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called love, and which we term democracy. Our .task then .1s
always to challenge the apparent forms of reality—that 1ls,
the fixed manners and values of the few, and to s.trugg e
with it until it reveals its mad, vari-implicated chaos, its false
faces, and on until it surrenders its insight, its truth. We are
fortunate as American writers in that with our variety of
racial and national traditions, idioms and mangers, VYG are
yet one. On its profoundest level American experience is of a
whole. Its truth lies in its diversity and swiftne'ss of char}ge.
Through forging forms of the novel worthy o'f .1t, we achieve
not only the promise of our lives, but we fmtlclpate the reso-
lution of those world problems of humanity w@ch for a mo-
ment seem to those who are in awe of statistics completely
ms\(i)é;:féver we as Americans have faced serious crises we
have returned to fundamentals; this, in brief, is what I have
tried to do.

—Address for Presentation Ceremony,
National Book Award, January 27, 1953.
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The World and the Jug

“The World and the Jug” is actually a combination of two sepa-
rate pieces. The first, bearing the original title, was written at
the suggestion of Myron Kolatch of The New Leader, who was
interested in my reactions, via telephone, to an essay by Irving
Howe titled “Black Boys and Native Soms,” which appeared in
the Autumn 1963 issue of Howe's magazine, Dissent.

Usually such a reply would have appeared in the same mag-
azine in which the original essay was published, but in this
instance, and since it hadn’t occurred to me to commit my re-
actions to paper, they went to the editor who asked for them.
The second section of the essay, originally entitled, “A Rejoin-
der,” was written after Irving Howe had consented to reply, in
The New Leader, of February 3, 1964, to my attack. There is,
unfortunately, too little space here to do justice to Howe’s argu-
ments, and it is recommended that the interested reader consult
Mr. Howe’s book of essays, A World More Attractive—a book
worthy of his attention far beyond the limits of our exchange
—published by Horizon Press in 1963.

What runs counter to the revolutionary
convention is, in revolutionary histories,
suppressed more imperiously than embar-
rassing episodes in private memoirs, and
by the same obscure forces. . . .

—ANDRE MALRAUX

I

First, three questions: Why is it so often true that when
critics confront the American as Negro they suddenly drop
their advanced critical armament and revert with an air of
confident superiority to quite primitive modes of analysis?

/ 107




The Seer and the Seen /

Why is it that sociology-oriented critics seem to rate litera-
ture so far below politics and ideology that they would rather
kill a novel than modify their presumptions concerning a
given reality which it seeks in its own terms to project?
Finally, why is it that so many of those who would tell us the
meaning of Negro life never bother to learn how varied it
really is?

These questions are aroused by “Black Boys and Native
Sons,” an essay by Irving Howe, the well-known critic and ed-
itor of Dissent, in the Autumn 1963 issue of that magazine.
It is a lively piece, written with something of the Olympian
authority that characterized Hannah Arendt’s “Reflections
on Little Rock” in the Winter 1959 Dissent (a dark fore-
shadowing of the Eichmann blowup). And in addition to a
hero, Richard Wright, it has two villians, James Baldwin and
Ralph Ellison, who are seen as “black boys” masquerading as
false, self-deceived “native sons.” Wright himself is given a
diversity of roles (all conceived by Howe) : He is not only the
archetypal and true-blue black boy—the “honesty” of his fa-
mous autobiography established this for Howe—but the spir-
itual father of Ellison, Baldwin and all other Negroes of liter-
ary bent to come. Further, in the platonic sense he is his own
father and the culture hero who freed Ellison and Baldwin
to write more “modulated” prose.

Howe admires Wright’s accomplishments, and is frankly
annoyed by the more favorable evaluation currently placed
upon the works of the younger men. His claims for Native
Son are quite broad:

The day [it] appeared, American culture was changed
forever . . . it made impossible a repetition of the old lies
. it brought into the open . . . the fear and violence
that have crippled and may yet destroy our culture. . . . A
blow at the white man, the novel forced him to recognize
himself as an oppressor. A blow at the black man, the novel
forced him to recognize the cost of his submission. Native

108 /

/ The World and the Jug

Son assaulted the most cherished of American vanities: the
ho.pe that the accumulated injustices of the past would
bring with it no lasting penalties, the fantasy that in his
humiliation the Negro somehow retained a sexual potency

- that made it necessary to envy and still more to sup-
press him. Speaking from the black wrath of retribution,
Wright insisted that history can be a punishment. He told
us the one thing even the most liberal whites preferred not
to hear: that Negroes were far from patient or forgiving,
that they were scarred by fear, that they hated every mo-
ment of their suppression even when seeming most acqui-
escent, and that often enough they hated us, the decent and
cultivated white men who from complicity or neglect shared
in the responsibility of their plight. . . .

There are also negative criticisms: that the book is
“crude,” “melodramatic” and marred by “claustrophobia” of
vision, that its characters are “cartoons,” etc. But these de-
fects Howe forgives because of the book’s “clenched mili-
tancy.” One wishes he had stopped there. For in his zeal to
champion Wright, it is as though he felt it necessary to stage
a modern version of the Biblical myth of Noah, Ham, Shem
and Japheth (based originally, I'm told, on a castration rit-
ual), with first Baldwin and then Ellison acting out the impi-
ous role of Ham: Baldwin by calling attention to Noah-
Wright’s artistic nakedness in his famous essays, “Every-
body’s Protest Novel” (1949) and “Many Thousands Gone”
(1951); Ellison by rejecting “narrow naturalism” as a fic-
tional method, and by alluding to the “diversity, fluidity and
magical freedom of American life” on that (for him at least)
rather magical occasion when he was awarded the National
Book Award. Ellison also offends by having the narrator of
Invisible Man speak of his life (Howe either missing the
irony or assuming that I did ) as one of “infinite possibilities”
while living in a hole in the ground.

Howe begins by attacking Baldwin’s rejection in “Every-
body’s Protest Novel” of the type of literature he labeled
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“protest fiction” (Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Native Son being
prime examples ), and which he considered incapable of deal-
ing adequately with the complexity of Negro experience.
Howe, noting that this was the beginning of Baldwin’s ca-
reer, sees the essay’s underlying motive as a declaration of
Baldwin’s intention to transcend “the sterile categories of
‘Negroness,” whether those enforced by the white world or
those defensively erected by the Negroes themselves. No
longer mere victim or rebel, the Negro would stand free in a
self-achieved humanity. As Baldwin put it some years later,
he hoped to ‘prevent himself from becoming merely a Ne-
gro; or even, merely, a Negro writer.’” Baldwin’s elected
agency for self-achievement would be the novel—as it turns
out, it was the essay and the novel—but the novel, states
Howe, “is an inherently ambiguous genre: it strains toward
formal autonomy and can seldom avoid being public ges-
ture.”

I would have said that it is always a public gesture, though
not necessarily a political one. I would also have pointed out
that the American Negro novelist is himself “inherently am-
biguous.” As he strains toward self-achievement as artist
(and here he can only “integrate” and free himself), he
moves toward fulfilling his dual potentialities as Negro and
American. While Howe agrees with Baldwin that “literature
and sociology are not one and the same,” he notes neverthe-
less that, “it is equally true that such statements hardly be-
gin to cope with the problem of how a writer'’s own experi-
ence affects his desire to represent human affairs in a work
of fiction.” Thus Baldwin’s formula evades “through rhetori-
cal sweep, the genuinely difficult issue of the relationship be-
tween social experience and literature.” And to Baldwin’s
statement that one writes “out of one thing only—one’s own
experience” (I would have added, for the novelist, this quali-
fication: one’s own experience as understood and ordered
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through one’s knowledge of self, culture and literature),

Hoyve, appearing suddenly in blackface, replies with a rhe-
torical sweep of his own:

What, then, was the experience of a man with a black skin
what could it be here in this country? How could a Negr(;
Put pen to paper, how could he so much as think or breathe
w1t'h§)ut some impulsion to protest, be it harsh or mild’
pohtlf:’al or.private, released or buried?” . . . The “socii
1(‘>ilogy of his existence forms a constant pressure on his

terary work, and not merely in the way this might be true

of any writer, but with a pai i i
or any vt pain and ferocity that nothing

I must say that this brought a shock of recognition. Some
twelve years ago, a friend argued with me for hours. that I
could not possibly write a novel because my experience as a
Negro had been too excruciating to allow me to achieve that
psyc}.xological and emotional distance necessary to artistic
creation. Since he “knew” Negro experience better than I, I
could not convince him that he might be wrong Evident’l
Howe' feels that unrelieved suffering is the only “r.eal” Negrg
E;(()}f;lence, and that the true Negro writer must be fero-

But there is also an American Negro tradition which
teachgs one to deflect racial provocation and to master and
cont'am pain. It is a tradition which abhors as obscene an
t.rac_lmg on one’s own anguish for gain or sympathy; whicg
springs not from a desire to deny the harshness of e);istenc
but from a will to deal with it as men at their best have ale
ways done. It takes fortitude to be a man and no less to be -
artist. Perhaps it takes even more if the black man would Etl)n

an artist. If so, there are no exemptions. It would seem te
me, therefore, that the question of how the “sociology of hi(s)
existence” presses upon a Negro writer's work depenggs upon
how much of his life the individual writer is able to traﬁls-
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form into art. What moves a writer to eloquence is less mean-
ingful than what he makes of it. How much, by the way, do
we know of Sophocles’ wounds?

One unfamiliar with what Howe stands for would get the |

impression that when he looks at a Negro he sees not a hu-
man being but an abstract embodiment of living hell. He
seems never to have considered that American Negro life
(and here he is encouraged by certain Negro “spokesmen”)
is, for the Negro who must live it, not only a burden (and
not always that) but also a discipline—just as any human
life which has endured so long is a discipline teaching its
own insights into the human condition, its own strategies of
survival. There is a fullness, even a richness here; and here
despite the realities of politics, perhaps, but nevertheless
here and real. Because it is human life. And Wright, for all
of his indictments, was no less its product than that other
talented Mississippian, Leontyne Price. To deny in the inter-
est of revolutionary posture that such possibilities of human
richness exist for others, even in Mississippi, is not only to
deny us our humanity but to betray the critic’s commitment
to social reality. Critics who do so should abandon literature
for politics.

For even as his life toughens the Negro, even as it brutal-
izes him, sensitizes him, dulls him, goads him to anger,
moves him to irony, sometimes fracturing and sometimes
affirming his hopes; even as it shapes his attitudes toward
family, sex, love, religion; even as it modulates his humor,
tempers his joy—it conditions him to deal with his life and
with himself. Because it is his life and no mere abstraction
in someone’s head. He must live it and try consciously to
grasp its complexity until he can change it; must live it as he
changes it. He is no mere product of his socio-political pre-
dicament. He is a product of the interaction between his
racial predicament, his individual will and the broader Amer-
jcan cultural freedom in which he finds his ambiguous ex-
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istence. Thus he, too, in a limited way, is his own creation.

In his loyalty to Richard Wright, Howe considers Ellison
and Baldwin guilty of filial betrayal because, in their own
work, they have rejected the path laid down by Native Son,
phonies because, while actually “black boys,” they pretend to
be mere American writers trying to react to something of
the pluralism of their predicament.

In his myth Howe takes the roles of both Shem and
Japheth, trying mightily (his face turned backward so as not
to see what it is he’s veiling) to cover the old man’s bare
belly, and then becoming Wright's voice from beyond the
grave by uttering the curses which Wright was too ironic or
too proud to have uttered himself, at least in print:

In response to Baldwin and Ellison, Wright would have said
(I virtually quote the words he used in talking to me during
the summer of 1958) that only through struggle could men
with black skins, and for that matter, all the oppressed
of the world, achieve their humility. It was a lesson, said
Wright, with a touch of bitterness yet not without kindness,
that the younger writers would have to learn in their own

way and their own time. All that has happened since bears
him out.

What, coming eighteen years after Native Son and thir-
teen years after World War 11, does this rather limp cliché
mean? Nor is it clear what is meant by the last sentence—
or is it that today Baldwin has come to out-Wrighting Rich-
ard? The real questions seem to be: How does the Negro
writer participate as a writer in the struggle for human free-
dom? To whom does he address his work? What values
emerging from Negro experience does he try to affirm?

I started with the primary assumption that men with
black skins, having retained their humanity before all of the
conscious efforts made to dehumanize them, especially fol-
lowing the Reconstruction, arc unquestionably human. Thus
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they have the obligation of freeing themselves—whoever
their allies might be—by depending upon the validity of their
own experience for an accurate picture of the reality which
they seek to change, and for a gauge of the values they
would see made manifest. Crucial to this view is the belief
that their resistance to provocation, their coolness under
pressure, their sense of timing and their tenacious hold on
the ideal of their ultimate freedom are indispensable values
in the struggle, and are at least as characteristic of Ameri-
can Negroes as the hatred, fear and vindictiveness which
Wright chose to emphasize.

Wright believed in the much abused idea that novels are
“weapons”—the counterpart of the dreary notion, common
among most minority groups, that novels are instruments of
good public relations. But I believe that true novels, even
when most pessimistic and bitter, arise out of an impulse to
celebrate human life and therefore are ritualistic and cere-
monial at their core. Thus they would preserve as they de-
stroy, affirm as they reject.

In Native Son, Wright began with the ideological proposi-
tion that what whites think of the Negro’s reality is more im-
portant than what Negroes themselves know it to be. Hence
Bigger Thomas was presented as a near-subhuman indict-
ment of white oppression. He was designed to shock whites
out of their apathy and end the circumstances out of which
Wright insisted Bigger emerged. Here environment is all—

and interestingly enough, environment conceived solely in
terms of the physical, the non-conscious. Well, cut off my
legs and call me Shorty! Kill my parents and throw me on the
mercy of the court as an orphan! Wright could imagine Big-
ger, but Bigger could not possibly imagine Richard Wright.
Wright saw to that.
But without arguing Wright's right to his personal vision,
I would say that he was himself a better argument for my
approach than Bigger was for his. And so, to be fair and as
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mclus_ive as Howe, is James Baldwin. Both are true Negro
Amc?ncgns, and both affirm the broad possibility of personal
realization which I see as a saving aspect of American life
.Sur(?,ly, this much can be admitted without denying the 1n-
justice which all three of us have protested.

Howe is impressed by Wright's pioneering role and by the

- - enormous courage, the discipline of self-conquest re-
quired to conceive Bigger Thomas. . . .” And earlier: “If
such younger novelists as Baldwin and Ralph Ellison ;vere
able to move beyond Wright’s harsh naturalism toward more
sWup.pl}tlat r}r:o(;lebs of fiction, that was only possible because

rig ad been there
the full weight of his oo é’:‘;t, courageous enough to release
. It is not for me to judge Wright’s courage, but I must ask
just why it was possible for me to write as I write “only” be-
cause Wright released his anger? Can’t I be allowed to re-
leflse my own? What does Howe know of my acquaintance
with violence, or the shape of my courage or the intensity of
my anger? I suggest that my credentials are at least as vz.lid
as Wﬁght’s, even though he began writing long before I did
and it is possible that I have lived through and committe(i
even more violence than he. Howe must wait for an autobi-
ography before he can be responsibly certain. Everybod
wants to tell us what a Negro is, yet few wish, even in Z
joke, to be one. But if you would tell me who I a:m at least
take the trouble to discover what I have been. ,

‘W}'liCh brings me to the most distressing aspect of Howe’s
thinking: his Northern white liberal version of the white
So.uthern myth of absolute separation of the races. He im-
phe.s that Negroes can only aspire to contest other Negroes
(this at a time when Baldwin has been taking on just about
everyone, including Hemingway, Faulkner and the United
States Attorney General!l), and must wait for the appear-
ance of a Black Hope before they have the courage to move.
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Howe is so committed to a sociological vision of society that
he apparently cannot see (perhaps because he is dealing
with Negroes—although not because he would suppress us
socially or politically, for in fact he is anxious to end such
suppression) that whatever the efficiency of segregation as a
socio-political arrangement, it has been far from absolute on
the level of culture. Southern whites cannot walk, talk, sing,
conceive of laws or justice, think of sex, love, the family or
freedom without responding to the presence of Negroes.

Similarly, no matter how strictly Negroes are segregated
socially and politically, on the level of the imagination their
ability to achieve freedom is limited only by their individual
aspiration, insight, energy and will. Wright was able to free
himself in Mississippi because he had the imagination and
the will to do so. He was as much a product of his reading as
of his painful experiences, and he made himself a writer by
subjecting himself to the writer’s discipline—as he under-
stood it. The same is true of James Baldwin, who is not the
product of a Negro store-front church but of the library, and
the same is true of me.

Howe seems to see segregation as an opaque steel jug
with the Negroes inside waiting for some black messiah to
come along and blow the cork. Wright is his hero and he
sticks with him loyally. But if we are in a jug it is transpar-
ent, not opaque, and one is allowed not only to see outside
but to read what is going on out there; to make identifications
as to values and human quality. So in Macon County, Ala-
bama, I read Marx, Freud, T. S. Eliot, Pound, Gertrude Stein
and Hemingway. Books which seldom, if ever, mentioned
Negroes were to release me from whatever “segregated” idea
I might have had of my human possibilities. I was freed not
by propagandists or by the example of Wright—I did not
know him at the time and was earnestly trying to learn
enough to write a symphony and have it performed by the
time I was twenty-six, because Wagner had done so and I
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admired his music—but by composers, novelists, and poets
who spoke to me of more interesting and freer ways of life.

These were works which, by fulfilling themselves as works
of art, by being satisfied to deal with life in terms of their
own sources of power, were able to give me a broader sense
of life and possibility. Indeed, I understand a bit more about
myself as Negro because literature has taught me something
of my identity as Western man, as political being. It has also
taught me something of the cost of being an individual who
aspires to conscious eloquence. It requires real poverty of
the imagination to think that this can come to a Negro only
through the example of other Negroes, especially after the
performance of the slaves in re-creating themselves, in good
part, out of the images and myths of the Old Testament
Jews.

No, Wright was no spiritual father of mine, certainly in no
sense I recognize—nor did he pretend to be, since he felt that
I had started writing too late. It was Baldwin’s career, not
mine, that Wright proudly advanced by helping him attain
the Eugene Saxton Fellowship, and it was Baldwin who
found Wright a lion in his path. Being older and familiar with
quite different lions in quite different paths, I simply stepped
around him.

But Wright was a friend for whose magazine I wrote my
first book review and short story, and a personal hero in the
same way Hot Lips Paige and Jimmy Rushing were friends
and heroes. I felt no need to attack what I considered the
limitations of his vision because I was quite impressed by
what he had achieved. And in this, although I saw with the
black vision of Ham, I was, I suppose, as pious as Shem and
Japheth. Still I would write my own books and they would be
in themselves, implicitly, criticisms of Wright’s; just as all
novels of a given historical moment form an argument over

the nature of reality and are, to an extent, criticisms each of
the other.
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While I rejected Bigger Thomas as any final image of Ne-
gro personality, I recognized Native Son as an achievement;
as one man’s essay in defining the human condition as seen
from a specific Negro perspective at a given time in a given
place. And I was proud to have known Wright and happ_y for
the impact he had made upon our apathy. But Howe’s ideas
notwithstanding, history is history, cultural contacts ever
mysterious, and taste exasperatingly personal. Two day’s
after arriving in New York I was to read Malraux’s Man’s
Fate and The Days of Wrath, and after these how could I be
impressed by Wright as an ideological novelist. Need my
skin blind me to all other values? Yet Howe writes:

When Negro liberals write that despite the prevalence qf
bias there has been an improvement in the life of their
people, such statements are reasonable and necessary. But
what have these to do with the way Negroes feel, with th.e
power of the memories they must surely retain? About this
we know very little and would be well advised not to nour-
ish preconceptions, for their feelings may well be closer to
Wright's rasping outbursts than to the more modulated
tones of the younger Negro novelists. Wright remembered,
and what he remembered other Negroes must also have re-
membered. And in that way he kept faith with the experi-
ence of the boy who had fought his way out of the depths,
to speak for those who remained there.

Wright, for Howe, is the genuine article, the authentic
Negro writer, and his tone the only authentic tone. But why
strip Wright of his individuality in order to criticize other
writers. He had his memories and I have mine, just as I sup-
pose Irving Howe has his—or has Marx spoken the final
word for him? Indeed, very early in Black Boy, Wright’s mem-
ory and his contact with literature come together in a way re-
vealing, at least to the eye concerned with Wright the liter-
ary man, that his manner of keeping faith with the Negroes
who remained in the depths is quite interesting:
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(After I had outlived the shocks of childhood, after the
habit of reflection had been born in me, I used to mull over
the strange absence of real kindness in Negroes, how un-
stable was our tenderness, how lacking in genuine passion
we were, how void of great hope, how timid our joy, how
bare our traditions, how hollow our memories, how lacking
we were in those intangible sentiments that bind man to
man and how shallow was even our despair. After I had
learned other ways of life I used to brood upon the uncon-
scious irony of those who felt that Negroes led so passional
an existence! I saw that what had been taken for our
emotional strength was our negative confusions, our flights,
our fears, our frenzy under pressure.

{Whenever I thought of the essential bleakness of black
life in America, I knew that Negroes had never been allowed
to catch the full spirit of Western civilization, that they
lived somehow in it but not of it. And when I brooded upon
the cultural barrenness of black life, I wondered if clean,
positive tenderness, love, honor, loyalty and the capacity to
remember were native with man. I asked myself if these
human qualities were not fostered, won, struggled and suf-
fered for, preserved in ritual from one generation to an-
other.)

Must I be condemned because my sense of Negro life was
quite different? Or because for me keeping faith would
never allow me to even raise such a question about any seg-
ment of humanity? Black Boy is not a sociological case his-
tory but an autobiography, and therefore a work of art
shaped by a writer bent upon making an ideological point.
Doubtlessly, this was the beginning of Wright's exile, the
making of a decision which was to shape his life and writing
thereafter And it is precisely at this point that Wright is
being what I would call, in Howe’s words, “literary to a fault.”

For just as How Bigger Was Born is Wright’s Jamesian
preface to Native Son, the passage quoted above is his para-
phrase of Henry James’ catalogue of those items of a high
civilization which were absent from American life during
Hawthorne’s day, and which seemed so necessary in order
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for the novelist to function. This, then, was Wright's list of
those items of high humanity which he found missing among
Negroes. Thank God, I have never been quite that literary.

How awful that Wright found the facile anwers of Marx-
ism before he learned to use literature as a means for discov-
ering the forms of American Negro humanity. I could nf)t
and cannot question their existence, 1 can only seek again
and again to project that humanity as I see it and fefal it. To
me Wright as writer was less interesting than the enigma he
personified: that he could so dissociate himself from .the
complexity of his background while trying so hard to im-
prove the condition of black men everywhere; that he could
be so wonderful an example of human possibility but could
not for ideological reasons depict a Negro as intelligent, as
creative or as dedicated as himself.

In his effort to resuscitate Wright, Irving Howe would
designate the role which Negro writers are to play more
rigidly than any Southern politician—and for the best .o.f
reasons. We must express “black” anger and “clenched. mili-
tancy”; most of all we should not become too interested in the
problems of the art of literature, even though it is through
these that we seek our individual identities. And between
writing well and being ideologically militant, we must choose
militancy.

Well, it all sounds quite familiar and I fear the social order
which it forecasts more than I do that of Mississippi. Ironi-
cally, during the 1g40s it was one of the main sources of
Wright's rage and frustration.

11

I am sorry Irving Howe got the impression that I was throw-
ing bean-balls when 1 only meant to pitch him a hyperbole.
It would seem, however, that he approves of angry Negro
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writers only until one questions his ideas; then he reaches
for his honor, cries “misrepresentation” and “distortion,” and
charges the writer with being both out of control of himself
and with fashioning a “strategy calculated to appeal, ready-
made, to the preconceptions of the liberal audience.” Howe
implies that there are differences between us which I dis-
guised in my essay, yet whatever the validity of this at-
tempt at long-distance psychoanalysis, it was not his honor
which I questioned but his thinking; not his good faith but
his critical method.

And the major differences which these raised between
us I tried to describe. They are to be seen by anyone who
reads Howe’s “Black Boys and Native Sons” not as a collec-
tion of thematically related fragments but as the literary ex-
position of a considered point of view. I tried to interpret this
essay in the light of the impact it made upon my sense of
life and literature, and I judged it through its total form—
just as I would have Howe base his judgments of writers and
their circumstances on as much of what we know about the
actual complexity of men living in a highly pluralistic society
as is possible. I realize that the uncommon sense of a critic,
his special genius, is a gift to be thankful for whenever we
find it. The very least I expected of Howe, though, was that
he would remember his common sense, that he would not be
carried away by that intellectual abandon, that lack of re-
straint, which seizes those who regard blackness as an abso-
lute and who see in it a release from the complications of the
real world.

Howe is interested in militant confrontation and suffer-
ing, yet evidently he recognizes neither when they involve
some act of his own. He really did not know the subject was
loaded. Very well, but I was brought into the booby-trapped
field of his assumptions and finding myself in pain, I did not
choose to “hold back from the suffering” inflicted upon me
there. Out of an old habit I yelled—without secking Howe’s
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permission, it is true—where it hurt the most. For oddly
enough, I found it far less painful to have to move to the
back of a Southern bus, or climb to the peanut gallery of a
movie house—matters about which I could do nothing ex-
cept walk, read, hunt, dance, sculpt, cultivate ideas, or seek
other uses for my time—than to tolerate concepts which dis-
torted the actual reality of my situation or my reactions to it.

I could escape the reduction imposed by unjust laws and
customs, but not that imposed by ideas which defined me as
no more than the sum of those laws and customs. I learned
to outmaneuver those who interpreted my silence as submis-
sion, my efforts at self-control as fear, my contempt as awe
before superior status, my dreams of faraway places and
room at the top of the heap as defeat before the barriers of
their stifling, provincial world. And my struggle became a
desperate battle which was usually fought, though not al-
ways, in silence; a guerrilla action in a larger war in which
I found some of the most treacherous assaults against me
committed by those who regarded themselves either as neu-
trals, as sympathizers, or as disinterested military advisers.

I recall this not in complaint, for thus was I disciplined to
endure the absurdities of both conscious and unconscious
prejudice, to resist racial provocation and, before the ready
violence of brutal policemen, railroad “bulls,” and casual
white citizens, to hold my peace and bide my time. Thus was
I forced to evaluate my own self-worth, and the narrow
freedom in which it existed, against the power of those who
would destroy me. In time I was to leave the South, although
it has never left me, and the interests which I discovered
there became my life.

But having left the South I did not leave the battle—for
how could I leave Howe? He is a man of words and ideas,
and since I, too, find my identity in the world of ideas and
words, where would I flee? I still endure the nonsense of
fools with a certain patience, but when a respected critic dis-
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torts my situation in order to feel comfortable in the abstrac-
tions he would impose upon American reality, then it is
indeed “in accordance with my nature” to protest. Ideas are
important in themselves, perhaps, but when they are inter-
posed between me and my sense of reality I feel threatened;
they are too elusive, they move with missile speed and are
too often fired from altitudes rising high above the cluttered
terrain upon which I struggle. And too often those with a
facility for ideas find themselves in the councils of power
representing me at the double distance of racial alienation
and inexperience.

Taking leave of Howe for a moment—for his lapse is
merely symptomatic—let me speak generally. Many of those
who write of Negro life today seem to assume that as long
as their hearts are in the right place they can be as arbitrary
as they wish in their formulations. Others seem to feel that
they can air with impunity their most private Freudian fan-
tasies as long as they are given the slightest camouflage of
intellectuality and projected as “Negro.” They have made of
the no-man’s land created by segregation a territory for in-
fantile self-expression and intellectual anarchy. They write
as though Negro life exists only in light of their belated re-
gard, and they publish interpretations of Negro experience
which would not hold true for their own or for any other
form of human life.

Here the basic unity of human experience that assures
us of some possibility of empathic and symbolic identification
with those of other backgrounds is blasted in the interest of
specious political and philosophical conceits. Prefabricated
Negroes are sketched on sheets of paper and superimposed
upon the Negro community; then when someone thrusts his
head through the page and yells, “Watch out there, Jack,
there’re people living under here,” they are shocked and in-
dignant. I am afraid, however, that we shall hear much more
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of such protest as these interpositions continue. And I pre-
dict this, not out of any easy gesture of militancy (and what
an easy con-game for ambitious, publicity-hungry Negroes
this stance of “militancy” has become!) but because as Ne-
groes express increasingly their irritation in this critical area,
many of those who make so lightly with our image shall find
their own subjected to a most devastating scrutiny.

One of the most insidious crimes occurring in this de-
mocracy is that of designating another, politically weaker,
less socially acceptable, people as the receptacle for one’s
own self-disgust, for one’s own infantile rebellions, for one’s
own fears of, and retreats from, reality. It is the crime of
reducing the humanity of others to that of a mere conven-
ience, a counter in a banal game which involves no apparent
risk to ourselves. With us Negroes it started with the appro-
priation of our freedom and our labor; then it was our music,
our speech, our dance and the comic distortion of our image
by burnt-corked, cotton-gloved corn-balls yelling, “Mammy!”
And while it would be futile, non-tragic, and un-Negro Amer-
ican to complain over the processes through which we have
become who and what we are, it is perhaps permissible to say
that the time for such misappropriations ran out long ago.

For one thing, Negro American consciousness is not a
product (as so often seems true of so many American
groups ) of a will to historical forgetfulness. It is a product of
our memory, sustained and constantly reinforced by events,
by our watchful waiting, and by our hopeful suspension of
final judgment as to the meaning of our grievances. For an-
other, most Negroes recognize themselves as themselves de-
spite what others might believe them to be. Thus, although
the sociologists tell us that thousands of light-skinned Ne-
groes become white each year undetected, most Negroes
can spot a paper-thin “white Negro” every time simply be-
cause those who masquerade missed what others were
forced to pick up along the way: discipline—a discipline
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which these heavy thinkers would not undergo even if guar-
anteed that combined with their own heritage it would
make of them the freest of spirits, the wisest of men and the
most sublime of heroes.

The rhetorical strategy of my original reply was not
meant, as Howe interprets it, to strike the stance of a “free
artist” against the “ideclogical critic,” although I do recog-
nize that I can be free only to the extent that I detect error
and grasp the complex reality of my circumstances and work
to dominate it through the techniques which are my means
of confronting the world. Perhaps 1 am only free enough to
recognize those tendencies of thought which, actualized,
would render me even less free.

Even so, I did not intend to take the stance of the “know-
ing Negro writer” against the “presuming white intellectual.”
While I am without doubt a Negro, and a writer, I am also an
American writer, and while I am more knowing than Howe
where my own life and its influences are concerned, I took
the time to question his presumptions as one responsible for
contributing as much as he is capable to the clear perception
of American social reality. For to think unclearly about
that segment of reality in which I find my existence is to
do myself violence. To allow others to go unchallenged when
they distort that reality is to participate not only in that dis-
tortion but to accept, as in this instance, a violence inflicted
upon the art of criticism. And if I am to recognize those as-

pects of my role as writer which do not depend primarily
upon my racial identity, if I am to fulfill the writer’s basic re-
sponsibilities to his craft, then surely I must insist upon the
maintenance of a certain level of precision in language, a
maximum correspondence between the form of a piece of
writing and its content, and between words and ideas and
the things and processes of his world.

Whatever my role as “race man” (and it knocks me out
whenever anyone, black or white, tries to tell me—and
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the white Southerners have no monopoly here—how to be-
come their conception of a “good Negro”), I am as writer no
less a custodian of the American language than is Irving
Howe. Indeed, to the extent that I am a writer—I lay no
claims to being a thinker—the American language, includ-
ing the Negro idiom, is all that I have. So let me emphasize
that my reply to Howe was neither motivated by racial de-
fensiveness nor addressed to his own racial identity.

It is fortunate that it was not, for considering how Howe
identifies himself in this instance, I would have missed the
target, which would have been embarrassing. Yet it would
have been an innocent mistake, because in situations such
as this many Negroes, like myself, make a positive distinc-
tion between “whites” and “Jews.” Not to do so could be either
offensive, embarrassing, unjust or even dangerous. If I
would know who I am and preserve who I am, then I must
see others distinctly whether they see me so or no. Thus I feel
uncomfortable whenever I discover Jewish intellectuals
writing as though they were guilty of enslaving my grand-
parents, or as though the Jews were responsible for the sys-
tem of segregation. Not only do they have enough troubles of
their own, as the saying goes, but Negroes know this only too
well.

The real guilt of such Jewish intellectuals lies in their fa-
cile, perhaps unconscious, but certainly unrealistic, identi-
fication with what is called the “power structure.” Negroes
call that “passing for white.” Speaking personally, both as
writer and as Negro American, I would like to see the more
positive distinctions between whites and Jewish Americans
maintained. Not only does it make for a necessary bit of his-
torical and social clarity, at least where Negroes are con-
cerned, but 1 consider the United States freer politically
and richer culturally because there are Jewish Americans to
bring it the benefit of their special forms of dissent, their hu-
mor and their gift for ideas which are based upon the unique-
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ness of their experience. The diversity of American life is
often painful, frequently burdensome and always a source
of conflict, but in it lies our fate and our hope.

To‘ Howe’s charge that I found his exaggerated claims
for Richard Wright's influence upon my own work presump-
tuous, I plead guilty. Was it necessary to impose a line of
succes.smn upon Negro writers simply because Howe identi-
fied with Wright's cause? And why, since he grasps so read-
ily t}.le intentional absurdity of my question regarding his
?elatlonship to Marx, couldn’t he see that the notion of an
intellectual or artistic succession based upon color or racial
ba(;kground is no less absurd than one based upon a common
religious background? (Of course, Irving, I know that you
haven’t believed in final words for twenty years—not even
g'/our own—and I know, too, that the line from Marx to Howe
z.? as complex and as dialectical as that from Wright to El-
lison. My point was to try to see to it that certain laspes in
your thinking did not become final.) In fact, this whole ex-
change would never have started had I not been dragged into
th.ehdls‘t‘:ussion. Still, if Howe could take on the role of man
val_z riztli CI;Iack skin,” why shouldn’t I assume the role of critic-

But how surprising are Howe’s ideas concerning the ways
oi." controversy. Why, unless of course he holds no respect er
his opponent, should a polemicist be expected to make things
harc.i for himself? As for the “preconceptions of the liberi}
audience,” I had not considered them, actually, except as
they appear in Howe’s own thinking. Beyond this I wrote for
anyone who might hesitate to question his formulations, es-
pec1ally' very young Negro writers who might be bewildéred
by t}.le mcongruity of such ideas coming from such an au-
th9r1ty. Howe himself rendered complicated rhetorical strat-
€g1es unnecessary by lunging into questionable territory with
his flanks left so unprotected that any schoolboy sniper could
have routed him with a bird gun. Indeed, his reaction to my
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reply reminds me of an incident which occurred during the

1937 Recession when a companion and 1 were hunting the

country outside Dayton, QOhio.

There had been a heavy snowfall and we had just put up

a covey of quail from a thicket which edged a field when,

through the rising whirr of the rocketing, snow-shattering
birds, we saw, emerging from a clump of trees across the
field, a large, red-faced, mackinawed farmer, who came run-
ning toward us shouting and brandishing a rifle. I could see
strands of moisture tearing from his working mouth as he
came on, running like a bear across the whiteness, the brown
birds veering and scattering before him; and standing there
against the snow, a white hill behind me and with no tree nor
foxhole for cover I felt as exposed as a Black Muslim caught
at a meeting of the KX.K.

He had appeared as suddenly as the quail, and although
the rifle was not yet to his shoulder, 1 was transfixed, watch-
ing him zooming up to become the largest, loudest, most ag-
gressive-sounding white man I'd seen in my life, and I was,
quite frankly, afraid. Then I was measuring his approach to
the crunching tempo of his running and praying silently that
he’d come within range of my shotgun before he fired; that 1
would be able to do what seemed necessary for me to do;
that, shooting from the hip with an old twelve-gauge shot-
gun, I could stop him before he could shoot either me or my
companion; and that, though stopped effectively, he would
be neither killed, nor blinded, nor maimed.

It was a mixed-up prayer in an icy interval which ended
in a smoking fury of cursing, when, at a warning from my
companion, the farmer suddenly halted. Then we learned
that the reckless man had meant only to warn us off of land
which was not even his but that of a neighbor—my compan-
ion’s foster father. He stood there between the two shotguns
pointing short-ranged at his middle, his face quite drained of
color now by the realization of how close to death he’d come,
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sputtfzring indignantly that we'd interpreted his rifle, which
wasnt.loaded, in a manner other than hed intencied 1I(-:I
truly did not realize that situations can be more loaded ;h .
guns and gestures more eloquent than words. -
I:“ ortunately, words are not rifles, but perhaps Howe is just
as nnocent of the rhetorical eloquence of situations as Jt:hS
iarmer: He does not see that the meaning which emer ez
brortnh h1.s essay is _not determined by isolated statements ]%ut
Y the juxtaposition of those statements in a context w’h' h
creates a larger statement. Or that contributing to the ju:iC -
;??:tu It‘zlrcézregvzy that large‘r statement is the one in whicgh
Wrlght st th i egrilvfl;lso‘v;e.p;ltsﬂlialgwin and Ellison against
. . right the better of the ar
E}fmg su.ch Smotl?nall'y weighted terms as “remem%:;zs?:;g
ept'falth, the implication to me is that Baldwin and Elli
son did not remember or keep faith with those who remainec;

behind. If this be true :
. , then I think that i .. o
lain” is not too strong a term. at in this instance “vil-

Howe is not the first writer given to sociological categories

“Wa};](;]hgza_l}’l’ad 1‘1‘nc'ons.ciolls value judgments slip into his
o hyis 5 rzr ;Clenuﬁc descriptions. Thus I can believe
descriptiv};p nact was m_ea1-1t tg be “analytic, not exhortatory;
o ,els :a pr.escrlptlve. The results, however, are
o nmgreco ngam. }j&nd are we to believe that he simply
o 1y Yec g lze rhetoric Yvh.en he practices it? That
man with 3 black skin be - etee o thinbs b o
: ' ' : . C., he thinks he is descri
ir;tghgrsi;]iiuZn as v'1ewed by each and every Negro writ:;
o e vifre:slmg, yes, and in the mode of “exhorta-
just,as oo 13 rving Howe? poesn’t he recognize that
o egro sfergotype 1s a command to Negroes
ol the ves In its image, there sounds through his
scn’ptlve thus it is” the command “thus you become”? And
d_oesnt he' realize that in this emotion-charged area cieﬁm‘
tive description is, in effect, prescription? If he does not-
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how then can we depend upon his “analysis” of politics or
his reading of fiction?

Perhaps Howe could relax his views concerning the situa-
tion of the writers with a “black skin” if he examined some of
the meanings which he gives to the word “Negro.” He con-
tends that I “cannot help being caught up with the idea of
the Negro,” but I have never said that I could or wished to do
so—only Howe makes a problem for me here. When he uses
the term “Negro” he speaks of it as a “stigma,” and again, he
speaks of “Negroness” as a “sterile category.” He sees the
Negro writer as experiencing a “constant pressure upon his
literary work” from the “sociology of his existence . . . not
merely in the way this might be true of any writer, but with a
pain and ferocity that nothing could remove.”

Note that this is a condition arising from a collective ex-
perience which leaves no room for the individual writer’s
unique existence. It leaves no room for that intensity of
personal anguish which compels the artist to seek relief by
projecting it into the world in conjunction with other things;
that anguish which might take the form of an acute sense of
inferiority for one, homosexuality for another, an over-
whelming sense of the absurdity of human life for still an-

other. Nor does it leave room for the experience that might
be caused by humiliation, by a harelip, by a stutter, by epi-
lepsy—indeed, by any and everything in this life which
plunges the talented individual into solitude while leaving
him the will to transcend his condition through art. The in-
dividual Negro writer must create out of his own special
needs and through his own sensibilities, and these alome.
Otherwise, all those who suffer in anonymity would be crea-
tors.

Howe makes of “Negroness” a metaphysical condition, one
that is a state of irremediable agony which all but engulfs the

1 Jtalics mine.
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mind. Happily, the view from inside the skin is not so dark
as it appears to be from Howe’s remote position, and there-
fore my view of “Negroness” is neither his nor that of the ex-
ponents of negritude. It is not skin color which makes a Negro
American but cultural heritage as shaped by the American
experience, the social and political predicament; a sharing
of that “concord of sensibilities” which the group expresses
through historical circumstance and through which it has
come to constitute a subdivision of the larger American cul-
ture. Being a Negro American has to do with the memory of
slavery and the hope of emancipation and the betrayal by al-
lies and the revenge and contempt inflicted by our former
masters after the Reconstruction, and the myths, both
Northern and Southern, which are propagated in justifica-
tion of that betrayal. It involves, too, a special attitude to-
ward the waves of immigrants who have come later and
passed us by.

It has to do with a special perspective on the national
ideals and the national conduct, and with a tragicomic atti-
tude toward the universe. It has to do with special emotions
evoked by the details of cities and countrysides, with forms of
labor and with forms of pleasure; with sex and with love,
with food and with drink, with machines and with animals;
with climates and with dwellings, with places of worship
and places of entertainment; with garments and dreams and
idioms of speech; with manners and customs, with religion
and art, with life styles and hoping, and with that special
sense of predicament and fate which gives direction and res-
onance to the Freedom Movement. It involves a rugged in-
itiation into the mysteries and rites of color which makes it
possible for Negro Americans to suffer the injustice which
race and color are used to excuse without losing sight of
either the humanity of those who inflict that injustice or the
motives, rational or irrational, out of which they act. It im-
poses the uneasy burden and occasional joy of a complex
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double vision, a fluid, ambivalent response to men and
events which represents, at its finest, a profoundly civilized
adjustment to the cost of being human in this modern world.

More important, perhaps, being a Negro American in-
volves a willed (who wills to be a Negro? I do!) affirmation
of self as against all outside pressures—an identification
with the group as extended through the individual self which
rejects all possibilities of escape that do not involve a basic
resuscitation of the original American ideals of social and
political justice. And those white Negroes (and I do not
mean Norman Mailer’s dream creatures) are Negroes too—
if they wish to be.

Howe’s defense against my charge that he sees unrelieved
suffering as the basic reality of Negro life is to quote favor-
able comments from his review of Invisible Man. But this
does not cancel out the restricted meaning which he gives to
“Negroness,” or his statement that “the sociology of [thg Ne-
gro writer’s] existence forms a constant pressure with a
pain and ferocity that nothing could remove.” He charges
me with unfairness for writing that he believes ideological
militancy is more important than writing well, yet he tells
us that “there may of course be times when one’s obligation
as a human being supersedes one’s obligation as a
writer. . . .” I think that the writer’s obligation in a strug-
gle as broad and abiding as the one we are engaged in, which
involves not merely Negroes but all Americans, is best car-
ried out through his role as writer. And if he chooses to stop
writing and take to the platform, then it should be out of per-
sonal choice and not under pressure from would-be man-
agers of society.

Howe plays a game of pitty-pat with Baldwin and Ellison.
First he throws them into the pit for lacking Wright's “pain,”
“ferocity,” “memory,” “faithfulness” and “clenched mili-
tance,” then he pats them on the head for the quality of
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their writing. If he would see evidence of this statement, let
him observe how these terms come up in his original essay
when he traces Baldwin’s move toward Wright's position.
Howe’s rhetoric is weighted against “more modulated tones”
in favor of “rasping outbursts,” the Baldwin of Another Coun-
try becomes “a voice of anger, rasping and thrusting,” and
he is no longer “held back” by the “proprieties of literature.”
The character of Rufus in that novel displays a “ferocity”
quite new in Baldwin’s fiction, and Baldwin’s essays gain res-
onance from “the tone of unrelenting protest . . . from
[their] very anger, even the violence,” etc. I am afraid that
these are “good” terms in Howe’s essay and they led to part
of my judgment.

In defense of Wright’s novel The Long Dream, Howe can
write:

. . . This book has been attacked for presenting Negro life
in the South through “old-fashioned” images of violence,
but [and now we have “prescription”] one ought to hesitate
before denying the relevance of such images or joining in
the criticism of their use. For Wright was perhaps justified
in not paying attention to the changes that have occurred in
the South these past few decades.?

If this isn’t a defense, if not of bad writing at least of an ir-
responsible attitude toward good writing, I simply do not un-
derstand the language. I find it astonishing advice, since
novels exist, since the fictional spell comes into existence
precisely through the care which the novelist gives to select-
ing the details, the images, the tonalities, the specific social
and psychological processes of specific characters in specific
milieus at specific points in time. Indeed, it is one of the main
tenets of the novelist’s morality that he should write of that
which he knows, and this is especially crucial for novelists
who deal with a society as mobile and rapidly changing as
ours. To justify ignoring this basic obligation is to encour-

2 Italics mine.
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age the downgrading of literature in favor of other \{a.lues, 112
this instance “anger,” “protest” and “clenched militancy.
Novelists create not simply out of “memory” but out of mem-
ory modified, extended, transformed by social change. For a
novelist to heed such advice as Howe’s is to commit an act of
artistic immorality. Amplify this back through society and
the writer’s failure could produce not order but chaos.

Yet Howe proceeds on the very next page of his essay .to
state, with no sense of contradiction, that Wright failed in
some of the stories which comprise Eight Men (“The Man
Who Lived Underground” was first published, by th.e way, in
1944 ) because he needed the “accumulated material of cir-
cumstance.” If a novelist ignores social change, how can he
come by the “accumulated material of circumstance”? Per-
haps if Howe could grasp the full meaning of that phrase he
would understand that Wright did not report in Black Boy
much of his life in Mississippi, and he would see that Ross
Barnett is not the whole state, that there is also a Negro Mis-
sissippi which is much more varied than that which Wright
depicted.

For the critic there simply exists no substitute for the
knowledge of history and literary tradition. Howe stresses
Wright's comment that when he went into rooms where
there were naked white women he felt like a “non-man . . .
doubly cast out.” But had Howe thought about it he might
have questioned this reaction, since most young men would
have been delighted with the opportunity to study, at first
hand, women usually cloaked in an armor of taboos. I won-
der how Wright felt when he saw Negro women acting just
as shamelessly? Clearly this was an ideological point, not a
factual report. And anyone aware of the folk sources of
Wright’s efforts to create literature would recognize that the
situation is identical with that of the countless stories which
Negro men tell of the male slave called in to wash the
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mistress’ back in the bath, of the Pullman porter invited in
to share the beautiful white passenger’s favors in the berth,
of the bellhop seduced by the wealthy blond guest.

It is interesting that Howe should interpret my statement
about Mississippi as evidence of a loss of self-control. So al-
low me to repeat it coldly: I fear the implications of Howe’s
ideas concerning the Negro writer’s role as actionist more
than I do the State of Mississippi. Which is not to deny the
viciousness which exists there but to recognize the degree of
freedom which also exists there precisely because the re-
pression is relatively crude, or at least it was during Wright's
time, and it left the world of literature alone. William Faulk- -
ner lived neither in Jefferson nor Frenchman’s Bend but in
Oxford. He, too, was a Mississippian, just as the boys who
helped Wright leave Jackson were the sons of a Negro college
president. Both Faulkner and these boys must be recog-
nized as part of the social reality of Mississippi. I said noth-
ing about Ross Barnett, and I certainly did not say that
Howe was a “cultural authoritarian,” so he should not
spread his honor so thin. Rather, let him look to the impli-
cations of his thinking,

Yes, and let him learn more about the South and about
Negro Americans if he would speak with authority. When
he points out that “the young Ralph Ellison, even while read-
ing these great writers, could not in Macon County attend
the white man’s school or movie house” he certainly ap-
pears to have me cornered. But here again he does not know
the facts and he underplays choice and will. I rode freight
trains to Macon County, Alabama, during the Scottsboro trial
because I desired to study with the Negro conductor-com-
poser William L. Dawson, who was, and probably still is,
the greatest classical musician in that part of the country. I

had no need to attend a white university when the master
I wished to study with was available at Tuskegee. Besides,
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why should I have wished to attend the white state-con-
trolled university where the works of the great writers might
not have been so easily available.

As for the movie-going, it is ironic but nonetheless true
that one of the few instances where “separate but equal” was
truly separate and equal was in a double movie house in the
town of Tuskegee, where Negroes and whites were accom-
modated in parallel theaters, entering from the same street
level through separate entrances and with the Negro side
viewing the same pictures shortly after the showing for
whites had begun. It was a product of social absurdity and,
of course, no real relief from our resentment over the re-
striction of our freedom, but the movies were just as enjoy-
able or boring. And yet, is not knowing the facts more inter-
esting, even as an isolated instance, and more stimulating
to real thought than making abstract assumptions? 1 went
to the movies to see pictures, not to be with whites. I attended
a certain college because what I wanted was there. What is
more, I never attended a white school from kindergarten
through my three years of college, and yet, like Howe, I have
taught and lectured for some years now at Northern, pre-
dominantly white, colleges and universities.

Perhaps this counts for little, changes little of the general
condition of society, but it is factual and it does form a part
of my sense of reality because, though it was not a part of
Wright’s life, it is my own. And if Howe thinks mine is an iso-
lated instance, let him do a bit of research.

I do not really think that Howe can make a case for him-
self by bringing up the complimentary remarks which he
made about Invisible Man. 1 did not quarrel with them in
1952, when they were first published, and I did not quarrel
with them in my reply. His is the right of any critic to make
judgment of a novel, and I do not see the point of arguing
that I achieved an aesthetic goal if it did not work for him. I

ran anlv ask that mv fiction be judged as art; if it fails, it fails
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aesthetically, not because I did or did not fight some ideologi-
?al battle. I repeat, however, that Howe’s strategy of bring-
Ing me into the public quarrel between Baldwin and Wright
was inept. I simply did not belong in the conflict, since I
knew, even then, that protest is not the source of the inade-
quacy characteristic of most novels by Negroes, but the sim-
ple failure of craft, bad writing; the desire to have protest
perform the difficult tasks of art; the belief that racial suffer-
ing, social injustice or ideologies of whatever mammy-made
variety, is enough. I know, also, that when the work of Negro
writers has been rejected they have all too often protected
their egos by blaming racial discrimination, while turning
away from the fairly obvious fact that good art—and Negro
musicians are ever present to demonstrate this—commands
attention of itself, whatever the writer’s politics or point of
view. And they forget that publishers will publish almost
anything which is written with even a minimum of com-
petency, and that skill is developed by hard work, study and
a conscious assault upon one’s own fear and provincialism.

I agree with Howe that protest is an element of all art,
though it does not necessarily take the form of speaking for a
political or social program. It might appear in a novel as a
technical assault against the styles which have gone before,
or as protest against the human condition. If Invisible Man
is even “apparently” free from “the ideological and emo-
tional penalties suffered by Negroes in this country,” it is
because I tried to the best of my ability to transform these
elements into art. My goal was not to escape, or hold back,
but to work through; to transcend, as the blues transcend the
painful conditions with which they deal. The protest is
there, not because I was helpless before my racial condition,
but because I put it there. If there is anything “miraculous”
about the book it is the result of hard work undertaken in

the belief that the work of art is important in itself, that it is
a social action in itself.
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I cannot hope to persuade Irving Howe to this view, for it
seems quite obvious that he believes there are matte'rs more
important than artistic scrupulousness. I will Pomt out,
though, that the laws of literary form exert their validity
upon all those who write, and that it is his slighting of the
formal necessities of his essay which makes for some of
our misunderstanding. After reading his reply, I gave in to
my ear’s suggestion that I had read certain of his phras.es
somewhere before, and I went to the library, where I dis-
covered that much of his essay was taken verbatim from a
review in the Nation of May 10, 1952, and that another sec-
tion was published verbatim in the New Republic of F.el.)ru-
ary 13, 1962; the latter, by the way, being in its or'1g1nal
context a balanced appraisal and warm farewell to Richard
Wright. .

But when Howe spliced these materials together with
phrases from an old speech of mine, swipes at the critics of
the Sewanee and Kenyon reviews (journals in which I have
never published), and the Baldwin-Wright quarrel, the ei:‘-
fect was something other than he must have intended. A di-
alectical transformation into a new quality took place and
despite the intention of Howe’s content, the form made its
own statement. If he would find the absurdities he wants me
to reduce to a quotation, he will really have to read his essay
whole. One gets the impression that he did a paste-and-scis-
sors job and, knowing what he intended, knowing how the
separated pieces had operated by themselves, did not bother
to read very carefully their combined effect. It could happen
to anyone; nevertheless, I'm glad he is not a scientist or a so-
cial engineer. .

I do not understand why Howe thinks I said anything on
the subject of writing about “Negro experience” in a manner
which excludes what he calls “plight and protest”; he must
have gotten his Negroes mixed. But as to answering pis ques-
tion concerning the “ways a Negro writer can achieve per-
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sonal realization apart from the common effort of his people
to win their full freedom,” I suggest that he ask himself in
what way shall a Negro writer achieve personal realization
(as writer) after his people shall have won their full free-
dom? The answer appears to be the same in both instances:
He will have to go it alone! He must suffer alone even as he
shares the suffering of his group, and he must write alone
and pit his talents against the standards set by the best prac-
titioners of the craft, both past and present, in any case. For
the writer’s real way of sharing the experience of his group
is to convert its mutual suffering into lasting value. Is Howe
suggesting, incidentally, that Heinrich Heine did not exist?
His question is silly, really, for there is no such thing as
“full freedom” (Oh, how Howe thirsts and hungers for the
absolute for Negroes!), just as the notion of an equality of
talent is silly. I am a Negro who once played trumpet with a
certain skill, but alas, I am no Louis Armstrong or Clark
Terry. Willie Mays has realized himself quite handsomely as
an individual despite coming from an impoverished Negro
background in oppressive Alabama; and Negro Americans,
like most Americans who know the value of baseball, exult in
his success. I am, after all, only a minor member, not the
whole damned tribe; in fact, most Negroes have never heard
of me. I could shake the nation for a while with a crime or
with indecent disclosures, but my pride lies in earning the
right to call myself quite simply “writer.” Perhaps if I write
well enough the children of today’s Negroes will be proud
that I did, and so, perhaps, will Irving Howe'’s.

Let me end with a personal note: Dear Irving, I have no
objections to being placed beside Richard Wright in any esti-
mation which is based not upon the irremediable ground of
our common racial identity, but upon the quality of our
achievements as writers. I respected Wright's work and I
knew him, but this is not to say that he “influenced” me as
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significantly as you assume. Consult the text! I soug.ht out
Wright because I had read Eliot, Pound, Gert.rude Stein and
Hemingway, and as early as 1940 Wright viewed me as a
potential rival, partially, it is true, because he feared. I would
allow myself to be used against him by political m.ampulators
who were not Negro and who envied and hated h1m But per-
haps you will understand when I say he did not influence ?ne
if I point out that while one can do nothing about choosmg
one’s relatives, one can, as artist, choose one’s “ancestors.
Wright was, in this sense, a “relative”; Hemingwa)f an “an-
cestor.” Langston Hughes, whose work I knew in grade
school and whom I knew before I knew Wright, was a “rela-
tive”; Eliot, whom I was to meet only many years later, and
Malraux and Dostoievsky and Faulkner, were “ancestors”—
if you please or don’t please! .

Do you still ask why Hemingway was more 1mportan£ to
me than Wright? Not because he was white, or m9re ac-
cepted.” But because he appreciated the things of this earth
which I love and which Wright was too driven or deprived or
inexperienced to know: weather, guns, dogs, horses, love
and hate and impossible circumstances which to the cour-
ageous and dedicated could be turned into benefits and vic-
tories. Because he wrote with such precision about the pro-
cesses and techniques of daily living that I could keep myself
and my brother alive during the 1937 Recession by following
his descriptions of wing-shooting; because he knew the differ-
ence between politics and art and something of their true re-
lationship for the writer. Because all that he wrote—and
this is very important—was imbued with a spirit beyond the
tragic with which I could feel at home, for it was very close
to the feeling of the blues, which are, perhaps, as close as
Americans can come to expressing the spirit of tragedy.
(And if you think Wright knew anything about the blues,
listen to a “blues” he composed with Paul Robeson singing, a
most unfortunate collaboration!; and read his introduction
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to Paul Oliver’s Blues Fell This Morning.) But most impor-
tant, because Hemingway was a greater artist than Wright,
who although a Negro like myself, and perhaps a great man,
understood little if anything of these, at least to me, impor-
tant things. Because Hemingway loved the American lan-
guage and the joy of writing, making the flight of birds, the
loping of lions across an African plain, the mysteries of
drink and moonlight, the unique styles of diverse peoples and
individuals come alive on the page. Because he was in many
ways the true father-as-artist of so many of us who came to
writing during the late thirties.

I will not dwell upon Hemingway’s activities in Spain or
during the liberation in Paris, for you know all of that. I will
remind you, however, that any writer takes what he needs
to get his own work done from wherever he finds it. I did not
need Wright to tell me how to be a Negro, or how to be angry
or to express anger—Joe Louis was doing that very well—
or even to teach me about socialism; my mother had can-
vassed for the socialists, not the communists, the year I was
born. No, I had been a Negro for twenty-two or twenty-three
years when I met Wright, and in more places and under a
greater variety of circumstances than he had then known.
He was generously helpful in sharing his ideas and informa-
tion, but I needed instruction in other values and I found
them in the works of other writers—Hemingway was one
of them, T. S. Eliot initiated the search.

I like your part about Chekhov arising from his sickbed to
visit the penal colony at Sakhalin Island. It was, as you say, a
noble act. But shouldn’t we remember that it was significant
only because Chekhov was Chekhov, the great writer? You
compliment me truly, but I have not written so much or so
well, even though I have served a certain apprenticeship in
the streets and even touch events in the Freedom Movement
in a modest way. But I can also recall the story of a certain
writer who succeeded with a great fanfare of oublicitv in
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having a talented murderer released from prison. It made
for another very short story which ended quite tragically—
though not for the writer: A few months after his release
the man killed the mother of two young children. I also know
of another really quite brilliant writer who, under the advice
of certain wise men who were then managing the con-
sciences of artists, abandoned the prison of his writing to go
to Spain, where he was allowed to throw away his life defend-
ing a worthless hill. I have not heard his name in years but I
remember it vividly; it was Christopher Cauldwell, né Chris-
topher St. John Sprigg. There are many such stories, Irving.
It's heads you win, tails you lose, and you are quite right
about my not following Baldwin, who is urged on by 2 nobil-
jty—or is it a demon—quite different from my own. It has
cost me quite a pretty penny, indeed, but then I was always
poor and not (and I know this is a sin in our America) too
uncomfortable.

Dear Irving, I am still yakking on and there’s many a thou-
sand gone, but 1 assure you that no Negroes are beating
down my door, putting pressure on me to join the Negro
Freedom Movement, for the simple reason that they realize
that I am enlisted for the duration. Such pressure is coming
only from a few disinterested “military advisers,” since Ne-
groes want no more fairly articulate would-be Negro leaders
cluttering up the airways. For, you see, my Negro friends
recognize a certain division of labor among the members of
the tribe. Their demands, like that of many whites, are that
1 publish more novels—and here I am remiss and vulnerable
perhaps. You will recall what the Talmud has to say about
the trees of the forest and the making of books, etc. But then,
Irving, they recognize what you have not allowed yourself
to see; namely, that my reply to your essay is in itself a small
though necessary action in the Negro struggle for freedom.

You should not feel unhappy about this or think that I regard
you either as dishonorable or an enemy. I hope, rather, that
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you will come to view thi
« - s exchange as an
say, “antagonistic co-operation”? ) act of, shall we

-—From The New Leader, December g, 1963, and
February 3, 1964.
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