B. DuBois often accused them of sullying the image of Negroes.
If a black of the 1970's delineates middle-class blacks sympathetically,
o i . 173 2 OF ‘l'l‘iv1 i ic \j
some black critics denounce him for Tommism. If a writer ‘praises revolu-
n
Llopallcs, self-proclaimed liberals and integrationists scream that
ent has been sacrificed on an altar of insanity. While many

literary ta

!
!
|
Americans ufep for foreigh writers required to support Fascist or Commu-
ophy in their work, insufficient attention is paid to the com-

nist phllO’
parable yoke placed on black writers, not by the dictates of a government,
but by the cmotions of critics who view black writers as tools, weapons,

- victims, or thrcats, but scldom as artists.

g;ﬂ. The reasons arc rooted in history. ;As long as literate blacké were
~:few, mdny~Ame*icansiinsisted*thatﬁthey-use:their~télent tofhelpfthe “ace€
poliiicalif analsééiall&. Evennéfﬁer fhe numberéaof‘iitef;te'biacks in-
[ creased, ‘the pressure on them continued.. Edi:q::s_,-;e.qu_c;e d_particular, .

suchcts and particuldr approaches from their Negro auahors. vhy include
QA; work by a Negro unless it was writton.about_Ncgroes, and why have a

work about Negroes if it did not validate what white America knew to be

the truth about Negroes? Recently, during the late 1960's, black Ameri-

cans concerncd with a black nation -- either as a spiritual or physical
fact -- have turned the wheel full circle with their demand for a total

commitment of black talent to the cause of nation-building.
n»‘W““-\ (£

The basis for cvaluating the appropriate subject- ma*ter/should be
\

j the onc Countce Cullen_advocated more than forty years agf;in—a column.-

< =

in Opportunity magazine.% Pointing out that no onc condemns William
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Shakespeare, an Englishman, for writing about Greeks and Italians, Cullen
argucd that black writers should have cqual freedom to select their own
h the only stipu-

subject matter (in his words, 'to go excursioning')

o

entertaining

o6}
=
-

Jation being that the writer enjoy himself and create
R . . wlaa ) -
excursion. Any other demand is restrictive, whether imposed by a critic
(white or black) who wants to promote a cause, or imposed by an editor
who assumes that blacks are competent only to write about blacks.
Related to the writer's choice of subject is his purpose for writing.
As one should not castigate an author merely because one does not like

the author's subject, so one reveals unjustifiable arrogance when one

denounces an author' urposc. Nevertheless, failure to respect the
T 3 ¥ 5

i
|

o

1

artist's choice characterizes much of the criticism of black American

writers. David Littlejohn rejects without hesitation black writers who

“show the blcaknCSS and oppre%5101 “of ! black 1110.?“'Wiﬁﬁoﬁé'déﬁYihg‘thé’
reallty éf the picture, he insists that biack authors should,stoé des-
:;grlblng;ﬂunplcsant,SLtua;ions.ngRéﬁeyt“Boﬁccéondcﬁns,Eoth.thexﬁxiteréq;gpmw,h
who wish to reveal the Americanness of middlc*class'blacks and those

“writers who‘use~litcraturc'to encourage’ the Gevelopment'of black nationé—

lism., In a bcwildqring pattern of reasoning, Bone secms to propose that

black writers should rccognize and rcevere the folk qualifics which make

Fs

them blackly different from a dominating white society; simu taneously,
i L
iFvy 'k

he insists that they should neither demand that that society adju»t to in cvide,

accommodate their differences, nor demand the right to withdraw from a

; g ; . "
Interview by Lester Walton, The World, May 15, 1927.
Littlejohn, Black on White: a Cy}tlcal Survey of Writing by
merican Negrocés (New York: Gzosqmaxj 19606) .
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socicty which rcfuses to accommodate them., Horrificd by LecRoi Jones'
public exhortations to revolution and by his arguments that literaturc
is a WCapon to be used against an enemy, Donald Costello, a white critic,
denounces Jones' dramas 'without determining whether the thomes'éc£ually

N :
are merecly exhortations to rebellion.l. Most of the gritic;sm ceploring
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 muse-inspired art uncontaminated by political realities. The judgment,
however, is false. First, Black Arts literature is not limited to the
“dimension of encouraging revolution. More significantlx the judgment

reflects continuation of biased prescriptions about what should be rea-
3 . .

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

- “

“éarly nineteenth cehtury were revered by Americans; simultancously, some

of thos¢ same Americans were excuting Nat Turner and his black rebels.

~ﬁgw;1n€the21950's-hcwspépers pictured and pfaised.é>CzéCh*huTIing‘a”gfenade’"f’ ”

against a Russian tank; yet,a decade later, blacks who burned storcs of
“men who had cheated and insulted them were decried as looters and rioters.
Richard Daley, the mayor of Chicago, encouraged Chicago police to shoot
éo kill black rioters -and looters; he defended the same police when,
without provocation, they broke into an apartment at night and killed

two Black Panthers; yet, when Irish Catholic riotérs were shbt by British
.soldiers, Richard Daley accepted the chairman's position for a relicf

committee for the Irish rioters. Perhaps thesc instances secem irrelevant

1Costcllo, "[cRoi Jones: Black Man as Victim,!" Commonwcal 87
(Junc 28, 1968), 436-40.
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to a discussion of literature because they are derived from actuality,

not from literature.  But coﬁparablc examples pollute thé literaturet
What except a color-blended reasqning would cause critics to applaud that
literature ThiCh venerates Spanish revolutionaries of the 1930's but de-
nounce black writers who seek to create literary heroes from black revolu-
‘tionaries of the 1970's?
These ommentg are not an ehotionélndigression. As evidence-of a
they

double stapdard in defining “reason" and "reasonable,'kaxe relevant to a

consideration of the dlStlnCthn between propaganda and art. Black writers

"who have protested against thé oppressive or restrictive treatment of

blacks in America are»fréquently labeled "propagaddists." The label-ié;

~ dentifies them as individuals who wish to persuade others to accept con-

clusions which are not supported by reason. But if a black American is

"‘““Judgcd unreasonable when he performs in ways con51dered reasonable for

whlte Europeans can black writers ever hope to persuade those hhlte

-Judoes that..black. 11terary conclu51ons are based upon reason‘7 Vinren F AT iy

"*All of this seems to support the contention of Nick Ford, a black

- -eritic, that too many people distinguish propaganda from art only according

to their agreement or disagreement with the author's ideas. If they dis-
agree, they pronounce the work "propagandistic'; if they agree, they praise .
it as "art." When all possible has been said about style, characterization,

structure, and so on, the fact remains that John Milton's Paradisc poems

o ¥ "
and Nathanicl Hawthrone's The Scarlet Letter, for example, are propaganda

picces, in the 'sensc that they were designed to manipulate rcaders cmo-
tionally to adopt a particular philosophical or social vicw. lHow many

ministers in New England practiced adultery with members of their congre-
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gation? HoQ many cuckolds are spiritually destroyed by desires for ven-
gence? Who knows? The questions, and the answers, are not deémed impor-
tant! The literati continue to praise the credibility of_Thé Scarlet
Letter. But, when a teacher discusses Richard Wright's "Long Black Song,"
a story in w%ich a white salesman seduces/rapes a black housewife, some
students inevitably will protest: "But that's sentimental and melodrama-
tic. Most black hougewives 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 liﬁerary work, which
should not be rejected merely because it is writteé to express the views
of members of a particulgr group.

Needless to say, if I defend the right of black authors to use litera-

~ ture for educational purposes, I will alSoSUFPrnT“‘the right of black

$¥.3rti§ts-to-write”r0mancé}:eicape;ffantasy,*orﬂwhatever:fheyfdeSir6,:~IfLInH~-'u

do not llke 11terature created solply for entertalnment I may'stop read-

;igngzyt I may enc0uraoe othcrs not to read 1t, but I do not quesLlon a Lfi;uALf

writer's right to create it.- In this respect obv1ously, I differ from
Ldrrsl l\'t\(.{ Dean L. L(glJ

" - some CrlthS -- such as Addlson Gaylé\\and Hoyt Fuller -- whose Judgment

I generally respect. Unlike them, I do not beligve that a black author

is betraying himself and his people if he uses his pen for entertainment.
Interwoven with the aufhor's subject and purpose, obviously, is his

thought or philosophy. Too o££en, 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 cditors to publish.

Consider some of the problems involved in evaluating the thought of

7
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black writers. One traditional question is, "How represcntativé is the
thought?" The logical response should be, '"Who cares?" but it cannot be.
Rccently, a graduate student asked me whether Ralph Ellison's Invisible
Man was autobiographical. As-aAteacher' she felt that she could not of ffer

it to her students as a valid prescntation of blacg life and black thought
unless Ellison had expericenced the incidcnts hc-rcc0unts. I might have
answered 'by describing the ablllty of a erter to project hlmself into a
situation through imagination, -or I might have explained that the question
itself reflected the fallacious assumption that the only Value/aerived from
reading Afro-American literature is an autobiographical commentary on society.

But I fcspondcd more éimply. The very fact that American society identi-

fics Ellison as a Negro means that Invisible Man represents the attitude

a
with which at lcast onc Negro is willing to be identified publicly. How in

-?tho namc of acadcmc can ‘Amcricans” prcsume that- Sty*on o whltc Vlrglnlan,'

..

has falthfully recreatcd the feellngs of a black rebel who dled a century

. hefore. that ..,\.s:h.it,e. man. was ~.;_b0r_n,, yet. qu_es ti.‘c';n__.the-- .val_i_d.i.ty» pf- @ --cont.e_mporary 5 T

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

- -"But another question-mustnbe 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
in blacklpolitical activities of the 1960's‘and.1970's?

Various other questions constitute the coﬁventionalischeme for eval-
uating a novelist's thought: Is the philosophy of 1life/the thought
original? Obviously, one cannot make such a judgment without 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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judgment about a group or take action purely on the basis of a single
literary work. A literary work promotes a feeling about a situation; it
crecates aﬁ empathy, or at least a sympathy, for pcople. For data about the
histofy, soéiology, and psychology of pcople, I prefer nonfictional, some-
times duli, aﬁalysés and records which permit me to estimate the truth by
weighing fgct against fact. Neverthclcss, I recognize th¢ tendency of

many readers to accept fiction as history and, thus, to respect the au-

thenticity of Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, Thomas Dixon's

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

tion stories, Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn, and Styron's Confessions. As
. 2 }

long as most Americans presume to find objectivity in the works of a
Northern abolitionist, a Southern Negrophobe, two chauvinists from the

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

'

~tion of whether a black author.is blased. . .. . ..o e iy

"Related to the question of bias is the question of whether a black

--‘.«1_-”. < -;..‘-,»' PRSI T e ..n:,-,,' :.‘..‘.. Sl W -‘f,.‘a,-.»\.,: "
Y g8 ,g,K el ¥ : &

wrlter knows his sub;ect Suff1c1cntly Aoaln, I 1n51st that no 51ngle

black Amerlcan can for all blacks -- or even f01 blacks of a dlfferent‘

rcgion. Dunbar wrote unconvincingly aboutlsocial problems of Southern

iy ' s . ’ ‘
" blacks becuase he was not familiar with those problems. Frances Harper

"and James Baldwin wrote rhetorically pleaéing but vague proteét against

the South because they were unfamiliar with the situations. On the other
hand} Jean Toomer wrote lyrically about Southc 'n blacks bécqu%c cmotion-
ally detached from them, he did not submerge them in the psychological
rcalism with which he analyzed Northern blacks, whom he knew better.
Certainly, the mere fact that a writer is of African ancestry docs.noﬁ_

mean that he is an authentic voice for the beliefs of all or most black
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Americans. To determine the-author's unique position and reliablilty,
onc nceds to know somcthing about his background -- the region in which he
was rearcd, the culture to which he was exposed -- and one neceds to con-

vl lLl:ilC af¢s.
sider the group of blacks about hwomthe writer most often, Few people

/ :
believe that William Faulkner is speaking for Henry James' people or that
Edith Wharton is describing Mark Twain country. Similarly, it is ridicu-

lous to presume that any single representative of thirty million black.

Americans is drawing a composite of all thirty million.
| =

|

It is, therefore, very important;not to castigate a black writer for
failing to represent the thought of ;11 blacks if he does faithfully pre-
3 sent the thoughf of those whom he knows and proposes to describe. It is
equally important, as I have implied, not to assume carelessly that a
g black writer's race necessarily make:s him an accurate presenter of the V
thought of a” partlcular ‘group.-Because I empha51zc ‘this’ llrluatlon of o
blagk hlltClb, I must‘p01nt outlthc ploo;blllty that aé) blacA hrlter hlll
“ru, represcnt thc thought of a. black groap w1th whom he. sympathlzes more acH.., -f?“”
“ curately than a white w;iter will. ‘Here,vthe critical factor is that a
..similarity ef experience pravides a black writer with»ah empéthy generally
lacking.in.the white writer, who, withou; a bas;s'of experien;e, may
understa£e or oyérstatebthé feelings. N
Finallx’in respect to thought, there is too often a tendency to judgé
the thought of black writers according to the reépectability of their
morality. Let me cite cxamples of the problem.. A white college professor
: - who proposcd anAanthology of poetry by contemporary blacks decided to
select entries according to the "moral quality' of the work. Does that
mean automatic rejcction of black revolutionary writers whose morality

insists upon the destruction of the white establishment? Or does it
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mean rejection of blacks who do nof‘insist upon destii‘etion? Docs it
mcan sclecting only thése poems which approve the publicly professed
morality of the middle-class American (Anglo-European)? Or will the

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

class rural or ghetto dweller?

w EL. B DuB01s respectcd the aesthetlc quallty of McKay s Home to Har—
lem but rejected its no;al 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 which condemmed Chesnutt
for vilifying whites.

Today, of course, many biacks are protesting the works which portray

Shafts, Superflys, pimps, hustlers, and prostitutes. Those protests are

’ijustlflcd when ‘the thounht of “a’ work g1011fles Way of 11fe xh ch is”

dCbtrUCLlVC to blqck pcople -~ phy51ca11y, Spllltually or mentally.

.t s{gBut how docs one- determlne what 15 truly dcstructlve? Du801s contcnoed

“ that -the protrayal of black mightlifers; by demeaning the race, was des-

tructive to the race; he would have approved portraits of blacks who,
acccptinv the American system, strive to improve their position in it.

LFTATS vy

Undoubtedly, many contemporary black writers would decry as destructive
any work which ;dvocatcs black conformity to énd acceptance of thc status
quo.

Let mec consider the sccond question in my catechism -- How well does
the writer do what he is doing? I shall briefly :consider this question-in

réspect to such specific elements of literary analysis as characterization,

plot construction, style and language. '
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First, characterization. Obviously what is gaid about charactcrization
overlaps with what is said about thought because black writers, like others,
frequently develop thougﬁt through delineation of character. Here also
black writers suffer from critics. Dunbar has been accused of degrdding
black people by recreating plantation Negroes who love whites. Chesnutt

has been condemned, from

e
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one side, for creating Negroes who consider themselves superior to other

: Negroes; from the other 51dc, he is castlgated for vilifying wnltcs through

| Gl b ]

; stercotypes \\VcKay is berated for picturing ghetto dwellers who enjoy
(:.(h\‘f/'

Jife in night clubs. hrloht is denounced by some blacks for representing

blacks falsely as Biggcr Thomases; he is criticized by some whites for
J‘-t.r() !

caricaturing whites as psychopaths, bigots, and deluded liberals. Y Bal Tdwin's
N

Blues for Mr. Charlie has been praised by some whites who adjudge the white

antagonist to be the-drama's most sympathetic and credible character, but
other critics have protested that most of the éhite.pcrsonae are stereo-
typed bigots. VWhen Gwendolyn Brooks wrote a se;ies of poems about Annie
i \:“.“)
Allen, a critic warned that, a;ﬂsne wrote only dbOUt blacks, Gwendolyn
Brooks would be adjudged a minor writer.
The list of examples could be extended in;erminably. One begins to
- wonder whether any black writer-can delincaté charatters credibly. ~Per-:
Aabs the dlesﬁllaté oucgtloﬂ hOhCVbr; ;; hhether the allcged.heéknéés
;+.0f characterization manifests .a.,cie-fi_..ciencxfi,.p.,=t.h_ef.-,. author!s.skill oriinm,
“*the readers! perception. Is Othello or Emma Bovary actuaily more indivi-
duallued more credible than Blgger Thomas? Is Bigger to be understood’
as the replebentatlve of all blacks° ThlS certalnly was not the conten-
tion of Wright, who subsequently explalned that Blgg@l should be scen
either as a com?ositc of one particular type of blac} youth or as a re“——
resentation of oppressed people of all races. _If'Chcsnutt preSumcq an
author's prerogative to limit his casts>0f characters (as he did when he
explained his refusal to write about thosc slaves who loved their masters),

why should he be condemncd for focusing on those blacks who aspire to. -

"middle-class' standards? If Americans defend the right of white authors
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to create dordgatory images of blacks and idcalized portraits of whites,
why Jdo critics react in ulﬁrm when blacks reverse the proéoss?~ [ronically,
few, if any, critics have charged Frank Yerby with vilifying Southern
whites. Have his characters been accepted silently because he.pretended
to write from a perspcctive sympathetic to white Southerners? No other
reason is obvious, for certainly Yerby, more than any other well-known
biack authof, has pictured whites in- demeaning ways. No other black has

! . _ :
populated the white South with an aristocratic woman who becomes a prosti-
tute, women who fight each other over clotheg, a2 woman who_cémmits adulfery
and ?obberJ during her honeymoon, a man who is hated by his eﬁtire family
-~ who won:his wife by kidnaping and raping her, and- another man who in-

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

onec must remind, are Yerby's heroes and heroines -- not his villains.

NI£it-is true that Criticsevaluate black characterstfalsely, how &l F e

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

+.0f.a: character whose way of.life he.does.not, know?. The problem. troubles. .. . .. ...

" black rcadcr—critics-as well as whites. Can a black reared in Chicago
-.asscss . the credibility of Ernest Gaines‘sLouisiéﬁa blacks? Can a black
.from a rufal.community in North farolina evaluate the'reality éf Ed 3é1¥iﬁs'
Northern, urban hustlers? The probleﬁ is further c0mpliéa£ed byithc fact

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

rcaders. For instance, in the novel If lie Hollers Let Him Go, Chester

Himes, to provoke action from sympathctic white readers, may have delin-
eated a black motivated by a psychopathic sense of oppression far exceeding
that experienced by most black pcople. Or Plack Fevolutionary writers,

to win supporters, may picture protagonists more’ dedicated than any
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people who ever walked the carth.

ThercAis no simple solution to a valid assessment of the authenti-
city of characterization. Perhaps the most effective is to-approach cach
character as a literary portrait by an individual author; nof a histcrical
photograph of a pecople. Vicwed from this pcrsbcctivc, characters arc
well-drawn if credible and if consistent with themselves and with what‘is
known about blacks oan pafticular time and place. Individualized black
characters cannot always be expandea into Everyman. On the other hand,
allegorical figures -- such as Black Arts writers have created -- should
not be evaluated by the criteria used to judge realistic presentations
of individuals. '

Rather than assuming that thbught and cﬁaracterization are the only

litcrary elcments to be scrutinized in the works of Afro-Americans, critics

Semustoconsider -such other,elcmcntszaszplOt/sfructure»and.stylc,~uFurthermore,u,Aia

critics must attend to the question of a Black Aesthetic -~ that is, a
‘basis for judgment derived from African-American .culture rather than from . .

Eurbpean—Amcrican cul ture.

1 _thil,receptly, few individuals quesﬁioned_the_validity of European-
Amcrican literary standards és'a basis fof evaluating works by blécg writers.
Crifics as;umod thﬁt ali, or cér£ainly most, Afro—Américén writers imitatéd
the forms respected in Euro-American litcraturc; And the assﬁmption scemed
to be validated by the case with which the literafy techniques of most
Afro-Amcricans could‘be compared with thosc of Europeans and white Americans.
In the 1970's, however, prompted by Black Arts writers, who proposc styles
derived from Afro-American culture, critics neced to re-examine older Afro-
Amcfican works to determine whether any of these reveal a previously un-

suspccted derivation from Afro-American cultural styles and traditions.
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For instance, just as some historians suggest that slave narratives have
provided a basic model for autobiographies by later black Americans, so

carcful analysis may revecal that novels by Afro-Americans have a unique

style evolved from African romance or from oral Afro-American tales.

Consider another possible study: Many black writers have consciously
imitated the sermons of Afro-American preachers; but how many works by
Afrb;Americans'dcrivc their form (of imagefy and rhetoric) from thé:éuthor‘s
unconscious ocho of sermons? When they are judged according to the lit-
crary prescriptions of llenry James, W.E.B. DuBois's novels secem to be a
chao%ié mixtﬁre 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 ninéteenth century with the social ériticism

which became popular in the early years of the twentieth; or does the mi¥-

. turé reveal DuBois's unconscious: echo. of:a.black:preacher's. characteristic .., ...
] :

'Qsc of allcgdfidﬁi.roﬁanéé aé é deﬁice £o viVify the éocial méssagc in his
- soxmon? /1 do not suggest that all earlier writing cvolved from sucha -
“black hcritage, but I do propose consideration of such a péssibility és a
profitable approach to a study of black literature. .

. Until such rc-cxamindtions are unacrtakeﬁ, the forms aﬁd structufes
of black literaturc priér to tho.1960's will be evéluaféd éccéféing fo
their correspondence to.the forms used by white authors. Even using such
a éritcrion, however, a critic br a recader must not condemn a writer for
failing té transcend his time in form énd style. That is, black litcrary
works of the 1890's should be judged in comparison with works by whites

published during the 1880's and 1890's.

While I continuc to insist that black writers degserve commendation
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for their effective usces of the forms and structures identificd with alle

\

American literature, I hope that increasing numbers of black writers will

examine African and black American traditions for additional forms and

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

Alain Locke, urged blacks to explore their heritage for artistic tradi-
tions which they might usc and perfect in the present. Ishmael Rccd'sv
intercst*in'tﬁe ritual and meaning of Hecodoo is oﬁly one‘example'of the
kind of black tradition which might be used te undergird and/or give form
to black literature. 3

Style aﬁd.language must also be considered in the éppraisal of lit-
erature by blacks. Generally, American black writers have adopted styles

approved by the American white critical establishment. Hence, conventional

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

“.-gver, “such” as Langston Hughes; employed-the rhythms of Afro-Amcrican music *
rather than more conventional meters., Certainly, it is unjustifiable to

...judge a black writer according to the rhythms, of Euro-American poetry if .

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

- Aesthetic as a criterion for style is even more important, for many Black

Arts poété deliberately imitate rhythis fémiliar to black culturg. Thesg-\
contemporary pocts also omphasizc intonation, gosturé, pantomiac, and

other devices which traditionally have been significant in singing and
story-tcelling by the black Amcricﬁns who.dcvclopcd their literaturc from
oral traditions. Such devices frequently have been undcrvaluéd by thosc
critics who favor poctry derived from traditions which stress written words.

Each black writer, however, should scek.the style which is most sig- -

nificant to him or her in the attempt to communicate with and carn respect
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from his audience. Some wrlters should be frec to use a Euro-Amecrican
style if that is effective for those writers. Pelhaps they, like Melvin

Toison, will blacken that style and transform it. Why should not black
i

wf1ter> be free to borrow from all cultures, just as white artists are?

(

Jht»l‘
04 the other hand, other black writers must 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 collequial, non~standard,4or standard by tradi-

fv.-gng s ) )
tional grannarlans_and_lln0u1sts. The language of some contemporary black
poems and dramas has been castigated as vulgar. Since I can identify

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

'protest -against any demeanlno -of "black ‘1iterature’ solely on- the" charge of

obscenlty On the oth T hand I view as immature and p01ntless any work

»sgidﬁy?iéﬁA;he,wfiﬁérféeemswié y;yth,impress;??ﬁéers,mer¢ly.with»theﬁex:prkévlm;g

- tensiveness of his vocabulary for cursing or with the number of times he

-can repcat particular expressions within a given.number of lines."Cer-
talnly, 11terary talent is not to be equated with the ablllty to wrlte
"mutha-fucka." In short, so-called ”vulgarlty" should have a purpose.
Obscenity for the sake of obsccnity is pfétcntious and ridiculous.
Jccausc I have implied that it is uscful to éxam}ne Afro-Amcrican
literaturce from the pggsycctivc of the Afro-American critic, I wish to

conclude by identifying some of the more competent among the recent critics.

1For the identities of critics whose reputations .were established
before 1960, pleasc scec my essay, "Introduction to Afro-American Critics,"
The Black Acsthetic, Addison Gayle, Jr., ed. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday/
Anchor, 1971), pp. 57-74.
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The rencwed interest i;‘Afro-Amcrican literature has facilitated
the publication of books by black academic critics1 who had established
their reputations before 1960. Because commercial publishers are .less
interested in scholarly studies tﬁan in anthologies, which can have wide
sales as textbocks in classes, a significant bulk of the criticism aﬁd
literary history has appeared in the intrpductions 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 Miffiin, 1971) by Arthur P. Davis,

co-editor of The Negro Caravan (Dryden, 1941), and Saunders Redding, author
Scvdfre ]l beoy cn Dlaci o, foere, l.n;,[u-'llrl-",)

6?:Tb Make a Poet Black (University of North'Carolina Press, 1939), a

critical history of black writing before 1930. Richard Barksdale, a
. ' , ,
black academician, has co-edited an anthology, Black Writers of America

" (Macriilan,” 1972);"with Keneth'Kinnamon, & white colleague. = ~ ™" 7

The major recent béokoiéngtﬁwéritiéai stﬁdiesbby "older' academicians

\»w:areﬂArthdrADévis'sf?rom thé-DarkwTowéra(Howérd~UniVersi€y Preés;'1974),‘a5 e

study of black American writers from 1900 to 1960, and W. Edward Farrison's

William.Wells Brown (University of Chicago Press, 1969), a definitive

study of the first black American novelist.

Publishers' interest has also encouraged the publication of omnibus

I identify as "academic critics' those who have been formally trained
in literary study in universities and whose primary occupation is college
or university teaching.

21 shall mention only those anthologies whose editors have provided
useful criticism or literature history. Hence, I am omitting somc antholo-
gies which arc valuable for their literary selections. Examples are Lindsay
Patterson's Black Theater and Woodic King's anthologies of drama, fiction,
and poctry. .
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anthologies by a number of black academicians who have acquired signifi-

cant reputations only since 1960. Among these arc Black Litcerature in

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

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

league); and Eigck American Litcraturce: Essays, Poctry, Fiction, Drama
(Merrill, 1§70) by Darwin T. Turner. Significant history and cr1t1c1sm

in collectlons restricted to one genre appear in Early Black Amcrlcan

Poets (William Brown, 1969) and Early Black American Prose (Brown, 1971),1’04%-“L[‘J

N:scrand in Blagk Drama in America (Fawcett, 1971) by Darwin T. Turner.

Useful samples of criticism can be found also in collections 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-
5;~vqaspokesman:for.ﬁBlackﬁArtsU»criticiSmfﬁuA;cQIlectibn»ofxcriticalAessaysuQE;,qtﬁauL;—

about an individual author is Langston Hughes: Black Genius (Morrow, 1971),

oo edlted by The*man O'Dan1e1 fl P l'}ﬁﬁ.,ﬁ O T W
NE s ACONENENEY ;-:,,:-_- P R A A T e e 2R I S SN T2 Rt o A X

- z s s T

..As I have stated earller, scholarly studles, ‘because of. limited mar-
ket value, _are oencrally unattractive to.commercial publishers, espec1§1]x
since the waning of the early surge of interest in black llterauure Even
un1§er§i£y brcs;cs,'resﬁondlné to r;51ﬁg'éo;£s, han bogun to reerlct |
publication. anscqucntly; valuable criticism often is limited 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. 7 | |

Des;ite these publishing difficulties, scholarly studies by black

academicians have appcared. A‘'popular format combines critical introduc-
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tions with unpublished or uncollected writings of individual blacks.
This structure has promoted the publication of Philip Butcher's The

William Stanley Braithwaite Reader fUniversity of Michigan Press, 1972);

'Sylviu Render's The Short Fiction of Charles W. Chesnutt (lloward Univer-

sity Press, 1974); and Darwin T. Turncr's collection of sclected writings
of Jcan Toomer -- autobiographical papers, dramas, narratives, poems,

and aph01lsms (to be publlshcd by Howard University Press, 1975). Other

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

Fiction (Basic Books, 1971), a study of black images in Amcrican fiction;

Darwin T. Turner's In a Minor Chord (Southern Illinoié'Univeréity 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; Merle A. Richmond's Bid

.<the Vassal Soar (Howard University .Press,-.1974).,.a study of Phillis. .

Wheaticy and George M. Horton, eérly black American pocts, ¢ d Addison

--Book-length belloarapnles and presentatlons of 11terary theory are
_the 1east common forms of publication. ,Neverthelcss, the interest in
black literature enabled a few blacks to publish a limited number of these.

A useful bibliography is Darwin T. Turner's Afro-American Writers

(Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1970; reprinted by AHM Publishing Corp.,
Northbrook, I11.). An cxtremcly valuable study of the thecory of poctry

is the introduction to Understanding the New Black Poctry (Morrow, 1972)

by Stephen Henderson, an academician whg without the fanfarc given to
some, has sought to define a Black Aesthetic in literature.

Although I am focusing attention on black academicians who have

bRt e Lrer 8w
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published their criticism in books, attention should be given also to
such academicians as qurge Kent, Hélen Johnson, and Donald Gibsog,whose

/
best criticism appears in black periodicals.
At preéent, as in the past, relatively few blaéks serve as profes-
sional critics -~ that is, individuals who dcrive their income primarily

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

occasionally appecars in The New York Times is probably the best-known of

these.

A very interesting group of contemporary critics is that associated
with the Black Arts movement. For convenienze, let me catalogue these
in thr?e groups: introducers, theorists, and reviewers. As I am'ﬁsing

] E - -
the term, an "introducer' is an individual respected as author or critic

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

‘.ggto:the~writer¥s~£irstabook~ornby‘afbrief;tfavorableznoticeiinxa.periodicaL.l?”'

The two major introducers of the moment are Gwendolyn Brooks, Pulitzer-

s Prize-winning poet, and Dudley Randall, publisher of Broadside Press, : . .......-

the most important source of books of black poetry in America. Tradi-
tionally trained as poets; both Brooks and Randall havc questioned the
Vﬁluo of somé of the mofe extfa?agant stylis?ic experiments of youﬂg
-blacg pocts; but‘béth hé&oiconsistcntly demonstrafed syhpéthetic under-
standing of and cncourégcmcnt for the efforts of the newer poets. In
the catcgory of introducer, onc must also place Hbyt Fuller, editor of
Black World, who occasionally writes a review or an essay, but who more
often uses a column of literary notes as a vehicle for calling attention

to unknown black writers.

The most productive work of Black Arts critics has been in literary.
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theory, for obvious rcasons. Their usc of a Blaék Acsthetic has required:
them to explain the concept to readers. Most of the theorists have bécn
literary creators. One of the earliest and most important was Amiri
Baraka (Lcﬁoi Jones), whose crificism remains scattered throqgh black

periodicals, In drama Larry Neal and Ed Bullins have led the way with

Aarticles in Freedomways, Black World, and Black Theéater Journal. One of
the more-impoftané thebrists of poetry has béen Carolyn Rodgers, espe-
cially in her essay, '"Black Poetry Wheye It's At" (Black World, 1968).
Recently Ishmael Recd, well-known as a novelist and poet, has assumed
greater responsibility as a theorist, partly to defend his own practices
and partly to suﬁport new writers. Althougﬂ most of his criticism appears

in a variety of periodicals, a valuable single source is 19 Necromancers

from Naow (mwhiahY/%hﬁnviqfﬂ), which he-edited. Perhaps the most com-

“.petent and productive writer-theorist-at ‘the moment-is Don:L. Leé-(Haki .-+

R. Médhubufi), author of Dynamite Voices thoadsiﬂc, T971 )1 which com-

. -.bines theory and, criticism. ... ... il N B T S g e
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The '"reviewers' are more difficult to identify and to evaluate.™” ..
sevhi s
Many, 1ike Sarah Fabio, Sonia Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni, Jchara Amini,
and Cecil Brown,are writers, themselves. Sometimes they seem to have
agreed to review only books which they love or detest. Examples are the
. hyrts
laudatory reviews which Sonia Sanchez writes in a BlackApoctic style,
the exhortatory revicws by Nikki Giovanni and Johara Amini, or Cecil
Brown's flurry of attacks on Native Son. In all instances, their rcpu-
tations as writers are exceeding their reputations as critics.

Among. those who are winning recognition primarily as critics, rather

than writers, Karamu ya Salaam (Val Ferdinand) and Liz Gant are particu-
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lnfly noteworthy. Karamu'ya Salaam won thc 1972 Richard Wright Award
j ;
foﬁ literary criticism, and Liz Gant won the Amiri Baraka Award for
dramatic criticism; their work has appcared pfimarily in Black World.
Gaﬁt and Karamu ya Salaam, like Don L. Lee, begin thcir‘criticism Qith
thé assumption that the proper subject matter of Biack literaturc is the
, black expericnce and that the purposc of a black writer should be to
educate black readers. But their willingncss to specify wéaknésseé as
iwell as strengths evidences that black ;ritics have moved beyond the
iearly days of Black Arts, when many young writers csteemed.cmotiqn, con-

sciousness, and subject-matter as the sole criteria of literary excellence.

These new critics, however, arc not secking to destroy writers with their

" condemnation. Like patient teachers, thcy point out weaknesses in a tone

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

black writers take sufficient time to perfect each work before publishing

ECIE R T L ST i O A o PSRN A AR e A g, T S SRS RUIARE 3
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‘In conclusion, I have no illusion that I ‘have answered all or even

" “most questions about how to read and evaluate litérature-by Afro-Americans.

. . 3 f‘&{(xi)
I have been more anxious to raise questions or, as I said, to meditate

with you in order to encourage further consideration of the need to
establish bases for evaluating Afro-Amcrican litcraturé. What is impor-
.tant to remember is that Afro-Amcrican literature is a varicty of Ameri-
can literature. But, because of the social, political, emotional environ-
ment in which it exists, literature by Afro-Americans must bc judged as
somewhat differént -- not inferior, but differcnt -~ from othgr varieties

of American literature, and it must be interpreted and evaluated by

2 S R B AN T R R
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individuals who understand the unique circumstances which have shaped

that literature.



