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Introduction

A short article in a recent issue of the Journal of Blacks in Higher Education
echoed what is likely to be common knowledge among English teachers:
Of the many possible indicators of canonicity in African American lit-
erature, the roster of CliffsNotes titles is one of the most reliable (“Black
Authors”). The author noted that of the 247 works available in 2001 from
CliffsNotes, the 16 by black writers, ranging from Frederick Douglass’s
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass to Ernest Gainess A Lesson
before Dying, undoubtedly make up the core of African American literary
texts offered in college English classes. Of course, 16 books can give only
the sketchiest representation of the literary output of a period of nearly
150 years. Perhaps it is inevitable, then, that only two novelists represent
African American literature from 1940 until 1965 and that they are Rich-
ard Wright and Ralph Ellison.!

No one would suggest that redefining the African American literary
canon is the responsibility of the editors of CliffsNotes; given that these
guides are produced for the explicit purpose of supplying study aids for
works that are regularly taught, these selections make perfect sense. Yet
their choices, like those of the literature professors whose syllabi create
the demand for CliffsNotes, mirror a wider and increasingly inexplicable
lack of academic interest in a greater range of black writers of the 1940s
and 1950s. This apathy is particularly surprising given the current empha-
sis on providing a more nuanced understanding of cultural production
in the postwar years, an understanding that moves beyond the tendency
to label works of the period as exclusively conservative and oppressive,
or as, in Josh Lukin’s felicitous phrase, just “an undifferentiated lump of
grisaille” (1). Even as critics and historians reexamine and often explode
assumptions about the postwar period both as a historical and cultural
construct and as a literary and artistic era, a strange lacuna in African
American criticism persists. As a result of this absence of inquiry, African
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4 Introduction

American literature produced during this period emerges, by default, as
the space between Wright's Native Son and the Black Arts movement, a
generally homogenous period of unremarkable social realist literary out-
put epitomized by the Wrightian protest novel and punctuated only by the
anomalous masterpiece of Ellison’s Invisible Man. Despite periodic flares
of critical interest (notably in the mid-1970s) in complicating the picture
of postwar African American belles lettres with biographies and new edi-
tions of out-of-print works, subsequent generations of critics and scholars
have, on the whole, done little to dislodge Wright and Ellison as the bright-
est stars in the firmament of canonical postwar African American novels,
beside whom those relegated to serving as the era’s lesser lights remain
dim if not entirely obscured.

This book examines and dismantles the received wisdom that has
led to this distorted image and works to restore to prominence some of
Wright’s and Ellison’s overlooked but extraordinarily influential peers. I
look closely at a brief moment in African American literary history—the
period between the end of World War IT and the solidification of the con-
tainment culture of the 1950s. It represents a defining moment in African
American literature that is crucial to understand yet impossible to pin
down. During this period, before the entrenchment of subsequent critical
paradigms, we can see heated and unexpected negotiations among crit-
ics, writers, and editors concerning the appropriate form for the African
American novel. This debate was multifaceted, engaging not only politi-
cal, social, cultural, and artistic issues but also pragmatic questions of the
literary marketplace and the limits (perceived and contested) of genre for
African American novelists. To better understand the African American
novel of then and now, I reconstruct the “imagined communities,” to use
Benedict Anderson’s term, of black readers and writers of the postwar era
by recovering the heated debates among authors, writers, and critics over
the African American novel, debates that reflect far less consensus than
has been generally understood.

By extension, this study also asks why we have come to embrace a revi-
sionist and antipodean reading of the period as thoroughly dominated by
Wright and Ellison and what investment we—critics and scholars—have
in emphasizing their prominence at the expense of their then-promis-
ing contemporaries, among them such widely read novelists as Chester
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Himes, Willard Motley, Ann Petry, Saunders Redding, William Gardner
Smith, Dorothy West, and Frank Yerby, possibly the best-selling African
American writer of all time. How can we begin to grapple with what Bar-
bara Herrnstein Smith has dubbed the “contingencies of value” that have
determined (and overdetermined) our evaluation of immediate postwar
African American fiction? What effect has our consideration of the recep-
tion of specific novels had on our notions of the cultural work they did
and might still do if these volumes were read today? What notions of
genre and of a divide between “serious” and “popular” fiction obscure and
obstruct our view of the period? What does it tell us that, for example,
such very different contemporary novelists as Charles Johnson and Ernest
Gaines share an insistence that they have been entirely uninfluenced by
African American novels published before the late 1960s, which both
authors regard as undistinguished?

Chapter 1 grapples with these issues, tracking the development of these
paradigms while situating them within the vibrant broader critical con-
versation that emerges when we examine the reviews and analyses pro-
duced by African American scholars in the years in question. Many of
these scholarly works refer to novels now long out of print, some of which
form the core of this project. The novels discussed here are all understud-
ied; some have simply been forgotten altogether. Yet as a group they repre-
sent a series of specialized (and highly marketable) genres, none of which
was traditionally identified with the history of African American fiction.
I begin my readings of individual authors in chapter 2 by considering
Chester Himes’s debut novel, If He Hollers Let Him Go, written during the
war and published just as it was ending, to interrogate traditional assump-
tions about the book’s generic classification as a “classic protest novel.”
Subsequent chapters address the largely forgotten work of a trio of now
unfamiliar authors—Frank Yerby, William Gardner Smith, and J. Saunders
Redding—all of whom were deeply engaged with the philosophical and
aesthetic arguments surrounding the emphasis on the protest novel and
chose instead to problematize and rework other genres. Yerby, whose work
has long been considered valuable more as a curiosity in publishing his-
tory than as a serious contribution to the African American literary tradi-
tion, used the historical romance (which he called the “costume novel”)
to overturn the dominant historiographic modes of his era and rewrite
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the history of Reconstruction, while Smith appropriated the war novel to
produce a sophisticated if idealistic exploration of his nascent cosmopoli-
tanism. Finally, Redding, a longtime college professor, produced the first
black academic novel, offering a scathing indictment of the black educa-
tional system even as he revised a generally satirical genre to allow for the
critical difference the setting of such a work in a historically black college
makes to the novel’s purpose and its reception.

While no single case study can definitively establish an alternative view
of the postwar black novel, the collective investigation of these works
reveals a long-suppressed history of the literature, and the details revealed
give shade and nuance to an image of the postwar black novel that has suf-
fered from the broad strokes with which it has been delineated. A closer
examination of a series of texts published between 1945 and 1950, com-
bined with a reexamination of the critical climate and communities of
readers at the time these works appeared, will help to redress this imbal-
ance and contribute to an illumination of the contours of the ongoing crit-
ical discussion of the politics of theorizing African American literature.



CHAPTER ONE

Beyond Protest: Retracing the Margins
of the Postwar African American Novel

To re-create the conditions of the production of the African American
novel between 1945 and 1950, we must not only recover the lost voices of
the time, we must pry open a space in the critical models available for the-
orizing postwar African American culture. Critical reassessments of this
era have proliferated in the past twenty years, with the end of the Cold War
providing cultural historians with both a sense of closure for a long-stand-
ing global narrative and a rich source of archival materials from the former
Soviet Union and its satellites. Early contributions to the field include Lary
May’s pioneering collection, Recasting America: Culture and Politics in the
Age of Cold War (1989), Stephen J. Whitfield’s The Culture of the Cold War
(1990), and W. T. Lhamon’s cultural history, Deliberate Speed: The Origins
of a Cultural Style in the American 1950s (1990). Often, however, the focus
has been on the work of white writers, while black musicians and (more
rarely) visual artists have stood in for the cultural production of African
Americans more generally. Ralph Ellison provides the single exception,
yet even Ellison criticism is problematic: the durable comparison between
the aesthetic of Invisible Man and that of a symphonic jazz composition,
for example, blurs the boundaries between music and writing, managing
the oxymoronic feat of marginalizing the canonical. Alan Nadel's Contain-
ment Culture: American Narrative, Postmodernism, and the Atomic Age
(2002) offers a refreshing shift from Ellison to John A. Williams and Alice
Walker as representative Cold War African American novelists, but the
fact that the works he discusses date from the mid-1960s and mid-1970s,
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respectively, again underscores the absence of attention to black writing of
the late 1940s and 1950s.

Instead of nuance, we have received a tidy narrative. The critical truism
is that with the publication of Native Son in 1940, “America was aroused out
of her contumelious indifference” to black writers (Chandler 28). Wright’s
work galvanized readers with a new genre, the gritty social realist novel,
which redefined African American literature and accordingly provided a
template for “authentic” work by black writers for the next twenty years.
Jeff Karem’s The Romance of Authenticity: The Cultural Politics of Regional
and Ethnic Literatures (2004) offers a useful analysis of the shift that
Native Son is presumed to have inaugurated and encapsulated. As scholars
such as J. Martin Favor have established, “authenticity” in African Ameri-
can writing before 1940, even when it was produced in the urban north,
was overwhelmingly identified with a “folk” culture rooted in the rural
South. That assumption, Karem notes, limited Wright even as it paradoxi-
cally established his credibility as a black urban observer; although Native
Son defied readers’ expectations for another regional portrait of black life
in the mold of Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children, most were willing to trust
Wright’s knowledge of black life because of his southern provenance.

Wright’s investment in both the conventions of realism and leftist poli-
tics also clearly allowed a line of influence to be drawn between Native Son
and subsequent literature and art produced by African Americans. Liter-
ary historian Stacy I. Morgan offers a detailed and subtle treatment of the
period that is representative of a growing body of critical work focusing
on the African American Left in the 1940s and 1950s. In Rethinking Social
Realism: African American Art and Literature, 1930-1953 (2004), Morgan
identifies the 1940s and early 1950s as the high-water mark of social real-
ism for African American “cultural workers.” Although contemporary lit-
erary scholars usually identify social realism with the Great Depression,
according to Morgan, “the careers of African American cultural workers
tell a different story, one that extends for at least a full decade beyond
the bounds of conventional periodizations. ... [M]any of the more strik-
ing works of social realism produced by African Americans date from the
1940s and early 1950s” (21).

Morgan’s thesis reflects the substantial body of influential work pro-
duced in recent years by scholars operating at the intersection of critical
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race theory and cultural histories of the U.S. Left, such as Bill V. Mul-
len, James Smethurst, and Alan Wald. Actively seeking to combine Mary
Helen Washington’s well-known 1997 question, “What happens to Ameri-
can Studies if you put African American Studies at the center?” with Cary
Nelson’s call to “put the Left at the center . . . of the story or stories we
tell about the American literary heritage” (771), these critics have posited
the continuous presence of African American leftist engagement, both in
and beyond the literary realm, in the mid-twentieth century. As Mullen
and Smethurst write, “Revisionist cultural archaeologists searching for the
remains of a buried radical past too often limit their efforts to the Red
Decade of the 1930s and the countercultural 1960s. ... What unites [recent
work in the field] is a willingness to think about Left continuity as well as
rupture and conflict. It is also marked by a much greater interest in race
and ethnicity” (3). Their painstaking reconstructions of black cultural life
in the late 1940s and early 1950s provide not only a wealth of newly exca-
vated archival materials but also invaluable methodological and theoreti-
cal models to which this study is indebted.

Yet while this antiracist leftist scholarship offers fascinating readings
(and startling recoveries) of modernist texts in several genres (most
notably poetry and the short story but also drama, nonfiction and visual
art), its focus has done little to alter the persistent view of postwar Afri-
can American novels, unarguably the most influential fictional mode of
the period both critically and commercially, as dominated by social real-
ism. Indeed, even when seeming to propose other models for the works
examined, critics almost reflexively emphasize the works’ political engage-
ment when offering their ultimate assessments of value. For example, Alan
Wald’s informative introduction to Lloyd Brown’s Iron City, published in
1951 and reissued in 1994 after having been “consciously erased from U.S.
cultural memory by the press and ersatz literary histories” (ix), leaves
the impression that Brown’s novel is noteworthy for its unusual textual
strategies, implying that Iron City is representative of a tradition that has
been repressed and is thus in need of recovery. Yet the description of the
novel places it squarely within a recognizable definition of social realist
fiction: “Brown’s aim in Iron City,” Wald writes, “is to depict strategies of
defiance through representative protagonists. . .. Moreover, from a literary
point of view, the behavior of these protagonists is intended to express the
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authentic patterns of Black life and culture” (viii).' Similarly, James C. Hall’s
afterword to the 1998 reprint of William Demby’s novel, Beetlecreek (1950),
despite usefully identifying the early 1950s as a “watershed” in African
American literature not merely because of Invisible Man but also because
of a “diverse and vital” range of texts, nevertheless undercuts Beetlecreek’s
originality in contrasting it with Demby’s later, more recognizably (post)
modernist work from the 1960s on. Although Hall writes that Beetlecreek,
with its “existential seriousness” and simultaneous leftist critiques of emer-
gent McCarthyism and postwar American materialism, offers “difficulties
of categorization [that] might lead to [Demby’s] falling through the liter-
ary critical cracks,” Hall nevertheless strongly emphasizes aspects of the
novel that point toward its inclusion among its social realist contempo-
raries. Hall notes, for example, that Beetlecreek’s inversion of the famil-
iar tropes of protest fiction (the victim is a socially awkward white man
falsely accused of pedophilia and subjected to vigilante violence; the mob
is made up of young black men who style themselves “Nightriders” in an
obvious imitation of the Ku Klux Klan) has been incorrectly interpreted
as a marker of a race-transcendent “universality.” But “the critical response
that asserts universality without significant context suggests a desire on
the part of white critics (and some black ones too) to escape history. . . .
[T]o imagine the novel’s moral economy as not racialized is to engage in
an act of willful disavowal” (Hall 233). While Hall is right to problematize
the approach of critics who elide the presence of race in the text, his alter-
native reading of the book as “rooted” in its time and place and “relentless”
in its realistic description of prejudice nevertheless fits fairly neatly into
existing models for black protest fiction.

The characterization of the African American novel of the period as
dominated by social realism takes care to account for the apparent excep-
tion, Ellison’s Invisible Man, begun in 1946 and hailed (or derided) in 1952
as a modernist triumph. The author’s famous, largely unchallenged dictum
provides a handy classification: in claiming that Wright was not his liter-
ary ancestor but merely a “relative,” Ellison neatly places himself outside
the direct line of literary inheritance presumed to encompass his “minor”
contemporaries. Ellison’s disavowal of Native Son may be linked to what
Barbara Foley establishes, through a comprehensive reading of the succes-
sive drafts of Invisible Man, as his desire to dissociate himself from his past
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involvement with the organized Left by the time of the book’s publication,
an “act of purposive self-disappearing” that Foley argues allowed the book
to “participat(e] fully in the discourse of anticommunism pervading the
moments of its reception in 1952 and its garnering of the National Book
Award the following year” (“From Communism” 164). A variant on this
depiction of Native Son’s relationship to Invisible Man positions Ellison’s
work as thematically responsive to Wright but so much more technically
sophisticated that it transcends derivative “protest fiction.” For example,
in Politics in the African American Novel (1991), Richard Kostelantz argues
that “Ellison’s narrator undergoes so many of the same experiences that
touch Wright’s protagonists that Invisible Man becomes an implicit com-
mentary on a predecessor’s oeuvre.” One of the “crucial differences,” Koste-
lantz notes, is that Ellison requires only one novel to respond to all of
Wright’s work because “in scope as well as detail, [Ellison] is writing Afri-
can American literature” Finally, according to Kostelantz, James Weldon
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Johnson, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Wright lack Ellison’s “technical capacity”
(108-9).

The progression from Native Son’s celebrated role as the progenitor of
the black protest novel (as black social realism came quickly to be known)
to the dismissal and obscurity of Wright’s later work and the meteoric tra-
jectory of Invisible Man, followed by decades of unfulfilled anticipation of
Ellison’s second novel, is a critical narrative that was tailor-made to fit the
expectations of the largely white postwar literary critical establishment.
Wright’s success allowed him to promote and sometimes subsidize the
work of new and aspiring black writers, lending credence to the theory of
his influence over a generation of African American novels; his voluntary
expatriation to Paris in 1946 then further highlighted the perceived divide
between his early “authentic” works (Native Son and the autobiographical
Black Boy) and his later “minor” fiction. At the same time, Native Son’s
publication date and subject matter enabled the novel’s positioning as a
product of a prewar sensibility relevant in an era of postwar progress and
abundance only to an African American minority. By establishing Ellison
as the exception that proved the rule, critics working within New Critical
paradigms privileging self-contained and self-conscious models for fic-
tion and publishers keen to maintain discrete genres could position Invis-
ible Man as a brilliant modernist outlier while retaining the dominant
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narrative of the “authentic” postwar African American novel as racial pro-
test presented in the social realist model.

Little has changed in the intervening six decades, in part because of
the tendency to periodize black literature into peaks and valleys, a narra-
tive that emphasizes the importance of discrete schools, movements, and
“renaissances” but systematically overlooks work that falls chronologically
or thematically outside fairly rigidly defined boundaries. In “Harlem on
Our Minds” (1997), Henry Louis Gates Jr., for example, divides twentieth-
century African American letters into four distinct cultural renaissances.
The first took place around the turn of the century and lasted until about
1910; the second, which encompassed the 1920s and, some argue, stretched
into the 1930s, was what was then called the “New Negro” movement but
is now known simply as “the” Harlem Renaissance; the third was the Black
Arts movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s; and the fourth began
in 1987 and remained in progress a decade later (2—4). Conspicuously
absent in this chronological landscape, of course, is a substantial chunk
of the century. Something similar happens in Bernard W. Bell’s The Con-
temporary African American Novel (2004), in which only one out of eight
chapters is devoted to the African American novel before 1962; appropri-
ately labeled “Mapping the Peaks and Valleys,” this chapter subdivides the
period under discussion here into two sections, one dominated by Wright
and the other demarcated by the appearance of Invisible Man. Bell offers
Invisible Man as the decisive break that begins a movement “beyond nat-
uralism” and toward what he calls the “rediscovery of myth, legend and
ritual” (128) in the African American novel; other publications between
1940 and 1952 clearly constitute one of the valleys to which the chapter
title alludes. The titles of similar studies suggest the pervasiveness of the
trend, from Edward Margolies’s Native Sons: A Critical Study of Twentieth
Century Negro Authors (1968) to a collection edited by Herbert Hill, Anger,
and Beyond (1966), to Noel Schraufnagel’s From Apology to Protest (1973),
which compares the impact of Native Son on African American fiction to
that of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740) on the modern English novel.

In short, when it is approached from the vantage point of the classifica-
tory rubric, the period from 1940 to at least 1952 is too easily labeled the
golden age of “protest fiction,” written by imitators of Wright, and little
else. Objections to the presumed inevitability of the peaks-and-valleys
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model are occasionally voiced but usually remain well-intentioned gen-
eral injunctions. Daylanne English has already taken Gates to task for
reproducing a critical paradigm by which Wright “stands metonymically”
for the era. Noting Gates’s lack of emphasis on the decades between the
Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts movement, English observes that
“there is a contemporary academic selection process at work whereby the
Harlem Renaissance often emerges as the most compelling moment in
African American history, one that (not coincidentally) lends itself par-
ticularly well to generalization” (808). She also points out that a number of
other important writers of the 1940s and 1950s “merit far more scholarly
attention than they have received to date” (808). However, she does not
provide this scholarly attention; the remainder of her article focuses on
the 1920s. Craig Hansen Werner similarly observes the tendency but fails
to provide redress. His important study, Playing the Changes: From Afro-
Modernism to the Jazz Impulse (1994), notes that even within the period to
which English alludes, further internal periodization has led to an inevi-
table pre- and post-Ellison divide, with Wright serving as a touchstone
for the 1940s while “criticism of African American literature of the fifties
frequently posited a simple reaction against Wright” (243). This bifurca-
tion, which again emphasizes the centrality of the two figures, “established
an interpretive framework—reflected in both academic criticism and the
mass media—that continues to undervalue the work of artists who cannot
be reduced to familiar categories” (187). Yet the majority of the underval-
ued writers in Werner’s study (which focuses more on poetry than on any
other genre) wrote well before or well after the 1940s.

One might point out that this tendency is neither new nor objection-
able—literary history has generally been defined in this way, and literary
production is periodized for a variety of reasons ranging from a desire
for historical coherence to a need for more efficient marketing. The cohe-
siveness afforded by the emphasis on literary movements spearheaded by
remarkable individuals or small clusters of individuals is especially criti-
cal for marginalized groups, who have historically been forced to demon-
strate the value and validity of their work in the face of overt and covert
opposition from mainstream cultural arbiters and for whom establishing
the narrative of a clearly delineated tradition carries additional urgency.
Thus, labeling the postwar period in African American literature a relative
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wasteland throws both the avant-garde glamour of the Harlem Renais-
sance and the politically engaged brilliance of the Black Arts movement
into sharper relief; it also clarifies their specific significance for contem-
porary writers and to contemporary debates. Moreover, at least one critic
had already adopted the peaks-and-valleys model by the mid-1950s. In
1950, Alain Locke wrote eloquently of the “cultural maturity” of the Afri-
can American novel, which he likened to an adolescent who has finally
grown up; yet three years later, in a survey of black fiction of the pre-
ceding year, tellingly titled “From Native Son to Invisible Man,” he antici-
pated future generations of scholars by announcing that “there have been
in my judgment three points of peak development in Negro fiction by
Negro writers. In 1923, from a relatively low plateau of previous problem
fiction, Jean Toomer’s Cane rose to unprecedented heights. . . . In 1940,
Richard Wright's skillful sociological realism turned a hard but brilliant
searchlight on Negro urban life in Chicago ... and has remained all these
intervening years the Negro novelist’s strongest bid for fiction of the first
magnitude. [Now] 1952 is the significant year of Ellison’s Invisible Man”
(34). For Locke, Invisible Man’s “distinctive and most original tone and fla-
vor” derive from Ellison’s mastery of modernist symbolism and the novel’s
“real and sustained irony” (35); Locke subsequently draws an implicit con-
trast between Ellison’s triumph and other novels published in the same
year by “tractarian authors” offering “pasteboard pillar[s] for propagandist
indictments of society” and the “damaging . .. notion that the Negro char-
acter is foredoomed to a defeatist end” (37-38).

Yet however recognizable today’s critics may find Locke’s view, it was
anomalous at that time and is now inevitably reductive. Black writers of
the postwar era did not see themselves as providing a backdrop for other,
more interesting, authors. Rather than seeing their literature as existing
in a lull between innovations in the field, postwar authors and scholars
enjoyed a heady sense of possibility, seeing African American literature
as becoming more sophisticated in a process more akin to a steady curve
upward. When we look at what critics of the 1940s and 1950s were saying,
a new picture emerges. Looking back over previous decades, black crit-
ics were less likely to see heights from which their work had fallen than
to see the foundations of their superior art and judgment. Critic Hugh
Gloster illustrates this point of view in the introduction to his survey of
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twentieth-century African American literature, Negro Voices in American
Fiction (1948). As he considers the prewar fiction with which his study is
largely concerned, he describes the remarkable diversity of works that has
influenced his approach, which privileges no particular genre. Although
he notes that many of the prewar texts he has assembled are “frequently
inferior examples of their form” (ix), Gloster concludes that African
American fiction in the immediate aftermath of World War II is on the
verge of maturing into unprecedented greatness, having put behind it the
technical weaknesses and unbecoming political stridency of its youth. In
the postwar period, Gloster writes, “we may predict that the Negro writer
will obtain full membership in the American literary fraternity” (256).
This notion of prewar black fiction as providing green and callow ver-
sions of what could and would now be produced was echoed again and
again by Gloster’s contemporaries. For example, the contributors to a 1950
symposium issue of Phylon, a group that included academics from the
fields of literature, history, and sociology as well as novelists, poets, and
journalists and thus represents a wide range of perspectives, articulate a
clear vision of an African American literature that had evolved dramati-
cally, noting repeatedly that the African American novel is not only tech-
nically better than ever but also more varied and better representative of
what the contributors argue are the authentic experiences of black people
and of blackness itself. In the words of one participant, N. P. Tillman, “The
market no longer demands a specific type of story from a Negro author,
so that he has a wide choice of material and approach. . .. This freeing of
the writer from narrow limitations is resulting in a broadening of his point
of view and, indeed, in his seeing the Negro in a better perspective” (387).
Another contributor, Thomas D. Jarrett, whose essay, “Toward Unfettered
Creativity: A Note on the Negro Novelists Coming of Age,” makes argu-
ments representative of the issue as a whole, writes that “Negro novelists,
day by day, are evincing greater potentialities, employing new themes and
new techniques and, above all .. . are giving more attention to literary val-
ues” (317). Rather than rallying writers to the social protest form, the critics
argued passionately and eloquently that an emphasis on multiple varieties
of authentic black experience liberated rather than confined black litera-
ture. Indeed, these authors argued that because an understanding of the
multiple particularities of black experience might enable black writers at
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last to address universal themes. Charles H. Nichols’s contribution, “The
Forties: A Decade of Growth,” argues that black literature of the preceding
decade had reached new heights by leaving behind stereotype: “In his lit-
erary efforts, the Negro is coming of age—though, happily, not as a Negro
(whatever the racial tag implies)” (377). Nichols, who sees the future of
black writing in figures such as Motley and Yerby, emphasizes the central-
ity of what he repeatedly calls “universal theme” in the works of new black
writers: “The racial pride, the Quixotic radicalisms, the propaganda, the
adolescent sense of emancipation and defiance . . . have given way to a
deeper, subtler tone, a more universal quality, and a more impressive tech-
nique” (379-80).

Even when Wright is acknowledged as the impetus behind the “growth”
to which Nichols refers, his contribution is recast not as a work of protest
fiction dealing with a historically and socially specific subject but rather as
a novel notable for its “universality” In the words of G. Lewis Chandler, in
“Coming of Age: A Note on Negro American Novelists” (1948), Native Son
“despite its obvious weaknesses” (which Chandler felt included its “inar-
tistic features”) and its “equally obvious propaganda . .. has more than
enough breadth to include all exploited peoples” (28). William Gardner
Smith notes in “The Negro Writer: Pitfalls and Compensations” (1950)
that, like their white counterparts, his contemporaries are “under tremen-
dous pressure to write about the topical and the transient”; nevertheless, he
insists, the black writer must resist the urge to comply and instead remem-
ber that “novels which last through all time are concerned with univer-
sal themes” (299). In asserting that black writers are better equipped than
their white peers to take on the burden of redeeming American literature
from “superficiality and esoterica,” Smith does not locate their difference
in an African heritage but suggests that blacks share a perspective with
Europeans:

Emotional depth, perception of real problems and real conflicts is
extremely rare in American literature, as in American society gener-
ally.... Americas is a superficial civilization: it is soda-pop land, the
civilization of television sets and silk stockings and murder mysteries
....Itis difficult, in such an environment, to bring forth works with
the emotional force of, say, Crime and Punishment. . .. The Europeans
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would understand it. For what man or woman who has seen a lynch-
ing, or been close to the furnaces of Dachau, can really seriously con-
cern himself with the insipid and shallow love affair between Susie
Bell and Jerry? (301)

Linking the victims of racist ideologies worldwide, then, Smith sees Afri-
can American literature as possessing an inherent cosmopolitanism based
on its writers’ marginalized status, allowing African American writers to
posit race as an organizing category of identification for oppressed peo-
ples everywhere.

A hierarchy of black writers thus was created out of two definitions:
“racialistic literature,” which, as Sigmund Ro notes, postwar black writers
and critics condemned by associating it with “an adolescent and immature
past,” and the preferred “racial art” (227). What “racial art” meant in prac-
tice was open to debate, and the inconclusive resolution of that discussion
is a second factor shaping the image of postwar black fiction that we rec-
ognize today. Little, it seemed, could be agreed upon, apart from the fact
that Richard Wright needed to be at the center of any conversation about
“authenticity” and race in literature. In a much cited (and subsequently
much anthologized) 1937 essay, Wright outlined the “Blueprint for Negro
Writing™:

Reduced to its simplest and most general terms, theme [for black
writers] will rise from understanding the meaning of their being
transplanted from a “savage” to a “civilized” culture in all of its social,
political, economic and emotional implications. It means that Negro
writers must have in their consciousness the foreshortened picture of
the whole, nourishing culture from which they were torn in Africa,
and of the long, complex (and, for the most part, unconscious)
struggle to regain in some form and under alien conditions of life a
whole culture again. It is not only this picture they must have, but also
a knowledge of the social and emotional milieu that gives it tone and
solidity of detail. Theme for Negro writers will emerge when they have
begun to feel the meaning of the history of their race as though they
in one lifetime had lived it themselves throughout all the long centu-
ries. (104-5)
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Here it seems that the black writer’s task is defined through a combina-
tion of race identification, choice of subject matter, and what can only be
called a somewhat mystical relationship between style and self. For others,
the black author’s position was not a matter of choice or degree but rather
a “natural” all-or-nothing proposition. “Of course, writing by Negroes is
different;” affirmed novelist, critic, and literary historian J. Saunders Red-
ding in 1949, one year before the publication of his novel, Stranger and
Alone; in a formulation to which he would return in subsequent essays
and speeches, Redding argued forcefully that “to leave unsounded the pro-
foundest depths of the peculiar experiences of [one’s] Negroness,” to deny
that difference in quest of a “nonracial aesthetic tradition,” is to choose
“apostasy” (“Negro Writer and American Literature” 8-9). For Redding,
black writers of the postwar era had not merely an opportunity but an
obligation to communicate their racial difference literarily. Redding’s
extensive corpus of literary criticism makes no secret of his distaste for
African American writers who seek to write themselves into a “nonracial
aesthetic tradition” that has what he described as obvious “pathological
overtones.” Though some black writers whose work focused on techni-
cal innovation rather than race-conscious content developed “an amaz-
ing virtuosity, comments Redding with typical astringency, “they were
definitely—as the saying goes—oft” (9).

Yet although he condemned the apostasy of the “nonracial,” Redding
recognized the particular hazards and difficulties facing African Ameri-
can writers. In a passage from On Being Negro in America (1951), he pleads
for stylistic freedom: “T hope this piece will stand as the epilogue to what-
ever contributions I have made to the Titerature of race’ I want to get on to
other things. . . . The obligations imposed on the average educated or tal-
ented Negro (if this sounds immodest, it must) are vast and become at last
onerous. I am tired of giving up my creative initiative to these demands”
(26). Even in recognition of these aesthetic limits, he continues to argue
for the importance of recognizing the particularity of the black experi-
ence within the broader sphere of American literature. At the inaugural
Conference of Negro Writers, held in 1959, he said that the uniqueness of
black identity was undeniable (“The American Negro writer is not just an
American with a dark skin”) and was a necessary component of a national
scene that was in constant flux: “There is no American national character.
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There is only an American situation, and within this situation these [black]
writers sought to find themselves” (“Negro Writer and His Relationship”
3,7)-

Calls by black critics for “authenticity” in black postwar writing were
heartily seconded by white critics who sought to cast black writers in the
role of interpreters for white readers of the experiences of racial minori-
ties rendered “unknowable” by de facto and de jure segregation. Such com-
munication between the races was the avowed objective, for example, of
the essay collection What the Negro Wants (1944), edited by white Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press director William Terry Crouch and featur-
ing essays by fourteen black leaders chosen for their diverse approaches
and views, as well as of white novelist Bucklin Moon’s anthology, Primer
for White Folks (1945): “In so far as space permits, [this collection] is an
attempt to present a general picture of the Negro—his backgrounds, his
relationships with whites, his everyday denial of first-class citizenship, and
what he really wants in this American life” (xi). The need for interpre-
tation, it was argued, received additional urgency from World War 1II, as
victory over the Axis powers was deemed impossible if the United States,
black and white, could not present a united front to the world. As Sterling
Brown acerbically notes in a contribution to Moon’s Primer, many whites
did not interpret this imperative as a call for racial equality or the exten-
sion of democratic rights to all citizens; rather, they saw the Nazi threat as
a justification for labeling “dissatisfaction with Jim Crow ... tantamount
to subversiveness” (373). In support of his argument, Brown reproduces
verbatim a sign he saw “printed under a large red V on a bus in Charles-

»

ton, South Carolina™: “Victory Demands Your Co-operation. If the peoples
of this country’s races do not pull together, Victory is lost. We, therefore,
respectfully direct your attention to the laws and customs of the state in
regard to segregation. Your co-operation in carrying them out will make
the war shorter and Victory sooner. Avoid friction. Be patriotic. White
passengers will be seated from front to rear; colored passengers from rear
to front” (373). Similarly, a white union organizer in Chester Himes’s If He
Hollers Let Him Go (1945) shouts out what he considers “the trouble with

you colored people™ “You forget were in a war. This isn't any time for pri-
vate gripes.... [I]n order to beat fascism we got to have unity” Recognizing

the irony inherent in this exhortation (the organizer uses his rationale as
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an excuse not to defend his black coworkers), Himes’s protagonist replies,
“Let the white people get some goddamn unity” (114).

Nevertheless, the war provided several excellent arguments for civil
rights activists of the era. Blacks were crucial to the war effort, both as sol-
diers and in industry; furthermore, the ideology of freedom and democ-
racy for which the United States was allegedly fighting was meaningless if
it was mere hypocritical posturing. Finally, in a modern world in which
“no spot on the globe is more than sixty hours away by aeroplane,” the
civil rights struggle in the United States would inevitably find analogues
in the struggles of colonized people in other parts of the world (Logan v).
“Events abroad,” wrote African American journalist Roi Ottley, “have lifted
the ‘Negro problem’ out of its limited orbit of a strictly domestic issue.
Today, more and more, race and color questions are being thrown into the
public scene” (v).

Not every observer, of course, believed that writing by or about African
Americans could demystify black experience. For example, in the intro-
duction to her memoir, Color Blind: The White Woman Looks at the Negro
(1946), Margaret Halsey emphasizes that while “most writing on the race
problem [is either] passionate fiction about race clashes, lynchings and
various forms of violence and degradation or . .. passionless non-fiction,
loaded to the gunwales with statistics about wages and graphs about vene-
real disease,” neither form is adequate to the task of fostering communal
understanding. Halsey ultimately says she can only present her own per-
spective (as the former director of a servicemen’s canteen that served both
black and white soldiers), and even that is limited:

I have gone on at great length about my own feelings when playing
hostess to a Negro girl, but I have said nothing about her own feel-
ings. That is because I do not know what they were. Negroes do not
tell white people how they feel, and if they did, it would not ring a bell
with us. ... White people who say they “understand” the Negro merely
mean that they have seen a lot of Negroes around; this does not imply
a mastery of their psychology any more than living next door to Ein-
stein implies a mastery of the theory of relativity. (8-9)

Halsey’s misgivings notwithstanding, many observers had faith in the
black artist’s ability to succeed in speaking truth to white America where
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the sociologist might fail. In particular, the African American novel labored
under a heavy representational imperative. In the conclusion to The Negro
Novelist: 1940-1950 (1953), critic Carl Milton Hughes observes,

Even though Negro novels are defective, they are not without posi-
tive virtues. The most striking quality about them is their authentic
interpretation of Negro life and the Negro world from experiences
inside the restricted and isolated Negro world. ... Realistically drawn
pictures of the Negro life in American society are actually shocking
because of the deviation from publicized and ordinary patterns of
American life in the sense of standardized living. Sections of novels
dealing with pertinent issues and positing demands of the Negro for
a larger life become brochures of Negro life in the American cultural
pattern. (267)

Hughes thus sees African American fiction as synonymous with the
black social realist novel, whose contours in turn overlap almost perfectly
with those of the “novel of protest” This protest novel is to Hughes and
a significant number of his contemporaries the only real postwar Afri-
can American literary form; yet, as Hughes makes clear, it is curiously
stunted and incomplete: “Varied as it is and inclusive of American inter-
ests, Negro writing concentrates on one weakness of American society”—
the “unhappy fact” of the inequality of races—“rather than its virtues. . ..
Variations on the same theme are hardly conducive to producing a great
literature” (250-51).

Like these black critics, Hughes casts the African American novel as a
primitive form of the genre, a fictional analogy to the earlier, necessary
stage of development through which Freud describes all individuals as
passing: Hughes considers the genre not yet fully mature, not yet ready
to take its place among the more technically sophisticated and intellectu-
ally demanding novels of white postwar writers and their “muckraking”
and “proletarian” fiction. After all, he notes without irony, “it is only in a
positive affirmation of American democratic heritage that any American
author can point the way of truth” (266). Unlike the participants in the
Phylon symposium, however, Hughes does not view African American
fiction as having progressed beyond this “immature” phase; indeed, for
Hughes, the African American novel is the perpetually rebellious teenager
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(or intellectually compromised communist) of the American literary fam-
ily. Although Hughes’s unusually naive boosterism sets him apart from
critics who take a dimmer view of the “truth” behind mainstream postwar
writing, his identification of Wright as the major figure behind the emer-
gence of the obsolete “novel of protest” as the dominant mode in African
American literature is entirely consistent with their views. Positioning
Wright as the head of a “school” of protest fiction writers identifies him
as the first black naturalist, confirming the thesis that African American
writers were, no matter what they believed, stylistically speaking generally
behind the curve set by white writers.

If the insistence that fiction by black writers was exclusively protest fic-
tion meant that it could never be considered at the vanguard in a technical
sense, African American writers could perhaps have taken some consola-
tion in the knowledge that their efforts were being cast in some quarters as
thematically or spiritually representative of the ur-American novel had it
not been for the fact that the reasons for this perception reflected less the
literature itself than the ideological climate surrounding it. The tendency
to collapse all African American literary production into the model of the
racially “authentic” novel of social protest would become more and more
marked over the two decades following World War II, even as it grew to be
a less and less justifiable representation of the books African Americans
were writing and reading. Although, for example, beginning in the late
1940s, novels by black writers about white characters on what were consid-
ered racially “neutral” themes (books that are, by and large, not what their
authors are remembered for today) began to emerge with great regular-
ity, this trend was ultimately ignored or recuperated back into the model
of postwar black literature that argued for the “protest model” and the
supremacy of Wright. For example, following her success with The Street
(1946), Ann Petry published A Country Place (1947); indeed, Arna Bon-
temps so identified her with this latter work that he grouped her with Mot-
ley and Yerby as one of the new black writers who readers neither “knew
nor cared” were black (4). Similarly, Zora Neale Hurston (breaking what
she called “that old silly rule about Negroes not writing about white peo-
ple” [qtd. in Hemenway 308]) wrote Seraph on the Suwanee (1948), William
Gardner Smith published Anger at Innocence (1950), and Chester Himes
came out with Cast the First Stone (1952), set in an all-white prison.
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The fact that the model offered no space for black writing that was not
“protest fiction” helps to explain Robert Bone’s 1958 dismissal of what he
considered the brief postwar vogue for “raceless” fiction as the flip side of
the protest novel: “Both,” he writes, “are propaganda novels. . . . All that has
happened is that the Negros propaganda needs have changed” (160). In
other words, like the psychoanalysand who demonstrates his complex by
denying its symptoms, the postwar black author who rejected the tenets of
Wright’s prescription for “Negro writing” merely illustrated the sway they
held over him. The fact that Bone discusses these novels despite his mis-
givings about their value or utility for advancing the cause of black litera-
ture marks a substantial difference between his treatment of postwar black
literature and subsequent renderings of the era that would simply erase
“raceless” fiction from the radar screen in favor of the protest model that
allegedly insisted that black writing hew to a specific perspective, if not for-
mat, to maintain its authenticity. As critic Madelyn Jablon puts it, because
of this treatment of literature by African Americans as distinct from white
literature, “an aversion to formal innovation became rooted in the sociohis-
torical approach to African American literature. Within this context, black
writers who demonstrated an interest in artistic concerns such as those
suggested by literary self-consciousness or metafiction were criticized for
undercutting the most important justification for the study of black litera-
ture: content that expressed the need for political reform” (16).

Why was authenticity such an important watchword for black literature
of the postwar period, and how did writing an “authentically black” novel
qualify an author as quintessentially American? In large part, this empha-
sis on the centrality of African American literature to the postwar Ameri-
can literary establishment’s self-image was the result of seeing the African
American individual as in many ways the most uncorrupted, undiluted
American of all. Ironically, the member of American society most rigor-
ously denied representation emerges in the discourse surrounding the
definition of authentically black cultural production as its most represen-
tative figure. As Edward Margolies wrote in 1965 of American literature’s
postwar “native sons,’

The works of Negro writers are more inherently “American” than
those of their white counterparts, just as the Negro is himself more
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a product of the American environment than most others. ... Th[e]
swift and brutal severance of all interpersonal and cultural relation-
ships [that resulted from slavery] had an unimaginably destructive
impact on the African’s personality, and the deleterious results of this
deindividualization—extended and aggravated by three hundred years
of slavery and oppression—remain today as a burning scar on the per-
sonality formation of most Negro Americans.

Yet the Negro has managed to survive, mainly by reconstructing
his personality around the system of values he discovered in his new
country. Undoubtedly he is the only American who has had to rely
so exclusively on the American environment in order to recreate his
identity. This almost unadulterated Americanness of the Negro is, of
course, reflected in his literature—the Negro author in his quest for
expression stands as an intensified image of the total American search
for self. (20)

At the same time that they are seen as quintessentially American (as
Margaret Just Butcher wrote in The Negro in American Culture [1956],“The
American Negro's values, ideals, and objectives are integrally and unre-
servedly American” [285]), African Americans come to embody a postwar
white American desire for the outsider as insider—what Margolies calls
“the most estranged and alienated of all Americans.”? Black author Julian
Mayfield echoed this assessment in 1960, arguing that “the advantage of
the Negro writer, the factor that may keep his work above the vacuity of
the mainstream, is that for him the facade of the American way of life is
always transparent. He sings the national anthem sotto voce and has trouble
reconciling the ‘dream’ to the reality he knows” (33). Thus, in a Cold War-
era society desperate to define the qualities that made America unique
(and therefore better than its communist rivals) yet simultaneously anx-
ious to allay its fears that Americans were losing their uniqueness in the
lonely crowd, defining the authentic representation of blackness in litera-
ture gains importance. However, the interpretation of this responsibility
carried different ramifications for black and white critics. In this context,
postwar African American scholars’ emphasis on the increased “subtlety
and sophistication” of theme and technique they perceived in black fiction
of the late 1940s was lost. Instead, as the postwar era wore on, the critical
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consensus grew that the purpose of African American literature is not to
be literary but rather to bear witness to an experiential blackness posi-
tioned as the repository of all that technological advances and material
gain have stripped from white American men in the name of progress and
the Cold War. The true African American experience, unvarnished and
raw as it must be, offers postwar America’s only hope of redemption.

As middle-class white American intellectuals of this period began
increasingly to see themselves as victims of a postwar society that was, in
Warren Susman’s phrase, “spoiled by success,” the African American “expe-
rience” began to be cast as simultaneously oppositional and inscrutable to
white culture, a locus of urban authenticity in an increasingly standard-
ized, corporatized, and suburban postwar United States. By the late 1940s,
questions of what constituted the authentic had gained new resonance. A
constellation of factors, some if not most of them unique to the decade
immediately following World War II, combined to make the period cling
desperately to notions of the real. In his perceptive essay, “Hip and the
Long Front of Color” (1989), Andrew Ross speaks of a Cold War desire
to rediscover “useful history;” grounded in local and vernacular practices,
overwhelmingly identified with both a racialized Other and/or a work-
ing class romanticized to the point of unrecognizability. Even as the era
rejoiced in its technological advances and standardization of the trappings
of middle-class aftfluence (poverty would not be “discovered” until 1962,
with the advent of Michael Harrington’s The Other America, and few ques-
tioned the general belief in the accumulation of household accoutrements,
to which Richard Nixon alluded in his famous 1959 “kitchen debate” with
Khrushchev, as synecdoche and symbol of the triumph of capitalism
in the West), concerns about the homogenization and superficiality of
American culture preoccupied more than a suspicious and alienated few.
Fears of a creeping sameness identified closely with modern advances had
long characterized a distinct strain of American literature, from at least
post-Civil War local colorism to modernism. In his exhaustive explora-
tion of this shift from a nineteenth-century aesthetic of imitation to the
twentieth-century fascination with the authentic, Miles Orvell argues that
the change was inevitable, the “logical conclusion of the modernist drive
to produce ‘Not “realism” but Reality itself” (240). For Orvell, that shift
is best represented in James Agee and Walker Evans’s compendium of
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Depression-era observations, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941). Agee
and Evans’s work, characterized both by the obsessively documentarian
impulse of the proletarian literature of the 1930s and by incessant doubts
about the possibility of even radically reinvented language communicat-
ing the real, also might be considered to mark this shift from a literature
of observation to one of immersion.

Rather than abating, the quest for the “authentic” intensified dramati-
cally after World War II even as it became imbricated in increasingly
problematic discourses of race. Television was a major contributing factor
in this new suspicion of representation. At the same time that the new
medium broadcast the ideal family and diminished previously broad dif-
ferences in accent, it allowed for the division of the lives of others into
short, discrete segments, bringing previously exotic realities into the living
room and effecting a radical change in the ways in which viewers experi-
enced media. Film had for many years offered this opportunity to usurp
another person’ reality, yet television was qualitatively different, partly in
its emphasis on the molding of the everyday into set patterns, partly in
its ubiquity. After the war, the number of television sets per capita soared,
and by 1952, a year after Jack Kerouac wrote On the Road, American homes
nationwide totaled more than a million TVs. Television enabled viewers
to naturalize the process of suturing themselves into the subject positions
demanded of them in a way film did not; because watching television
was less an event than was going to the movies, the idea of “borrowing” a
variety of realities, each for thirty minutes at a time, while sitting in one’s
own living room became deceptively mundane, blurring the boundaries
between viewer and object far more effectively than film had ever done. As
W.T. Lhamon Jr. notes, during the 1950s, the Hollywood film responded to
the threat of television by “paring down” to its unique strength, the spec-
tacle, “stressing its gigantism and its capacity to bring oft special effects”
(24). The influence of television on quotidian perceptions was interpreted
as pernicious by some (see Robin R. Means Coleman’s discussion of con-
temporary condemnations of Amos’n’ Andy in African American Viewers
and the Black Situation Comedy [1998]) and as an opportunity for cul-
tural legitimization by others (see Donald Weber’s account of the main-
streaming of Jewish culture in The Goldbergs in “Memory and Repression
in Early Ethnic Television” [1997]). Television clearly was widely regarded,
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in the 1951 words of Pittsburgh Courier columnist J. Bibb, as “destined to
become a dynamic and far-reaching method of propaganda” (qtd. in Cole-
man 64).

Two brief and widely known examples illustrate this trend. On the Road,
researched and set in the late 1940s and articulating the desire to discover
“the real America” before it was lost altogether in an ever-widening sea
of simulacra, offers a useful indicator of members of the intelligentsia’s
prevailing postwar attitudes toward racial authenticity. The book’s pro-
tagonist, Sal Paradise, is looking not merely for authentic places but also
for people whose authenticity, relentlessly figured as racial or ethnic differ-
ence, stands in contrast to his own lack thereof:

At lilac evening I walked with every muscle aching among the lights
of 27th and Welton in the Denver colored section, wishing I were

a Negro, feeling that the best the white world had offered was not
enough ecstasy for me, not enough life, joy, kicks, darkness, music,

not enough night. ... I wished I were ... anything but what I was so
drearily, a “white man” disillusioned. .. . I was only myself, Sal Paradise,
sad, strolling in this violet dark, this unbearably sweet night, wishing I
could exchange words with the happy, true-hearted, ecstatic Negroes
of America. (180)

Sal’s giddy depiction of “ecstatic” black life, of which this passage is just
one of many examples, is based entirely on his perceptions as an outsider,
since, as he readily admits, he cannot even talk to the blacks he meets, let
alone really get to know them.* His portrait of African American life is
an amalgam of his interests, “joy, kicks, darkness [and] music,” specifically
jazz, which throughout the book is figured as the natural performative
offshoot of the black identity. Sal sees African Americans as “natural” mas-
ters of the jazz idiom he is struggling to learn. Kerouac’s contemporary,
Norman Mailer, perhaps still more explicitly identifies African Americans
with this kind of instinctual, authentic artistry. For Mailer as for Kerouac,
the survivalist modus operandi of the African American living in a racist
America provides a blueprint for the redemption of the “white man disil-
lusioned,” if only he will recognize it. “For Hip,” Mailer pronounces in the
hugely influential and widely read essay “The White Negro” (1957), “is the
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sophistication of the wise primitive in a giant jungle, and so its appeal
is still beyond the civilized man” (343). In the same essay in which he
discussed Kerouac, Baldwin demystified Mailer’s romance with his con-
structed image of blackness while reinscribing some of its beliefs. In “The
Black Boy Looks at the White Boy” (1961), Baldwin writes that “Negro
jazz musicians, among whom we sometimes found ourselves, who really
liked Norman, did not for an instant consider him remotely ‘hip. ... They
thought he was a real sweet little ofay cat, but a little frantic” (qtd. in
Dearborn 121). Mailer designates black experience coterminous (when
not synonymous) with a specifically sexualized primitivism communi-
cated, again, in the jazz idiom that is the black artist’s “natural” mode of
expression:

Knowing in the cells of his existence that life was war, nothing but war,
the Negro (all exceptions admitted) could rarely afford the sophisti-
cated inhibitions of civilization, and so he kept for his survival the art
of the primitive, he lived in the enormous present, he subsisted for

his Saturday night kicks, relinquishing the pleasures of the mind for
the more obligatory pleasures of the body, and in his music he gave
voice to the character and quality of his existence, to his rage and the
infinite variations of joy, lust, languor, growl, cramp, pinch, scream and
despair of his orgasm. (341)

In 1946, Halsey had described the same phenomenon, arguing that “in
order to get the Negro’s labor cheaply, we have forced a primitive life upon
him [and thus] he probably has fewer inhibitions than the white Ameri-
can” (113). Halsey even anticipates Mailer’s use of combat metaphors, not-
ing that

no white person ... can understand what it means to be a Negro liv-
ing in the United States of America, any more than a non-combatant
can understand what it means to be in action. The constant danger
which enshadows the Negro American all his life . .. is something that
cannot be conveyed to those who have not lived through it, any more
than the feelings and sensations of being in combat can be shared
with those to whom it did not happen. (116)
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Halsey’s and Mailer’s essays, written a little over a decade apart, reach
very different conclusions. For Halsey, forcing African Americans through
segregation, intolerance, and violence into a life “in the enormous present”
is obviously wrong; to Mailer, such a characterization of black life is not
only accurate but culturally valuable. To be white is to be, with rare excep-
tions, “square,” to value what Kerouac describes as “white ambitions.” In
this formulation, blacks are spared the fate of the corporate man, allowed
no access to David Riesman’s “lonely crowd.” At the same time, however,
they are also, perhaps unremarkably, denied the burdensome intellectual
capacity that presupposed the development and fulfillment of “white ambi-
tions.” Instead, what might seem to be intellectual engagement by blacks
was, Mailer revealed, merely the performance of intellectual engagement,
played by ear:

I remember once hearing a Negro friend have an intellectual discus-
sion for half an hour with a white girl who was a few years out of
college. The Negro literally could not read or write, but ... . as the girl
spoke, he would detect the particular formal uncertainties in her argu-
ment, and ... would respond to one or another facet of her doubts. ...
Of course, he was not learning anything about the merits and demer-
its of the argument, but he was learning a great deal about a type of
girl he had never met before, and that was what he wanted. Being
unable to read or write, he could hardly be interested in ideas nearly
so much as in lifesmanship. (350)

>«

Mailer’s “Negro friend” is a natural artist, able to perform as an “intellec-
tual” without even the ability to read in the same way that the jazz musi-
cians Kerouac extols in On the Road can play brilliant music despite their
lack of formal training. In both cases, the untutored, “spontaneous” quality
of their skill arises from their experience as blacks in a white world that
forces them to express their oppression as art. An overlap exists between
black life and black art, between autobiography and “protest fiction” There
is no particularly great logical gap between Mailer’s insistence on the Afri-
can American as a specialist in “lifesmanship” and Hughes’s belief that the
African American novel is valuable primarily for what it communicates

about authentic African Americanness. Again, the black writer can take
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as his subject only the writing of black life, a topic whose central thrust is
always predetermined by its emphasis on “protest.” Mailer’s insistence that
black existence can be “war nothing but war” suggests the essential homo-
geneity of black experience as resistance. The major literary vehicle for
the communication of this crucial authenticity was the African American
protest novel, itself understood to be an unsophisticated (and thus more
real) version of the novel form itself; jazz was the other.

Given the intersection of these critical assumptions, the positioning of
Invisible Man as the exception that proves the rule is more complicated
than it may initially seem. Invisible Man’s absolute canonical centrality
stems from its flexibility—it is a modernist masterpiece that fits neatly
into the New Critical paradigm dominant at this time—as, for example,
Nadel’s treatment of Ellison’s extensive use of allusion and intertextuality
makes abundantly clear. Invisible Man’s technical audacity links it both
to works of high modernism and to jazz, a linkage devoutly sought and
probably deeply envied by the Beat writers of the same era. Yet while Ker-
ouac’s voyage of self-discovery as a “white man disillusioned” in Cold War
America invited derision from black readers, Ellison’s “performance” of
his masterpiece was cast as a “natural” act of artistry, and the fact that the
author was also a jazz musician made the comparison even more self-
evident. For all the protestations Ellison would make over his long career
about his lengthy apprenticeship with major Western writers, the singular-
ity of his novel nevertheless also allows it to be cast not as the pinnacle of
workmanlike scholarly craftsmanship but rather as a kind of one-off, the
singular work of a prodigy who would never repeat himself and whose
work could not be equaled by any of his contemporaries. Thus, the critical
response to Wright and to Ellison is widely dissimilar yet oddly familiar.
While Wright writes “what he knows”—that is, from his experience as a
black man—Ellison writes with a natural gift that also springs somewhat
magically from his essentialized blackness. Furthermore, because his novel
is not only technically brilliant but also politically charged, it partakes of
the conflation of the protest form and the postwar African American novel
that defines the genre.

The strictures of the protest novel form clearly confine and constrain
the “experience” whose representation it purports to enable and ultimately
only reifies the black identity most useful for white intellectuals seeking a
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space in which to articulate their dissatisfaction with their postwar white-
ness. In this formulation, the protest novel sought not artistic innovation
or philosophical complexity but simply the expression of the “black expe-
rience,” meaning that it could be overwhelmingly considered to share dis-
cursive space with what Barbara Foley in Telling the Truth: The Theory
and Practice of Documentary Fiction (1986) terms “the Afro-American
documentary novel” Foley’s book is concerned with African American
fiction only insofar as it contributes to her theory of the development of
the documentary novel. She divides this development into several phases,
each roughly identifiable with a century. She begins in the eighteenth
century with the pseudofactual novel, in which, she argues, improbable
events could readily occur, since the narrative insisted on its own truth
value. The nineteenth century saw the rise of the realist historical novel,
in which, paradoxically, the fact that the text agreed to its own fictive-
ness meant that characters had to be believable representative types rather
than real people and events had to be plausible. Finally, Foley outlines
the twentieth-century modernist “splitting” of the documentary novel
into the metahistorical novel and the fictional autobiography. The Afri-
can American novel, Foley argues, both fits into her scheme and revises it
substantially because of its subversion of “bourgeois hegemony” through
the “powerful historicizing of the referent” (234). The African American
protagonist, according to Foley, enjoys no privileged status in the mind
of the reader; thus, she or he does not reinforce an interpretation of real-
ity shared by reader, author, and character but rather asserts difference,
pointing to contradictions in the referent and challenging the accepted
“representation” of reality. However, Foley substantially undermines her
argument by adopting a naive stance toward the extratextual authenticity
of the lived experience of the writers she discusses. In a note to her chapter
treating black writers, she justifies her inclusion of several white writers of
black documentary fiction, including Harriet Beecher Stowe, adding,“T do
not mean to imply that they become honorary Afro-Americans because
of this fact” (234), implicitly drawing a color line between “real” writers
of black documentary fiction and pretenders. Discussing Ernest Gaines,
Foley for the first time invokes biographical data to bolster her claims of
the truth value of the words of Miss Jane Pittman, noting that “the novel
owes much to Gaines’s own childhood on a Southern plantation during
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the Depression when he listened to lengthy stories about slavery told by
elders of his grandparents’ generation” (263).

Foley is one of the few observers who has questioned the assumed rela-
tionship between the midcentury African American novel and the real-
ist novel, which in Foley’s words “purports to represent reality by means
of agreed-upon fictionality, while grafting onto its fictive pact some kind
of additional claim to validation” (25). However, if we take Carl Milton
Hughes’s work as representative, critics “assumed the necessary connec-
tion between an acceptance of realistic methods and social progress in the
realm of race,” in the words of Kenneth Warren (4). The black literary tra-
dition was privileged as a better articulation of authenticity than any other
because it allegedly was the most “truthful” While blacks lacked the ability
to communicate honestly and still gain distinction in most other arenas
of life, artistic expression was privileged as a site in which resistance and
difference might be tolerated and even rewarded. As Warren notes,

The discussion and analysis of literature and culture has been cen-
tral to ventriloquizing a black collective state of mind. ... From such
efforts as Robert Park’s “Negro Race Consciousness as Reflected in
Race Literature” (1923) and William T. Fontaine’s “The Mind and
Thought of the Negro of the United States as Revealed in Imaginative
Literature” (1942), students of “the Negro” have remarked on the rela-
tive paucity of an intellectual archive through which to understand
“the race,” and in response have suggested that imaginative literature
can step in to fill the void. ... As scholars like Fontaine and Park
assert, the inclination of the race just happens to be toward the liter-
ary. In Park’s words, “The Negro has always produced poetry of some
sort. It has not always been good poetry, but it has always been a faith-
ful reflection of his inner life. Expression is, perhaps, his métier, his
vocation” (285). Although no respectable scholar holds to the obvious
racialism of Park’s account, and most, like Gates, have protested the
naive sociological presumption that literature merely reflects external
reality, what has remained true of much African Americanist inquiry
has been the claim that expressive forms remain more crucial to a
consideration of the conditions of black peoples than they do to con-
siderations of other social groups. (“End(s)” 644)
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In this context, it is not difficult to see why many vocal participants
in the debate over the purpose of black writing accepted a connection
between realistic methods and social progress. As critics, we must ask
what “realistic” representation means in the context of postwar African
American writing. Does it imply the superimposition of coherent form on
incoherent societal fragmentation, as is now a critical commonplace with
regard to the nineteenth-century novel? Or does it simply give the “gothic
horror” of black life short shrift by restricting it to what can be conveyed
through “mere” realism and letting (white) readers off the interpretive
hook, as Leslie Fiedler suggested in 1960 in comparing Wright unfavor-
ably to Ellison and as Henry Louis Gates Jr. has echoed more recently in
positive assessments of Toni Morrison’s work (“Harlem”)? Does “realistic”
representation offer a new kind of exploitation of the experientially based
blackness it privileges and purports to accord recognition, providing
instead a cognitive framework for the reader’s sentimental identification?
This book answers that question by examining the responses to the imper-
ative to work within constraints set by a white publishing establishment
that privileged (and indeed continues to privilege) some representations
of blackness over others. How did writers respond to the call to produce
texts about blackness but not (necessarily) for black readers? What can a
careful reconsideration of a few of the “forgotten” texts of the period tell
us about both readerly expectations and writerly subversions of these con-
structed concepts of black authenticity?

A closer look at the fiction and criticism produced and read at that time
produces a radically different picture of postwar African American letters.
The postwar era was hardly univocal, with a number of prominent critics
and writers (many of whom have now sunk into noncanonical oblivion)
openly contesting not only Wright’s “blueprint” but also the critical ethos
that his essay implies. Furthermore, readers of the period established their
own criteria for black writing. Literary history, like military history, is
written by the dominant forces in the field. This project considers what
happens when we leave behind the maxims of a largely white critical
establishment and turn instead to the everyday practices of a black read-
ing public, gleaned from a consideration of black literary journals as well
as book reviews in publications aimed at a black readership. This book
seeks to recover the hopes, fears, anxieties, tensions, and aspirations of a
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brief moment in African American history—the years between the end
of World War II and the beginning of the decade now overdetermined as
“the Fifties,” synonymous with a containment culture created by events
that Nadel identifies as taking “the form not only of the Korean War but
also of lengthy, well-publicized trials of spies and subversives [and] appar-
ent in the form of ubiquitous loyalty oaths, Senate (McCarthy) and House
Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) hearings, in Hollywood and
academic purges, in extensive ‘anti-communist’ legislation” (74). Although
containment culture was nascent, the period between 1945 and 1950 nev-
ertheless offered a more flexible environment in which the debate regard-
ing the purpose and future of the African American novel could remain in
flux. James Smethurst notes that “commentators often have characterized
the immediate post-World War II era of African American letters and
culture generally as cautiously optimistic, save for some lingering anxi-
ety over potential nuclear Armageddon and McCarthyism” (208). Like
Smethurst, I disagree with this view, which implies that African American
writers had, perhaps with willful naiveté, set aside their concerns about
the impact of race prejudice on the terms of their cultural production so
that they could focus on issues perceived as “universal.” A clear shift in the
tone and emphases of the critical conversation occurred after 1945, but
Smethurst oversimplifies that conversation.

A deeper analysis has been delayed in part by certain insidious assump-
tions. For example, observers have long taken for granted the idea that
when the presumed reader was white, many black writers were forced to
tailor their textual strategies accordingly. Adherents of this assumption,
informed in some measure by ideological imperatives that conflate liter-
acy and whiteness, have included Sterling Brown, who wrote in 1941 that
“the number of Negroes reading books in the field of their special interest
is certainly not high. The number of those who buy books about Negro life
by Negro authors is certainly low.” Furthermore,

with a small proportion of a small middle class able to afford books, a
smaller proportion of readers, and a smaller proportion still of book-
buyers, the likelihood of a Negro audience for books by Negro authors
is not promising. There is, on the part of many a dislike for books
about Negroes and books by Negroes ... based upon a caste-ridden
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disdain of Negro life and character, an anguish at being identified
with an ignorant and exploited people to whom many “upper class”
Negroes are completely unsympathetic. (145)

Brown’s remarks echo the perspective of white publishers of the era,
who argued that the book-buying public was overwhelmingly white and
that black texts, however defined, thus were exotic.> While refugees from
the white middle class might embrace their conception of black authen-
ticity, Brown argues that middle-class blacks emphatically did not. One
of Brown’s major concerns is the development of a black readership com-
petent to understand black texts; he believes that white readers lacked
the motivation and ability to do so. Brown goes on to state baldly that a
“complete picture” of black life is not possible in an environment domi-
nated by white publishers and readers, as white conceptions of black life
are restricted; nevertheless, “the Negro must also work within the pres-
ent publishing framework. If prejudice does exist, denying complete and
honest treatment of Negro life and character, and of course it does, the
individual Negro writer must act as far as possible as if it did not exist. He
cannot afford” not to do so (146). Houston Baker echoes Brown’s frankness,
writing that although some critics charge that capitalist imperatives have
undermined black cultural authenticity, “making black expressiveness a
commodity ... is a crucial move in a repertoire of black survival motions
in the United States” (196). For that matter, forty years after Brown wrote
this essay, he had not revised his view; in a 1980 interview, he told John
Edgar Tidwell and John S. Wright that the lack of an adequate reading
audience “is true. I've heard from any number of people that they’re glad
my book is out, but they ain’t never said they’re going to buy it.‘Can I get
it at the library?’ is what they say” (“Steady” 815).

In a logical contortion well suited to the exigencies of the consumerist
society only a few years away, Brown neatly argues that popularity—that
is, commodification of white constructions of black authenticity—would
create a space for the subsequent articulation rather than vitiation of “true”
authenticity, whatever that might be. Almost two decades later, black play-
wright William Branch suggests that Brown’s point is well taken, noting
that “whether we decide to be American writers who are Negro, or Ameri-
can Negroes who are writers . . . we nevertheless all agree that we want to
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be selling writers. Our books and stories and essays in manuscript col-
lecting dust on a shelf are of little value to anyone” (46). Branch exhibits
a canny understanding of the potential niche market available for black
writers among white readers anxious to reject their own conformist cul-
ture as well, commenting that black writers ought not to “deny their own
cultural riches in their eagerness to ‘be like everyone else; especially when
‘everybody else’ is not necessarily to be admired, whether in the majority
or not” (48).

The substantial market for fiction by African American writers that
exists today is not the result of a sudden flood of previously nonexistent
black readers onto the market but rather the culmination of decades of
a steadily increasing audience, black and white, for black fiction. In 1950,
observed Tillman, “the American reading public accepts a book by a Negro
now on much the same basis as it receives a book by a white author. Con-
sequently, the Negro writer has a more direct line to the publisher than
ever before, for the primary aim of the publisher is to feed the demands of
the book buyers” (387). At the same time, the specifically African American
audience whose absence Brown laments was growing, and its tastes helped
to shape the debate surrounding the production of black literature. While
Langston Hughes pointed at midcentury to the increasing number of
black-owned “first-rate bookstores” in major cities, emphasizing the effect
of an educated black elite on public taste, journalist and Ebony magazine
editor Era Bell Thompson wrote that the number of African American
consumers of all types of black fiction was constantly growing:

Merchandisers, already vying for the newly discovered Negro buy-
ing market, were made even more aware of black dollar potentialities
when the colored Associated Publishers, Inc. . .. told the story of four-
teen million Americans with an eleven billion dollar annual income—
an untapped market right at their own doorstep which requires no
foreign language, no special package labeling, and which annually
buys more than the total value of United States domestic exports
below the Rio Grande. ... What does all this mean to the Negro
writer? It means more markets and also greater competition. (304-5)

Moreover, if the road to making African American fiction saleable is
to work within the constraints of the protest novel genre and to fulfill
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the expectations of a largely white reading public, as Brown seems to
argue, the question arises of why even a cursory examination of book
sales reveals that far and away the most popular black writers of the era
were Willard Motley and Frank Yerby. Tillman is undoubtedly thinking
of their work when he argues for the parity of reception for black and
white postwar writers. Motley’s novels are identifiably social realist in ori-
entation but explicitly avoid categorization as African American protest
fiction by employing a (sometimes improbably wide and almost always
suspiciously harmonious) panoply of ethnicities and races to illustrate
their somewhat naive contention that people are just people. Motley was
more insistent than any of his peers that he did not wish to be known
exclusively as a black writer. He repeatedly expressed his hope that his
work would be deemed “universal” and, according to his biographer Rob-
ert Fleming, fought with his publishers to maintain a “raceless” identity on
his book jackets. (He lost.) The product of a middle-class upbringing in
the only black family in a white Chicago neighborhood, he embarked on
lengthy periods of research in neighboring slums, deliberately seeking out
members of a variety of ethnic groups and mining current events, such as
the 1941 execution of Bernard Sawicki, in search of material. In an article
written for the Chicago Sun-Times in the middle of 1963’s grim parade of
race-motivated crimes and tragedies, Motley recalled “feeling that I could
not write or learn about man in the narrow boundaries of my neighbor-
hood where a Pole was a ‘polack’ and an Italian was a ‘dago, where no new
thoughts were moved in, [and moving] to the slums of Chicago [where]
I found my childhood belief to be true: people are just people” (“Let” 2).
Motley’s best seller, Knock on Any Door (1947), tells the story of an impov-
erished Italian American youth sentenced to die for killing a brutal police-
man. Though the novel would later be called “Native Son in whiteface,”
Motley was then more regularly compared to James T. Farrell or Nelson
Algren. Sales of the book were such that a well-received film version was
made in 1949, directed by Nicholas Ray and starring Humphrey Bogart
and John Derek. Yerby enjoyed an astonishing career producing historical
romances populated largely with nonblack characters, beginning with the
1946 The Foxes of Harrow, which sold five hundred thousand copies in two
months and a million copies in its first year. In 1947, his second novel, The
Vixens, was similarly successful. He subsequently produced a novel a year,
beginning with The Golden Hawk in 1948.
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As even very brief descriptions of their work make clear, the two writ-
ers have little in common apart from the fact that despite their astonish-
ing popularity, their names have until very recently been almost entirely
absent from scholarly inquiry. We need to reevaluate Bone’s comment that
these novels merely reflect the “wave of assimilationist sentiment” that he
sees as a “direct response to a new era of race relations ushered in by the
war” (160). This presumption demands reconsideration not only in the
light of the emphasis of subsequent critical race theorists on deconstruct-
ing reified ideas of racial “authenticity” but also because we need to ask
how such observations contribute to ossifying critical commonplaces still
taken for granted fifty years after the fact. Furthermore, we must take issue
with dichotomies that collapse differences among a panoply of writers to
force their multivalent work into two conveniently linked categories.

Hughes’s and Bone’s comments may be characteristic of what we now
perceive to be mainstream postwar evaluations of the state of African
American fiction, but this retrospective critical hegemony can be main-
tained only by overlooking dissenting voices, of which there were many. In
contrast to Hughes’s view of African American novels as immature, other
critics in the late 1940s suggested that writing by African Americans had
come of age, largely by repudiating the ideas set forth by Wright. Yerby,
for example, finds an early defender in Rebecca Chalmers Barton, who in
her groundbreaking study of African American autobiography, Witnesses
for Freedom (1948), emphasizes not the sameness but the extraordinary
diversity of African American writers of the 1940s. Though she admits that
“an indictment of white behavior runs, like a scarlet thread, through all
their pages,” she insists that “individuality” is the most important feature
of the many texts she discusses, and she points to Yerby as an example of
an important new black writer despite the fact that he had at that time
published only two novels, both nineteenth-century historical romances
(280). As chapter 3 demonstrates through its examination of the manu-
script versions of Yerby’s second novel, Yerby’s fiction was more individual
than Barton could possibly know.

This insistence on universality does not translate into the production of
“raceless” fiction for all critics of the time, of course; in his self-consciously
titled essay, “A Blueprint for Negro Authors” (1950), black literary critic
and scholar Nick Aaron Ford offers his own updated gloss on Wright’s
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admonitions, advising novelists not to abandon race as a theme but to
subordinate it to the more pressing need for “good craftsmanship.” The
evolution of Ford’s views illustrates the development of ideas within the
field of African American literary studies generally in the 1930s and 1940s.
In The Contemporary Negro Novel: A Study in Race Relations (1936), Ford
argues that the political imperative underlying black writing makes it cru-
cial for black writers to write their own stories as “authentically” as pos-
sible, for “in spite of the faithful representation and sympathetic treatment
of the race by [white] authors, they cannot think the thoughts of their
characters, nor can they see the world through their eyes” (14). By the end
of the next decade, however, Ford had concluded that “there is widespread
dissatisfaction not only with the failure of [African American] authors to
achieve a maturity of artistic technique, but also with the limited goals
some of them have seemingly set for themselves” (“Blueprint” 374).

Nevertheless, Ford’s choice of black contenders for the title of “first-
rate American novelist” includes only one figure who might today be con-
sidered remotely canonical. Ford identifies Yerby and Motley as Wright's
equals and suggests that “if they continue to improve . .. William Attaway;,
Ann Petry, Arna Bontemps, William Gardner Smith, and J. Saunders Red-
ding” will join the list “in the near future” (374). Finally, in a lengthy essay,
“The Race Consciousness of the American Negro Author: Toward a Reex-
amination of an Orthodox Critical Concept” (1949), John S. Lash insists
that although many black critics liked to think that African American
writers lived in an “Ebony tower,” what was called “race consciousness”
in fiction was really a construction largely “determined by racist con-
figurations” (34). Echoing Brown’s cynical assessment of the artificiality
of “authentic” black writing, Lash ends his essay by remarking that “race
consciousness . . . is in fact an attitude, a technique of writing, a genre of
literature which is not necessarily in actual practice Negroid. It is rather
subject to exploitation by any writer who chooses to follow its ritual and
chant its liturgy” (34).

Far from consisting of Native Son, Invisible Man, and an undifferenti-
ated mass of predictable protest fiction, the African American novel in the
immediate postwar period took varied forms and was open to vibrant,
earnest debate, a fact that has been obscured by subsequent critical ren-
derings of the era. A topography of African American literary history that
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flattens the period in question to better emphasize those before and after
it may make for a convenient critical shorthand but ultimately does the
field a disservice, limiting our ability to see continuities and contiguities.
As the nature of the series of questions with which I began suggests, clarity
is to be found only in and through careful examination of individual texts
whose publication dates make them rough contemporaries but whose tex-
tual strategies and generic choices illustrate the enormous range of options
black writers of the late 1940s believed were available.



CHAPTER TWO

“It 1 Can Only Get It Funny!”:
Chester Himes’s Parodic Protest Novels

Of all of the African American writers working in the 1940s, possibly none
had a more contentious relationship with the genre of the African Ameri-
can protest novel than Chester Himes, whose If He Hollers Let Him Go
debuted in the autumn of 1945, just as Americans, black and white, were
coming to terms with the fact that World War II had finally ended. If He
Hollers Let Him Go, which describes the racism and discriminatory prac-
tices that lingered in the wartime defense industry despite its integration by
presidential order in 1941, hewed sufficiently close to critical expectations
for black protest fiction at the time to be considered by reviewers notewor-
thy only for its vehemence; Himes recalled that one critic deemed the novel
a“series of epithets punctuated by spit” (Quality 77). The critical assessment
of his first novel set the tone for the reception of Himes’s subsequent works,
which have routinely been dubbed second-rate protest fiction. The percep-
tion that Himes’s major novels are indebted to Richard Wright both for
their subject matter and for their style remains dominant today. As Darryl
Dickson-Carr observes, “Himes’s landmark novels ... could not reasonably
qualify as satire so much as social document fiction; he is closer to Richard
Wright than to Rudolph Fisher” (88).>

Deemed imitative of but inferior to Native Son, If He Hollers Let Him
Go was occasionally lauded but more often damned with faint praise.
Robert Bone,summing up the general response, found the novel “Wright-
ian to the core” but nevertheless “an impressive failure” (173). However, a
closer examination of If He Hollers Let Him Go reveals its ambivalence
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toward and critique of the conventions of protest fiction as Himes clearly
understood them. Even as If He Hollers Let Him Go fulfills the expec-
tations of readers of African American social realist fiction, the novel
draws attention to its construction within the nexus of established and
emerging discourses surrounding the production of the African Ameri-
can novel. The result is a text that simultaneously embraces and resists
the protest genre, imitating but also questioning and subverting its core
themes, strategies, and assumptions. Of all the critics who reviewed
If He Hollers Let Him Go, only J. Saunders Redding picked up on the
ambivalence of Himes’s text toward the conventions of the protest novel.
Though even Redding misinterprets Himes’s strategy as a weakness,
this intuitive reading foregrounds the disjuncture between the reader’s
expectations and those of the genre. Noting that the plot seemed “false,”
Redding argues at length that the events in the narrative seemed “phony”
because “there is nothing inexorable or inevitable or completely logical
in the way things happen, or even in what happens”; consequently, the
author seems to have chosen “the particular sequence of events for rea-
sons not quite clear” (“Second,” June 1, 1946). Redding’s inability to rec-
ognize Himes’s narrative choices as markers of his intervention in the
generic paradigms he sought to escape rather than as merely examples
of bad writing offers insight into the power of the protest genre to mold
the expectations of even the most skeptical and sensitive postwar reader
of black fiction.

Rather than a failed Wright imitator, however, Himes was an author
who recognized the limits the growing imperative to write in the protest
genre placed on black writers’ aesthetic and political expression. In form as
well as content, Himes illustrates generic constraint as well as discrimina-
tory practices, protesting, in effect, the protest form itself. Specifically, If He
Hollers Let Him Go uses black humor and metatextual strategies unmis-
takably to suggest a parodic reworking of a genre whose limitations, both
as fiction and as political protest, Himes foregrounds mercilessly. Eschew-
ing the third-person narration nearly ubiquitous in social realism, Himes
models his slangy, heavily ironic first-person narration on the voices of
the protagonists of the hard-boiled detective fiction of the 1930s. This
approach allows his narrator to observe and offer mordant commentary
on the narrative trap in which he finds himself as the novel’s plot signals
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its inexorable devolution into that of a classic protest novel, a narrative tra-
jectory that the protagonist, like the reader, can predict but is powerless to
stop. Furthermore, Himes suggests, the protest novel is not only compro-
mised artistically but also ineffectual politically, since its narrative formula
is sufficiently predictable to have little impact on the reader beyond evok-
ing recognition of the inescapability of its tragic nature. Thus, the genre
allows for what critic Doris Sommer has termed the “facile conflations of
understanding with identification between reader and text” (25) that result
when a reader’s horizons of expectation are met and confirmed by an alien
text’s accommodation of difference.

If He Hollers Let Him Go certainly calls into question the ability of
black protest fiction to shock an American public already steeling itself
to bear with equanimity the horrors of war and historically unwilling to
acknowledge the depth and breadth of its “race problem.” In his preface
to Native Son, Wright relates that his motivation for writing the novel
stems from his disgust that his first book, Uncle Tom’s Children, had
evoked what he saw as a sentimental response; after Eleanor Roosevelt
sent him a letter congratulating him on his achievement, Wright realized
his “awfully naive mistake. . . . I had written a book which even bank-
ers daughters could weep and feel good about. I swore to myself that if
I ever wrote another book, no one would weep over it” (“How Bigger”
454). Himes recognized Wrights “naive mistake” but glossed the typical
white reader’s response somewhat less sympathetically. In a 1963 letter to
fellow novelist John A. Williams, Himes, by then an expatriate, expressed
his view that literature by and about African Americans had done little
to ameliorate the problem of racism: “It always strikes me as funny (in
a strange way) that white people [reading African American literature]
can take problems of race so seriously, guiltily, when they make these
problems themselves and keep on making them. It’s like a man taking
a rifle and shooting his toes off one by one and crying because it hurts”
(Williams and Williams 38). If He Hollers Let Him Go cavalierly dismisses
the effectiveness of the brutality of Native Son by demonstrating the ease
with which its initially disruptive narrative can be recuperated back into
broader discourses supportive of racial hegemony: “You couldn’t pick a
better person than Bigger Thomas to prove the point” of the oppressed
status of African Americans, drily observes Himes’s protagonist. “But
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after you prove it, then what? Most white people I know are quite proud
of having made Negroes into Bigger Thomases” (88).

Just as Himes’s understanding of the protest novel’s form as inadequate
literarily and politically is apparent, so too is his awareness of the trap
laid by the identification of the African American protest narrative with
the identity of the African American individual. Although Himes some-
times dismissed his earlier fiction as “the classic Negro novels, in which a
black protagonist protested after being a victim of severe racism” (Flontina
Miller qtd. in Fabre and Skinner 117) and usually claimed to have changed
his philosophy of writing only in the mid-1950s, when he decided that
the protest novel “had accomplished as much as it could during the life
of Richard Wright and . . . a new approach was needed” (117), his discom-
fort with the genre began much earlier. If He Hollers Let Him Go marks
the beginning of Himes’s engagement with what he, like the other writ-
ers treated in this volume, considered the dangers of self-imposed generic
restrictions on narratives for both black writers and readers.

Himes recognized that preexisting narratives structure lived experience
long before postmodern theory postulated the reliance of a performative
self on language. He thus challenges the reader’s complicity in the notions
that some narratives are better suited to particular selves than others and
that the black novel bears the particularly heavy burden of interpreting
“blackness” textually. For Himes, the focus of such texts can easily become,
as Joel Williamson puts it, “not whether to be or not to be ... but of how to
be”black (164),a task Himes found unwelcome, unnecessary, even danger-
ous. Although he considered “Dick” Wright a good friend and Native Son a
“great book,” Himes also remarked in a 1972 interview that if he were asked
to assemble a list of required reading for “a ghetto kid in Cleveland,” he
would not include that novel. Questioned further, Himes clarified that he
did not know “if it would affect a ghetto kid’s mind the right way....I think
it would have an adverse effect” (Fabre 109). In the same interview, Himes
articulated his position on the role of literature in social change: “If the
problems of the ghetto can't be solved by inspirational writings, then they
can only be solved by outright revolutionary books” (109); Native Son, he
felt, was neither inspirational nor revolutionary. Books, he argued, can be
“outright revolutionary” only when both form and content simultaneously
stir the status quo; thus, Himes’s reading list for the theoretical ghetto kid
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would privilege William Faulkner’s Light in August because it deploys the
formal innovations of modernism in revealing that “the whole business of
racism [is] quite absurd” (109).

If He Hollers Let Him Go, then, functions as a bridge between Native Son
and the novels of the latter half of the decade, including those by Frank
Yerby, William Gardner Smith, and Saunders Redding, that move beyond
the protest novel actively to interrogate intersections of race and genre.
However, if its critique of the protest genre is to be fully comprehensible, If
He Hollers Let Him Go needs to be read not only as a reluctant participant
in the genre’s conventions but also through the lens of Himes’s later work,
The End of a Primitive (1956), which still more explicitly attacks the criti-
cal myopia that leads to the exclusive identification of “authentic” postwar
African American fiction with social protest. By manipulating (and some-
times eschewing altogether) the conventions of realism even as it presents
a story of the murderous effects of racist absurdity on the life and work of
a black writer clearly modeled on Himes, The End of a Primitive does vio-
lence to the readerly expectations presupposed by the protest genre while,
in the words of novelist John A. Williams, “attacking the sensitivities on all
levels” (qtd. in Fabre and Skinner 67). My discussion of Himes thus closes
with a brief consideration of this disturbing and stylistically challenging
later novel, which has until now garnered virtually no critical attention, to
shed more light on Himes’s heretofore unrecognized objectives in If He
Hollers Let Him Go.

If He Hollers Let Him Go is the story of Bob Jones, an African Ameri-
can shipyard worker in wartime Los Angeles whose apparently upwardly
mobile life unravels over the course of a single workweek. At the novel’s
outset, Jones has a steady job, which offers the bonus of a draft deferment,
as the “leaderman” of an all-black crew as well as a beautiful, wealthy, and
cultured fiancée. Describing himself as “taller than the average man, six
feet two, broad-shouldered, and conceited,” Jones initially believes that
“race was a handicap, sure. . .. But hell, I didn’t have to marry it” (3). How-
ever, his life spirals out of control as he feels the pressures of prejudice
begin suddenly to impact his professional and personal life, driving him
toward imminent disaster. Verbally insulted by a white female coworker,
Jones responds in kind and is demoted; threatened and physically assaulted
by a white mob after winning a game of craps, he stalks one of the men
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responsible, vowing to kill him. As these events merge with a broader pat-
tern of discriminatory treatment and his sometimes paranoid assessments
of his surroundings, Jones finds himself unable to function: “My nerves
are on edge,” he tells his fiancée, Alice. “I keep expecting trouble every
minute. Everything’s going wrong all at once—it’s pressing me too hard.
Goddamnit! You! And the job! And just living in the world—* (95). Jones
ultimately carries out none of his threats; nevertheless, he finds himself
accused of attempted rape by the woman who originally caused his demo-
tion, Madge. He is subsequently beaten severely by his white male cowork-
ers, jailed, and finally forced out of his job and into active duty in the army
as a condition for the dismissal of the trumped-up charges against him.

Like his contemporaries, Himes viewed World War II as an inevitable
turning point in race relations; however, his vision of the coming changes
was far less optimistic than those espoused by others. The war provides
Bob Jones with a substantial salary (he refers repeatedly to his expensive
new car and clothing as well as to costly restaurant meals and nightclubs)
but also unleashes a “tight, crazy feeling of race as thick in the street as gas
fumes” (If He Hollers 4) when Pearl Harbor provides new excuses for rac-
ism: “I was the same color as the Japanese and I couldn’t tell the difference,”
Jones says, alluding to the conflation of all nonwhites into a single, undif-
ferentiated group by jingoistic whites quick to identify minorities as threats
to homeland security. “A yeller-bellied Jap’ coulda meant me too” (4). In
“Democracy Is for the Unafraid,” an essay that appeared in Bucklin Moon’s
Primer for White Folks just months before the release of If He Hollers Let
Him Go, Himes foresaw the war resulting neither in genuine racial toler-
ance nor in a détente between blacks and whites. Rather, he wrote, “what
I fear is happening in America today [is that] the cowardice of a relatively
small percentage of white Americans is seeping into the consciousness of
the majority and making them all afraid of the darker races” (480). Mak-
ing an explicit link between fascism abroad and domestic racism (“Are we
seeking the defeat of our ‘Aryan’ enemies or the winning of them?” [480]),
Himes diagnosed the wartime climate as stemming not from a legitimate
horror of Nazism but from an irrational fear of racial difference:

Fear may easily become the greatest tragedy of this historical period.
For the eventual peace of the world and the continuation of progress
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depend on the white man ability to live in equality, integrity and
courage in a civilization where he is outnumbered by peoples of other
races. It is imperative that he be unafraid. For if, because of his fear,

he finds himself unable to live as a neighbor and equal competitor
with other races, there will be no peace and little progress. . .. We have
also to understand that in the growing weakness of the white race in
America, as demonstrated by its present fear-driven actions, dictator-
ship may come to the United States before we know what true democ-
racy is like. (480-81)

Given that this essay appeared just before the publication of If He Hol-
lers Let Him Go, it perhaps follows that Himes’s attempt to delineate Bob
Jones’s inner life would be read, like Moon’s Primer, as an effort to acquaint
a white readership with the unseen psychological effects of racism on
blacks. Indeed, this was not an unreasonable assumption; though Himes’s
fiction moved further and further from psychological realism over the
course of his career, he nevertheless articulated on numerous occasions
an unfulfilled desire to write “a novel that just drains a [black] person’s
subconscious of all his attitudes and reactions to everything” (qtd. in Fabre
and Skinner 67). Yet contemporary reviewers saw nothing else, praising
the book for being “effective in defining sharply the inner turmoil of an
intelligent Negro” (anonymous review 249) and for its “ruthless analysis
of an emotionally unstable Negro” (Tracy 110). That the novel was simul-
taneously perceived as a reliable universal guide to the black man’s psyche
and as a work clearly derivative of Native Son offered critics little or no
cognitive dissonance. “Since Himes is a realist,” writes Carl Milton Hughes,
segueing neatly from a discussion of Wright into one of Himes and thus
emphasizing the perceived similarities between the two, “he finds the situ-
ation and its outlook for Negroes ... hopeless” (210).

Yet Hughes makes clear that Himess novels are not on a par with
Wright's.“American literature was enriched with the publication of Wright’s
Native Son,” Hughes writes, citing reviews by Van Wyck Brooks and Alfred
Kazin that labeled Wright's work a “masterly novel” by an “apostle of race”
(Brooks 550; Kazin, On Native Grounds 372, qtd. in Hughes 250). How-
ever, Hughes concludes, Wright’s successors, including Himes, suffer from
“the limitations imposed by a narrow range of subject matter. . . . Varied
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as it is and inclusive of American interests, Negro writing concentrates
on one weakness of American society [racism] rather than its virtues,” an
approach that is “hardly conducive to producing a great literature” (250-
51). Bob Jones’s fate, while obviously less tragic than that of his predecessor
Bigger Thomas, ultimately was classed as a variant of it: (over)determined
by events originating in racist societal conditions beyond the control of
the African American individual, the future of the black man in America
was bleak. At the same time, Himes was identified as a lesser light in the
constellation of authors surrounding Wright, a promising student in the
school of protest fiction. This diagnosis came as no surprise to Himes. A
recipient from the beginning of Wright’s intellectual and financial sup-
port, Himes had quite early recognized the difficulties he would face while
writing in Wright’s long shadow. In a 1945 letter, Himes thanked Wright for
his detailed description of the collegiality among writers now inevitably
classed as his followers: “It is really warming to a new novelist to learn that
the petty jealousies, snipings, bickerings, animosities that have plagued
Negro writers are being put aside in this new school which it has fallen
your responsibility to head”

Hughes’s reservations notwithstanding, contemporary reviews of If He
Hollers Let Him Go, including one by Wright, were generally favorable.
However, the novel was also regularly misinterpreted. Critics focused on
the biographical similarities between Himes and his character, stressing
that Himes (who held, by his own reckoning, twenty-three different jobs
in the first three years of World War II, “all in essential industries” [Qual-
ity 74]) had experienced the wartime workplace racism that destroys Bob
Jones’s life firsthand and could testify that its depiction was “authentic”
Even the novel’s lack of a conclusive ending (the final paragraph consists
of the single sentence “Two hours later I was in the Army” [If He Hollers
203]) could be read as a reflection of Himes’s divided consciousness, his
lack of solutions to the “Negro problem” he describes and to his rage. If
He Hollers Let Him Go, opined Earl Conrad in a review in the Chicago
Defender, “is at war with itself, as is Jones, as is Himes, as is the Ameri-
can Negro” (11). This conflation of Himes’ life and his work underscores
not only reviewers’ investment in and narrowly defined criteria for deter-
mining the novel’s authenticity as protest fiction but also the apparently
willfully myopic readings this conflation entailed. As Himes biographers
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Michel Fabre and Edward Margolies note, “critics dwelled on its sociologi-
cal implications, often ignoring its wit and sardonic humor” (56) as well as
its complexity.

Himes’s response to early critics’ laments appeared in “Second Guesses
for First Novelists,” a special feature in the Saturday Review of Literature.
In The Quality of Hurt, Himes notes that “to those who had complained
that I offered no solution for the problem my book presented, I wrote that
I belonged to a nation which ... had learned to split the atom as a weapon
more powerful than could be conceived by the average intelligence, and to
ask me, an incidental black writer with a limited education and no status
whatsoever, to solve its internal race problem was preposterous. Let the
white people solve it their own goddamn selves” (77).

Today, If He Hollers Let Him Go is still cast primarily as a novel of
“social rage” (as historian Eileen Boris classifies it [77]), but critics have
also opened it up to some innovative readings. Examining the intersection
between working-class literature and African American criticism, Bill V.
Mullen has dubbed it a “labor classic” (“Breaking” 159 n. 3), while Chris-
topher Breu situates it in the “hard-boiled” tradition and notes its trans-
gressive depiction of racialized masculinity (769).> An attentive reading of
If He Hollers Let Him Go, however, reveals not only such allegiances but
also the novel’s keen interest in foregrounding issues of presumed authen-
ticity and in questioning the presentation of narratives of racial identity,
especially those consistent with the conventions of the Wrightian protest
novel. The two are, in fact, closely linked throughout the novel, as Himes’s
protagonist attempts, without success, to gain control of the narrative of
his life by turning his experiences into absurdist jokes, reworking tragedy
as comedic parody.

In so doing, Himes was following up on a possibility he had theorized
in fiction written nearly a decade earlier. In one of his early short stories,“A
Nigger” (1937), for example, the main character, Joe, is a young black man
who is interrupted during an interlude with his black girlfriend, Fay, by
an unexpected male visitor. As Joe hides in a closet, he listens helplessly to
Fay trying to seduce the man, who is her elderly white lover. In his misery,
he tells himself that the only way to persevere is by reframing the events:
“If T can only get it funny. ... It is funny! Funny as hell!” (Collected Stories
32). In this example, the joke functions, as most theorists of humor among
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marginalized groups have argued, to render oppression bearable.* Yet it
is also obviously a strategy to control the presentation of the narrative by
shifting the terms of its interpretation. If he can place his humiliation in
ironizing brackets, Joe’s words imply, he can also question the racial iden-
tity that has been thrust on him, reclaiming the “nigger” of the title.

Jones, too, attempts to “get it funny, thereby offering a cutting evalua-
tion of the racial authenticity of others around him. He brutally dissects
the hypocritical behavior of Alice, his sophisticated, light-skinned, secretly
bisexual girlfriend; the politically liberal social workers with whom she
works; and her “smug and complacent” upper-middle-class parents, who
“like to think [they] have contributed [to the advancement of African
Americans] by setting an example, by showing our young men just what
they can accomplish if they try” (If He Hollers 51). At the same time, he
distances himself from the clichéd folk mannerisms and modes of expres-
sion of his fellow workers, who are less educated than he is and hail from
the rural South. Angered by the truckling of one of the men on his crew
when a white supervisor appears, Jones contains his temper by reminding
himself that “He was just a simple-minded, Uncle Tom-ish nigger. ... [H]e
couldn’t help it” (23). Emphasizing his alienation from his coworkers and
his disdain for the educated middle class milieu into which he intends to
marry, Jones insists on his own liminality in an urban setting in which he
purports to feel at home only among “hustlers and pimps, gamblers and
stooges ... my folks” (43). Yet he marks his distance from this group as well;
the denizens of the “slick, niggerish block” to which he refers remain anon-
ymous, known only as “weed-heads,” “a raggedy chum,” and “solid cats in
pancho conks” (43). In short, Jones struggles to find a narrative of black
identity into which he can fit his experience, gradually accepting that the
reverse will occur, as his actions and perceptions mold themselves to the
immutable requirements of the protest genre.

Recognizing that the absurdist role-playing demanded by racism dic-
tates white behavior as well as black, Jones does not restrict his analysis
to his fellow African Americans. He also notes the performative nature
of racial identity among the whites he encounters, employing a series of
metaphors to describe this phenomenon. He observes wryly that “the
white folks had sure brought their white to work with them that morn-
ing” (If He Hollers 15) and wonders later “how it was you could take two
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white guys from the same place—one would carry his whiteness like a
loaded stick, ready to bop everybody in the head with it; and the other
would just simply be white as if he didn’t have anything to do with it” (41),
neatly encapsulating his view of whiteness as a series of behaviors rather
than an essential quality. Although Himes implies that whites in a society
defined by white race hegemony have the option of “bringing their white
with them” or ignoring it, in practice, Jones’s experiences demonstrate that
racial difference is an insuperable divide between individuals, dictating
even benign interactions, including those with the potential to use humor
to overcome difference. Driving down the street with a pair of young
white men and joking with them about women, Jones finds himself sud-
denly tongue-tied by the appearance of an old black woman “falling along
in that knee-buckling, leaning-forward housemaid’s lope, and frowning
so hard her face was all knotted up.” “If we had all been colored we'd have
laughed like hell because she really was a comical sister;,” Jones notes rue-
tully. “But with the white boys present, I couldn’t say anything” (42). Racial
discomfort can naturally shade into danger for all concerned. Sitting in
a bar with a predominantly African American clientele watching a white
“Arkansas slick chick” whose companions are white soldiers flirt with two
black men in an attempt to start a fight, Jones realizes that “all she’s got to
do now ... is to start performing. She could get everybody in the joint into
trouble. . .. [I]f there was any kind of a rumpus with the white chick in it,
there wouldn’t be any way at all to stop a riot” (76-77).

Recognizing that interracial interaction follows a script does nothing to
alleviate the inevitability of its performance, however hard Jones struggles
to break out of character. His encounters with Madge, the white woman
who is ultimately his downfall, follow an inescapable pattern. When he
first comes face to face with her, they stand “for an instant, our eyes locked,
before either of us moved; then she deliberately put on a frightened, wide-
eyed look and backed away from me as if she was scared stiff, as if she
was a naked virgin and I was King Kong” (If He Hollers 19). Though he
knows that her “wide-eyed phoney look” is just part of a “scared-to-death
act” (19), Jones finds he cannot control his participation in the raced (and
racist) narrative Madge has set in motion: “It sent a blinding fury through
my brain. . .. Lust shook me like an electric shock” (19). Meeting her for a
second time at work when he approaches her to tell her that she has been
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temporarily assigned to his crew, Jones knows before a word is exchanged
between them what will happen. “I knew the instant I recognized her that
she was going to perform then—we would both perform.”

As soon as she saw me she went into her frightened act and began
shrinking away. I started off with giving her a sneer so she'd know I
knew it was phoney. She knew it anyway; but she kept putting it on
me.. .. A wild, excited look came into her eyes and her mouth went
tight lipped and brutal; she looked as if she was priming herself to
scream.” (27)

The limited scripts available for racial identity and interracial interac-
tion are revealed to Jones in a series of dreams through which he, like
Cassandra, foretells a future he can neither change nor explain to others.
The compactly structured plot unfolds over a period of four days, each of
which begins with a nightmare reflecting (accurately if sometimes sketch-
ily) the coming day’s events. The dreams are confused and disjointed, but
each represents a struggle for control of the narrative of Jones’s blackness,
and in nearly all, the locus of that struggle lies in possession of the laugh.
In his first set of dreams, Jones imagines that he is a witness to an inves-
tigation into the murder of a white man in which the police claim to be
looking for a “big tall man with strong arms, big hands, and a crippled leg”
They call in for questioning “all the colored fellows”; the first is “medium-
sized, well-built [and] fast-walking” and is made to run up the stairs to
view the body of the dead man:

“Oh!” I said to the lieutenant. “You gonna keep em running upstairs
until you find out what one’s crippled.” I fell out and rolled all over the
floor laughing.

Then I turned over and dreamed on my back. (If He Hollers 1-2)

Only in this first dream, however, does Jones manage to turn his cir-
cumstances into a joke. In subsequent dreams, he finds himself compelled
to listen to the laughter of others, a situation that underscores his impo-
tence in each scenario. He dreams that he is forced to ask two white men
for a job, only to hear their excuse that he does not have the right tools and



Chester Himes's Parodic Protest Novels 53

their mocking laughter (If He Hollers 2). He then envisages himself “lying
in the middle of Main Street downtown in front of the Federal Building
[while] two poor peckerwoods” beat him with lengths of rubber hose and
the police stand “nudging each other and laughing” (69). He also sees a
white boy stabbing a black boy “to death with a quarter-inch blade and
laughing like it was funny as hell” (150). In one of his more symbolically
laden dreams, Jones imagines Alice, whose self-image as a black woman
is constantly undermined by her contact with liberal white colleagues in
whose company she is encouraged to pass for white, being killed by smil-
ing white women affecting sympathy for her:

I saw what at first looked like a little rag doll, but when I turned it
over I saw it was Alice. ... [H]er body had shrunk until it was no
more than a foot long and she was dead. ... [T]here were millions
of white women ...looking at me, giving me the most sympathetic
smiles I ever saw. I woke up overcome with a feeling of absolute
impotence. (101)

The dreams frame and surround the events in each of Jones’s days, pro-
viding templates for the action, goading Jones toward the novel’s resolu-
tion. “I woke up and I couldn’t move, could hardly breathe. ... Somewhere
in the back of my mind a tiny insistent voice kept whispering, Bob, there
was never a nigger who could beat it” (150). In his final dream, Jones, who
has entertained parallel fantasies of killing a white man and raping a white
woman throughout most of the novel, tells a giant laughing Marine that
he has done both, then waits for the man to kill him in response. Jones
awakens when he falls out of his bunk in a jail cell, just as he is summoned
to his trial (199).

The dream sequences recall Himes’s earlier, often more experimental,
short fiction and are obvious precursors to the more directly antirealist
strategies he embraced in later novels. In stories published in The Crisis
and Negro Story, such as “All He Needs Is Feet” (1945) and “Make with
the Shape” (1945), Himes produced narratives consonant with the “plot-
less realism” that Mullen argues allowed “novice working-class black and
white writers . .. to transform racist and sexist acts around the country into
fictional polemics meant to charge readers’ political awareness” (“Popular
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Fronts” 8). Himes also experimented with nonlinearity and surrealism.
“Heaven’s Changed” (1943), for example, is told from the point of view of a
dead man, while “He Seen It in the Stars” (1944) depicts a shipyard worker,
“Accidental” Brown, who has an elaborate dream about being transported
to Nazi Germany, where he predicts the future of the war for Hitler.

In If He Hollers, however, it is not just Jones’s dreams that mirror, pre-
dict, and emplot the events in his life. Watching “Arky Jill,” the “slick chick”
at the black bar, he has a flash of recognition that what he is seeing is a
premonition of his future: “All of a sudden, I thought of Madge; the two
of 'em were just alike” (76). The complicity of whites in creating situations
conducive to interracial violence even as they lament its occurrence, the
paradox Himes found “funny (in a strange way),” emerges as well in Jones’s
conversation with a white leaderman, Don, after telling him the story of

«c

the altercation with Madge: “Some stinker; he said. ‘What she needs is a
good going over by someone. I knew he wanted to say by some colored
fellow but just couldn’t bring himself to say it” (118). Don then offers Jones
Madge’s address, suggesting that perhaps he “can cure her” of her prejudice
(119). Jones knows he should cut off the conversation, which he suddenly
realizes is absurd: “T started shaking my head and laughing. He looked put
out, slightly offended. . .. But he got it all out with the white man’s eternal
persistence” (119). Jones finds that he will not be allowed to make a joke of
the idea of raping Madge, his last-ditch effort to avoid the narrative path
along which Don is eager to help him. “We'd gone too far,” he says, “to back
out” (120).

Despite both conscious and unconscious warnings that contact with
Madge will destroy him, once Jones has articulated to himself what he is
expected to do (“What I ought to do is rape her.... That’s what she wanted”
[If He Hollers 126]), he cannot stop himself from going to her hotel room
even as he calmly assesses the likely consequences. “All of a sudden,” he
announces, “I knew I was getting ready to go back and see Madge. Get-
ting my gauge up to be a damn fool about a white woman, to blow my
simple top, maybe get into serious trouble. ... It was crazy; I knew it was
crazy” (142). From the moment Madge opens her door to Jones, the novel
begins its ineluctable descent into the specific tragedy associated in the
novel of protest with the presence of a black man and a white woman in
an intimate space. Although Jones and Madge ultimately do not have sex,
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they go through a ghastly rehearsal that parodies the racist fantasy of the
murderous black rapist and his white victim:

“The preacher said niggers were full of sin,” she said. “That’s what
makes you black. Take off your clothes”

I laid there and called her everything but a child of God, talking in
a slow, slightly slurred voice. When I reached for her, she jumped back
and wriggled free. “You know what you got to do first,” she teased.
Then I grabbed her and we locked together in a test of strength in the
middle of the floor; I had her by the wrists, trying to break her down.

“Take it, you can have it,” she hissed. . .. [S]he looked me in the
eyes, hers buck-wild.

“All right, rape me then, nigger!” Her voice was excited, thick, with
threads in her throat. (147)

Although Jones leaves Madges apartment without harming her, his
doom is nevertheless sealed as inexorably as Bigger Thomas’s. Jones recon-
ciles briefly with Alice, fantasizing for a moment about a future in which
he will participate in Native Son’s courtroom scene not in the role of Big-
ger Thomas but as his lawyer:

I could see myself at forty, dignified, grey at the temples, pleading the
defense of a Negro youth. ... “Gentlemen of the jury, I say to you it is
as unjust to condemn this youth for a disease that society has imposed
upon him...”

... Maybe by that time people would have gotten over the notion, I
thought. Maybe they wouldn't be so prone to believe that every Negro
man was the same, maybe they would have realized how crazy the
whole business was. (If He Hollers 172)

Bob fails in his attempts to recast his part in the story he has now real-
ized is the only one he will be able to tell. He apologizes to his supervisor,
who agrees to rehire Jones, but as he is returning to his crew, he stumbles
across Madge, napping in a storage room. Madge locks them in and makes
a clumsy effort to seduce Jones; when he rejects her advances, she cries out
that she is being raped:
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Without moving, she said in a low flat voice, “T'm gonna get you
lynched, you nigger bastard”

Out of the corner of my eye I could see the door swinging inward;
people were surging into the room from the companionway. I saw a
hundred million white faces, distorted with rage. (If He Hollers 181)

The narrative is inescapable, the mandates of the genre too strong.
Allowed to question the utility of the trajectory of the protest novel,
Jones is nevertheless confined to its conclusions, unable to conjure up an
alternative narrative for himself. Although a humorous assessment of the
absurdity of his circumstances has previously offered a glimmer of hope
that he might control them, he finds that the joke has deserted him by the
story’s end. Pursued in his final dream by a drunken Marine who “laughed
louder and louder” until he “panted and wiped the tears out of his eyes”
as he contemplated the fact that he “ain’t never got to kill a nigger” (If He
Hollers 199), Jones finds his final joke in the kangaroo court that sentences
him to a term in the army in lieu of prison as a punishment for his “attack”
on Madge. “Suppose I give you a break, boy,” the judge offers,

“If I let you join the armed forces—any branch you want—will you
give me your word you'll stay away from white women and keep out
of trouble?”

I wanted to just break out and laugh and laugh like the Marine in
my dream, just laugh and keep on laughing.’Cause all I'd ever wanted
was just a little thing—just to be a man. But I kept a straight face. (203)

Himes himself “kept a straight face” in his subsequent fiction, produc-
ing a series of novels that could only with great difficulty be considered
remotely parodic or experimental. Lonely Crusade (1947) is a sprawling
novel about the treatment of African Americans by a villainous Commu-
nist Party; Cast the First Stone (1952) is set among white prisoners and
loosely based on the author’s prison experiences; and The Third Genera-
tion (1954) is a semiautobiographical treatment of Himes’s parents and
siblings. Just over ten years after the publication of If He Hollers, Himes, by
this time an expatriate who believed with some justification that he had
found a more appreciative and sophisticated audience in Europe, again
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took on the theme of the absurd humor of interracial sex and violence in
the United States. The End of a Primitive (1956)° was an ambitious novel
he described in an interview with John A. Williams as his “favorite book”
(67). Himes considered The End of a Primitive to be the book that best rep-
resented the lived experience of African Americans in the United States
at the time, despite (or perhaps because of) the fact that he wrote it in
Mallorca “filled with tranquilizer pills” (Williams 37). Contrasting it to The
Third Generation (his most “dishonest book”), Himes told John A. Wil-
liams that The End of a Primitive was written “out of a completely free state
of mind from beginning to end, where I saw all the nuances of every word
I put down” (67). Himes also identified The End of a Primitive as “the tran-
sition between the protest fiction and” his later fiction, a series of detective
novels set in Harlem (Fabre 88).

As its title suggests, the novel confronts head-on the idea that the Afri-
can American is the final repository of the primitive in technologized
postwar society. At the same time, however, it interrogates, in ways that
illuminate Himes’s conflicted acceptance of the protest formula in If He
Hollers Let Him Go, the process by which black writers of protest fic-
tion are complicit in this narrativizing of blacks as primitives through
an insistence on the importance of race as an organizing principle for
writing by African Americans, a strategy that could only result in Wright’s
“blueprint” In The End of a Primitive, Himes openly rips oft and riffs
off the prototype that provides the narrative for the black protest novel,
rewriting the central event of narratives from Othello to Native Son to If
He Hollers Let Him Go: the “rape” and/or murder of a white woman by a
hapless black protagonist invariably doomed to suffer white vengeance.
In so doing, he also suggests still more clearly than in If He Hollers Let
Him Go the notion that the dominance of specific narratives of African
Americanness spills over into the lived experience of the creators and
readers of stories as well as the characters who inhabit them. Moreover, in
The End of a Primitive, Himes deliberately elides the distinction between
autobiography and fiction by building in stories and events that are easily
recognizable as having been lifted directly from his early writing career,
suggesting most clearly that the novel provides a corrective lens through
which to read interpretations of his previous work, especially If He Hol-
lers Let Him Go.
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Himes’s parodic revisions and subversion of the African American
protest novel must be read as a searing critique of a postwar theoretical-
critical apparatus, endorsed by African American writers in the interest of
strategic essentialism, that allows Hughes to state with certainty that “since
Himes is a realist,” he must find “the outlook for Negroes . .. hopeless.” The
End of a Primitive is the story of the encounter with “civilization” of the
latest in a series of primitivized Othellos, Jesse Robinson, a black novelist
who kills his white female lover in an alcohol-induced blackout. Although
the story is ultimately tragic, like If He Hollers Let Him Go it relies on
humor for its effect. The End of a Primitive brings to its apex Himes’s
obsessive fascination with the power of the joke not only to exclude out-
siders but also to subvert, to tolerate, to rationalize, and to comprehend.
For the most part, as we have seen, Himes’s humor partakes of the gallows
genus, wringing bitter amusement from situations that can hardly be less
hilarious.

But in another sense, the brand of humor Himes exploits in The End
of a Primitive participates not merely in the tradition of African Ameri-
can black humor but also in the postwar project of “black humor;” usually
identified with “American Surrealist” Nathanael West and with Kurt Von-
negut, Joseph Heller, and Thomas Pynchon. Himes’s work operates at the
crossroads of these two modes of understanding the black joke. His “black
joking” constitutes a disruption, both ideologically and narratologically,
and thus resists the established narrative of the protest novel and of the
novel form generally. He obviously belongs among those writers identified
by Bruce Janoff, in an early attempt to codify the tenets of “black humor,”
as having a perspective existing “in a terrain of terrifying candor concern-
ing the most extreme situations” (37). But Himes also must be recognized
in The End of a Primitive as a writer of parody as well as a deeply subver-
sive satirist in the sense that his work is, as Steven Weisenburger writes of
Ishmael Reed, “a revolt against . . . the fictions of power” (162). In The End
of a Primitive, Himes makes clear what If He Hollers Let Him Go struggles
to articulate: the protest novel form is, like any narrative, a structure dedi-
cated to the support of other structures, some if not all of which work to
select, restrict, and maintain access to avenues of knowledge and power.

African American humor has always provided outlets for the articu-
lation of sentiments that otherwise had to be suppressed and has thus
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traditionally functioned as a progressive and even liberating force. As
Lawrence Levine suggests in Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-
American Folk Thought from Slavery to Freedom (1978), African American
humor is “closely related to the humor of absurdity . . . which reveal[s]
the gap between appearance and actuality and perform[s] what Anton
Zijderveld has called ‘the unmasking function™ (312)—here of the absur-
dity of American racism. Writing of the “creative resourcefulness involved
in reversing an accepted joke and turning it to one’s own advantage,” Mel
Watkins cites Ellison’s remark that African Americans “couldn’t escape, so
we developed a style of humor which recognized the basic artificiality, the
irrationality, of the actual arrangement” (33). Such a kind of humor allows
the black jokester to make use of a situation in which, as Henri Bergson
suggested nearly a century ago, a black face is ipso facto comedic: “Why
does one laugh at a Negro? . .. [A] black face, in our imagination, is one
daubed over with ink or soot. . .. And we see that the notion of disguise
has passed on something of its comic quality to instances in which there
actually is no disguise” (86). The notion of the disguise or of the mask is
central to an understanding of the potential for subversion inherent in
blackface humor, which historians have in recent years come to recognize
and redeem as a vehicle for satire.®

A humor based on the ironized playing of societally designated roles
necessarily foregrounds the parodic and performative aspects of identity
construction, but beginning with The End of a Primitive, Himes allowed
his black jokes a still more aggressive punch line, using a specific brand
of parodic impulse that refuses to relinquish the most two-dimensional
of stereotypes, to question realistic form altogether, as well as the lim-
its and conventions of narrative. In his Harlem detective fiction, for
example, the unremitting barrage of blaxploitative language (combined
with an exquisitely detailed catalog of grotesquerie and violence) both
establishes the characters as brutal caricatures and creates a knowing
metacommentary on “realist” African American fiction, an effect that
is only heightened by the quasi-bowdlerizing behind such terms as the
awkward yet omnipresent “mother-raper” For example, Himes offered
exaggerated treatment of the use of “vernacular” language in a descrip-
tion of T-Bone, a short-lived character in Himes’s last (and easily most
brutal) detective novel, Plan B:
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T-Bone was clad only in a pair of greasy black pants. ... His long, nar-
row face was hinged on a mouth with lips the size of automobile tires.
... He had his bare black feet propped up on a kitchen table with the
white soles toward the television screen. He was white-mouthed from
hunger but was laughing like an idiot at two blackfaced white min-
strels on the television screen who earned a fortune by blacking their
faces and acting just as foolish as T-Bone had done for free all his life.

In between laughing, he was trying to get his old lady, Tang, to go
down to Central Park and trick with some white man so they could
eat.

“Go on, baby, you can be back in an hour with 'nuft bread so we can
scoft”

“I'se tired as you are,” she said with an evil glance. “Go sell yo' own
ass to whitey, you luvs him so much?” (4)

Abandoning the terms and conditions of “realistic” representation that
“whitey . .. luvs . .. so much” allows Himes to foreground the issues that
concern him—specifically, the sense in which African American identity,
no matter how inherent a