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The mediocrity of that has been called "Negro Literature" is one of 

the most loosely held secrets of American Culture. From Phillis Wheatley to 

Charles Chestnut, to the present generation of American Negro writers, the 

only recognizable accretion of tradition readily. 

Attributable to the black producer of a formal literature in this 

country, with a few notable exceptions, has been of an almost agonizing 

mediocrity. In most other fields of "high art" in America, with the same few 

notable exceptions, the Negro contribution has been, when one existed at 

all, one of impressive mediocrity. Only in music, and most notably in blues, 

jazz, and spirituals. I.e., "Negro Music," has there been a significantly 

profound contribution by American Negroes. 

There are a great many reasons for the spectacular vapidity of the 

American Negro's accomplishment in other formal, serious art forms-social, 

economic, political, etc-but one of the most persistent and aggravating 

reasons for the absence of achievement among serious Negro artists, 

except in Negro music, is that in most cases the Negroes who found 
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themselves in a position to pursue some art, especially the art of literature, 

have been members of the Negro middle class, a group that has always 

gone out of its way to cultivate any mediocrity, as long as that mediocrity 

was guaranteed to prove to America, and recently to the world at large, that 

they were not really who they were, i.e., Negroes. Negro music alone, 

because it drew its strengths and beauties out of the depth of the black 

man's soul, and because to a large extent its traditions could be carried on 

by the lowest classes of Negroes, has been able to survive the constant 

and willful dilutions of the black middle class. Blues and jazz have been the 

only consistent exhibitors of "Negritude" in formal American culture simply 

because the bearers of its tradition maintained their essential identities as 

Negroes; in no other art (and I will persist in calling Negro music. Art) has 

this been possible. Phillis Wheatley and her pleasant imitations of 18th 

century English poetry are far and, finally, ludicrous departures from the 

huge black voices that splintered southern nights with their-hollers, chants, 

anfl/hoolies, and ballits. The embarrassing and inverted paternalism of 

Charles Chesnutt and his "refined Afro-American" heroes are far cries from 

the richness and profundity of the blues. And it is impossible to mention the 

achievements of the Negro in any area of artistic endeavor with as much 

significance as in spirituals, blues and jazz. There has never been an 

equivalent to puke Ellington or Louis Armstrong in Negro writing, and even 

the best of contemporary literature written by Negroes cannot yet be 

compared to the fantastic beauty of the music of Charlie Parker. 
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American Negro music from its inception moved logically and 

powerfully out of a fusion between African musical tradition and the 

American experience.'It was, and continues to be, a natural, yet highly 

stylized and personal version of the Negro's life in America. It is, indeed, a 

chronicler of the Negro's movement, from African slave to American slave, 

from Freedman to Citizen. And the literature of the blues is a much more 

profound contribution to Western culture than any other literary contribution 

made by American Negroes. Moreover, it is only recently that formal 

literature written by American Negroes has begun to approach the literary 

standards of its model, i.e., the literature of the white middle class. And only 

Jean Toomer, Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, and James Baldwin have 

managed to bring off examples of writing, in this genre, that could succeed 

in passing themselves off as " serious" writing, in the sense that, say, the 

work of Somerset Maugham is "serious" writing. That is, serious, if one has 

never read Herman Melville or James Joyce. And it is part of the tragic 

naivete of the middle class (brow) writer that he has not. 

Literature, for the Negro writer, was always an example of "culture." 

Not in the sense of the more impressive philosophical characteristics of a 

particular social group, but in the narrow sense of "cultivation" or 

"sophistication" by an individual within that group. The Negro artist. 

because of his middle-class background, carried the artificial social burden 

as the "best and most intelligent" of Negroes, and usually entered into the 

"serious" arts to exhibit his familiarity with the social graces, i.e., as a 
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method or means of displaying his participation In the "serious" aspects of 

American culture. To be a writer was to be "cultivated," In the stunted 

bourgeois sense of the word. It was also to be a "quality" black man. It had 

nothing to do with the investigation of the human soul. It was, and Is, a 

social preoccupation rather than an aesthetic one. A rather daring'way of 

status seei<ing. The cultivated Negro leaving those In- effectual 

philanthropies, Negro colleges, looked at literature merely as another way 

of gaining prestige in the white world for the Negro middle class. And the 

literary and artistic models were always those that could be socially 

acceptable to the white middle class, which automatically limited them to 

the most spiritually debilitated imitations of literature available. Negro 

music, to the middle class, black and white, was never socially acceptable. 

It was shunned by blacks ambitious of "waking up white", as low and 

degrading. It was shunned by their white models simply because It was 

produced by blacks. As one of my professors at Howard University 

protested one day, "It's amazing how much bad taste the blues display." 

Suffice it to say, it Is in part exactly this "bad taste" that has continued to 

keep Negro music as vital as it Is. The abandonment of one's local (i.e., 

place or group) emotional attachments in favor of the abstract emotional 

response of what is called "the general public" (which is notoriously white 

and middle class) has always been the great diluter of any Negro culture. 

"You're acting like a nigger," was the standard disparagement. 1 remember 

being chastised severely for daring to eat a piece of watermelon on the 

Howard campus. "Do you realize you're sitting near the highway?" is what 
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the man said, "This is the capstone of Negro education." And it Is too, in the" 

sense that it teaches the Negro how to make out in the white society, using 

the agonizing overcompensation of pretending he's also white. James 

Baldwin's play. The Amen Corner, when it appeared at the Howard Players 

theatre, "set the speech department back ten years," an English professor 

groaned to me. The play depicted the lives of poor Negroes running a 

store-front church. Any reference to the Negro-ness of the American Negro 

has always been frowned upon by the black middle class in their frenzied 

dash toward the precipice of the American mainstream. 

High art, first of a\\, must reflect the experiences of the human being, 

the emotional predicament of the man, as he exists, in the defined world of 

his being, it must be produced from the legitimate emotional resources of 

the soul in the world. It can never be produced by evading these resources 

or pretending that they do not exist. It can never • be produced by 

appropriating the withered emotional responses of some strictly social idea 

of humanity. High art, and by this I mean any art that would attempt to 

describe or characterize some portion of the profound meaningfuiness of 

human life with any finality or truth, cannot be based on the superficialities 

of human existence. It must issue from real categories of human activity, 

truthful accounts of human life, and not fancied accounts of the attainment 

of cultural privilege by some willingly preposterous apologists for one social 

"order" or another. Most of the formal literature produced by Negroes in 

America has never fulfilled these conditions. And aside from Negro music, 
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it is only in the "popular traditions" of the so-called lower class Negro that 

these conditions are fulfilled as a basis for human life. And it is because of 

this "separation " between Negro life (as an emotional experience) and 

Negro art, that, say, Jack Johnson or Ray Robinson is a larger cultural hero 

than any Negro writer. It is because of this separation, even evasion, of the 

emotional experience of Negro life, that Jack Johnson is a more modern 

political symbol than most Negro writers. Johnson's life, as proposed, 

certainly, by his career, reflects much more accurately the symbolic 

yearnings for singular values among the great masses of Negroes than any 

black novelist has yet managed to convey. Where is the Negro-ness of a 

literature written in imitation of the meanest of social intelligences to be 

found in American culture, i.e., the white middle class? How can it even 

begin to express the emotional predicament of black Western man? Such a 

literature, even if its "characters" are black, takes on the emotional 

barrenness of its mode!, and the blackness of the characters is like black 

checkers instead of white. They are still checkers. 

The development of the Negro's music was, as I said, direct and 

instinctive. It was the one vector out of African culture-impossible to 

eradicate completely. The appearance of blues as a Native American 

music signified in many ways the appearance of American Negroes where 

once there were African Negroes. The emotional fabric of the music was 

colored by the emergence of an American Negro culture. It signified that 

culture's strength and vitality. In the evolution of form in Negro music it is 
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possible to see not only the evolution of the Negro as a cultural and social 

element of American culture, but also the evolution of that culture itself. The 

"Coon Shout" proposed one version of the American Negro-and of 

America; Ornate Coleman proposes another. But the point is that both 

these versions are accurate and informed with a legitimacy of emotional 

concern nowhere available in what is called "Negro Literature," and 

certainly not in the middlebrow literature of the white American. The 

artifacts of African art and sculpture were consciously eradicated by 

slavery. Any African art that based its validity on the production of an 

artifact, i.e., some material manifestation such as a wooden istatue or a 

woven cloth, had little chance of survival. It was only the more "abstract" 

aspects of African culture that could continue to .exist in slave America. 

Africanisms still persist in the music, religion, and popular cultural traditions 

of American Negroes. However, it is not an African art American Negroes 

are responsible for, but an American one. The traditions of Africa must be 

utilized within the culture of the American Negro where they actually exist, 

and not because of a defensive rationalization about the worth of one's 

ancestors or an attempt to capitalize on the recent eminence of the "new" 

African nations. Africanisms do exist in Negro culture, but they have been 

so translated and transmuted by the American experience that they have 

become integral parts of that experience. 

The American Negro has a definable and legitimate historical 

tradition, no matter how painful, in America, but it is the only place such a 
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tradition exists, simply because America is the only place the American 

Negro exists. He is, as William Carlos Williams said, " A pure product of 

America." The paradox of the Negro experience in America is that it is a 

separate experience, but inseparable from the complete fabric of American 

life. The history of Western culture begins for the Negro with the 

importation of the slaves. It is almost as if all Western history before that 

must be strictly a learned concept. It is "only the American experience that 

can be a persistent cultural catalyst for the Negro. In a sense, history for 

the Negro, before America, must remain an emotional abstraction. The 

cultural memory of Africa informs the Negro's life in America, but it is 

impossible to separate it from its American transformation. Thus, the Negro 

writer if he wanted to tap his legitimate cultural tradition should have done it 

by utilizing the entire spectrum of the American experience from the point 

of view of the emotional history of the black man in this country: as its 

victim and its chronicler. The soul of such a man, as it exists outside the 

boundaries of commercial diversion or artificial social pretense. But without 

a deep commitment to cultural relevance and intellectual purity this was 

impossible. The Negro as a writer, was always a social object, whether 

glorifying the concept of white superiority, as a great many early Negro 

writers did, or in crying out against it, as exemplified by the stock "protest" 

literature of the thirties. He never moved into the position where he could 

propose his own symbols, erect his own personal myths, as any great 

literature must. Negro writing was al. ways "after the fact," i.e., based on 

known social concepts within the structure of bourgeois idealistic 
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projections of "their America," and an emotional climate that never really 

existed.. 

The most successful fiction of most Negro writing is in its emotional 

content. The Negro protest novelist postures, and invents a protest quite 

amenable with the tradition of bourgeois American life. He never reaches 

the central core of the America, which can cause such protest. The 

intellectual traditions of the white middle class prevent such exposure of 

reality, and the black imitators reflect this. The Negro writer on Negro life in 

America postures, and in- vents a Negro life, and an America to contain it. 

And even most of those who tried to rebel against that invented America 

were trapped because they had lost all touch with the reality of their 

experience within the real America, either because of the hidden emotional 

allegiance to the white middle class, or because they did not realize where 

the reality of their experience lay. When the serious Negro writer disdained 

the "middlebrow" model, as is the case with a few contemporary black 

American writers, he usually rushed headlong into the groves of the 

Academy, perhaps the most insidious and clever dispenser of middlebrow 

standards of excellence under the guise of "recognizable tradition." That 

such recognizable tradition is necessary goes without saying, but even 

from the great philosophies of Europe a contemporary usage must be 

established. No poetry has come out of England of major importance for 

forty years, yet there are would be Negro poets who reject the gaudy 

excellence of 20th century American poetry in favor of disemboweled 
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academic models of second-rate English poetry, with the notion that 

somehow it is the only way poetry should be written. It would be better if 

such a poet listened to Bessie Smith sing Gimme a Pigfoot, or listened to 

the tragic verse of a Billie Holiday, than be content to imperfectly imitate the 

bad poetry of the ruined minds of Europe. And again, it is this striving for 

respectability that has It so. For an American, black or white, to say that 

some hideous imitation of Alexander Pope means more to him, 

emotionally, than the blues of Ray Charles or Lightning' Hopkins, It would 

be required for him to have completely disappeared into the American 

Academy's vision of a Europeanized and colonial American culture, or to 

be lying. In the end, the same emotional sterility results. It is somehow 

much more tragic for the black man. 

A Negro literature, to be a legitimate product of the Negro 

experience in America, must get at that experience in exactly the terms 

America has proposed for it, in its most ruthless identity. Negro reaction to 

America Is as deep a part of America as the root causes of that reaction, 

and it Is impossible to accurately describe that reaction in terms of the 

American middle class; because for them, the Negro has never really 

existed, never been glimpsed in anything even approaching the complete 

reality of his humanity, The 'Negro writer has to go from where he actually 

is, completely outside of that conscious white myopia. That the Negro does 

exist is the point, and as an element of American culture he is completely 

misunderstood by Ahnericans. The middlebrow, commercial Negro writer 
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assures the white American that, in fact, he doesn't exist, and that if he 

does, he does so within the perfectly predictable finger painting of white 

bourgeois sentiment and understanding. Nothing could be further from the 

truth. The Creoles of New Orleans resisted "Negro" music for a time as raw 

and raucous, because they thought they had found a place within the white 

society which would preclude their being Negroes. But they were 

unsuccessful in their at tempts to "disappear" because the whites 

themselves reminded them that they were still, for all their assimilation, 

"just coons." And this seems to me an extremely important idea, since it is 

precisely this bitter insistence that has kept what can be called "Negro 

Culture" a brilliant amalgam of diverse influences. There was always a 

border beyond which the Negro could not go, whether musically or socially. 

There was always a possible limitation to any dilution or excess of cultural 

or spiritual reference. The Negro could not ever become white and that was 

his strength; at some point, always, he could not participate in the dominant 

tenor of the white man's culture, yet he came to understand that culture as 

well as the white man. It was at this juncture that he had to make use of 

other re- sources, whether African, sub-cultural, or hermetic. And it was this 

boundary, this no-man's-land that provided the logic and beauty of his 

music. And this is the only way for the Negro artist to provide his version of 

America-from that no-man's-land outside the mainstream. A no-man's-land, 

a black country, completely invisible to white America, but so essentially 

part of it as to stain its whole being an ominous gray. Were there really a 

Negro literature, now it could flower. At this point when the whole of 
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Western society might go up in names, the Negro remains an integral part 

of that society, but continually outside it, a figure like IVIelville's Bartleby. He 

is an American, capable of identifying emotionally with the fantastic cultural 

ingredients of this society, but he Is also, forever, outside that culture, an 

invisible strength within it, an observer. If there is ever a Negro literature, it 

must disengage itself from the weak, heinous elements of the culture that 

spawned it, and use its very existence as evidence of a more profound 

America. But as long as the Negro writer contents himself with the imitation 

of the useless ugly inelegance of the stunted middle-class mind, academic 

or popular, and refuses to look around him and "tell it like it is"-preferring 

the false prestige of the black bourgeois or the deceitful "acceptance" of 

buy and sell America, something never Included in the legitimate cultural 

tradition of "his people" he will be a failure, and what is worse, not even a 

significant failure. Just another dead American. 
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