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Preface

Howard Rambsy Il

Jerry W. Ward, Jr. has been an active participant in lively
conversations about black writing and literary history for about half of a
century now. In fact, Professor Ward’s conversations about black writers and
writing predate the label “ African American literature,” which so many of us
now use to refer to a distinct body of artistic compositions. We can even
plausibly say that in fundamental ways Professor Ward contributed to the
exchanges that gave rise to the field of African American literary studies. He
was indeed part of the intergenerational group of teachers and scholars whose
pedagogical, professional, and publishing activities assisted in establishing a
place for black writers in the academy.

When 1 arrived at Tougaloo College in Jackson, Mississippi, as an
undergraduate in the mid-1990s, Professor Ward was more than two decades
into his career, already a local legend. At the time, like most of my
classmates, I had less specific knowledge of who he was as a prominent
scholar of black literature. More immediately, he was known to us as a
devoted and challenging teacher-thinker. In one of many memorable
instances, he provided feedback on an essay by one of my peers by informing
her that “your thesis dances like light on water. In other words, nothing is
focused. ” Thanks to phrasings like that, we were far more aware of the poetic
lines that Professor Ward was writing in the margins of our papers for class

assignments than we were with his published poems and scholarly articles.



The China Lectures: African American Literary and Critical Issues 'hi

In retrospect, we were actually reaping the benefits of studying with an
accomplished poet, researcher, book reviewer, literary historian, and
humanities scholar who chose to pass or disguise himself as a teacher. How
many among the students at Tougaloo College in 1976 or in 1986 or in 1996
knew much concerning Ward’s work as a Richard Wright scholar? How many
of us knew of his collaborative exchanges with artists and scholars like
Houston Baker, Jr. , Margaret Walker, Maryemma Graham, Trudier Harris,
Kalamu ya Salaam, and so many others? Who would have guessed back then
that Professor Ward would, let’s say, deliver lectures on African American
literature at universities in China? Perhaps, not everyone would have been
surprised. After all, we had witnessed him routinely bring the larger world to
us at our small college in Mississippi, so the idea that he might discuss black
literary art and culture with colleagues and students in Beijing, Enshi,
Hangzhou, Nanjing, Wuhan, and Xi’an would not have been beyond what we
might expect from him.

Professor Ward’s lectures in China are an extension and continuation of
the many lectures and presentations that he gave at libraries, universities,
and literature conferences in the United States over the decades. Those U. S.
presentations were, in turn, linked to the discussions he had with hundreds
and hundreds of students at Tougaloo College ( 1970-2002 ) and Dillard
University (2002-2012) in New Orleans, Louisiana. An awareness of distinct
populations of readers, particularly black students from the South, has been
central to Ward’s approaches to presenting ideas about literature. Most
notably, the processes of assisting literature students to become active
responsible citizens, not simply college graduates, led Ward to think seriously
about the obligations—a recurring word in these lectures—of readers,
teachers, artists, and literary scholars. For Ward, what we and others did or
did not do with literary compositions, with cultural productions, and with
language carried real-world and historical consequences. These lectures on
Richard Wright, Houston Baker, Eugene B. Redmond, Natasha Trethewey,

African American literary art, and history delivered for audiences in China
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speak to Professor Ward’s expansive commitments as an active reader,
teacher, and scholar.

The appendix, which features Professor Ward’s blog entries produced
over the last few years, also deserves special notice, because that portion of
this book represents a new development in the publishing history of African
American literary studies. Leading and accomplished African American
literature scholars typically write books and articles. So far, blog entries have
not been central to their writing and publishing activities. In this regard,
Professor Ward quietly breaks new ground and exercises yet another
obligation—that of making conversations and insights about black literary
works more readily available to readers, this time, online readers.

As a genre or mode of expansive possibilities, the blog format is
especially fitting for a vigorous, diverse thinker-writer like Professor Ward.
Noticeably, as a blogger, he covers an even wider range of topics and figures
than he does in his scholarly articles and lectures. His blog entries comprise
short essays, poems, open letters to literary artists and friends, meditations
on films, blueprints for lectures, book reviews, and reflections about current
events. As a senior scholar in the field who also produces online works,
Professor Ward offers early models for the kind of writing and publishing
activities that will necessarily become commonplace for a younger generation
of literary scholars.

The China Lectures :African American Literary and Critical Issues expands
the conversations about writers and writing, history, technology, scholarship
and criticism, and the consequences of language and artistry. This book, in
short, extends the longstanding efforts of Jerry W. Ward, Jr. to fulfill the
many obligations associated with reading and sharing ideas about African

American literary art and culture.

Southern [linois University Edwardsville, 1L
April 2014



INTRODUCTION

Jerry W. Ward, Jr.

With gratitude for their patient listening and thoughtful questions, I have
gathered a few lectures for my colleagues and students in the People’s
Republic of China. These lectures, which have been revised, were delivered
between 2009 and 2013 in Wuhan, Nanjing, Hangzhou, Xi’an, Enshi,
Hangzhou, and Beijing. They are predicated on the belief that the study of
literatures and statements about the values of literature and culture ought to be
more life-driven than theory-driven. To be sure, theories or systematic
speculations have a crucial function in representing ideas and thought. They
are useful. They often assist us in making reasonable choices about multiple
perspectives. In rare instances, theories may lead us to perform non-verbal
acts. Indeed, it may be the case that few of us can think and speak without
using theories of one kind or another. They seem to offer a sense of security.
They can also smooth the pathway into delusions.

It is worth noting that use of theory in the humanities is less disciplined
than it is in the sciences. Humanistic methods and methodologies resist
testing and verification. They tend to be arbitrary, quite expressive of taste
and private interests, and comfortable with the playing of games. Under such
conditions, theories resemble ideological costumes. In cultural exchanges, let
us say between China and America, we must take pains to be sure we have a
common understanding of the promises and limits of theory. Theory is not
automatically universal. A careless application of European psychoanalytic

theory in the interpretation of American and Chinese literatures, for example,
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can produce absurd conclusions. For scholars and students who possess
minimal book-learning about the history of the United States, fashionable talk
about the Self and the Other or about post-colonialisms in discussions of
African American literature can be bizarre and annoyingly disrespectful of
African American histories. I am keenly aware of such dangers as I lecture on
African American literature and culture for Chinese audiences. Frequently,
the most productive unfolding of knowledge is not contained in the texts of the
lectures. It emerges from the question and answer sessions that follow
lectures. Thus, I strive to embed reasons for questions in my lectures.

It is necessary to restate what I said above about the laxity in how theory
is used in the humanities. I admit, of course, that the sciences are not
immune to ideology, but responsible science seeks to minimize whims. An
absurd humanistic critique of the sciences would orbit around the notion that
science prevents freedom of thought, that science regulates thought. That
sentiment is partially true. Order and regulation are essential in the sciences.
Thought is not permitted to roam like cats in search of the most tasty patches
of catnip. The rage to theorize in the study of literature, to leap from one
school of theory to another with minimal acknowledgement of reasons for doing
so, encourages conflict and confusion about the aims of searching for
knowledge. Yes, freedom of thought is maximized in literary theory and
criticism, but the will to strive for provisional certainty in the face of chaos is
undermined. That probability is less than fortunate. To be blunt, it is anti-
humanistic. My lectures reflect my beliefs about moral obligations in critical
work, my long struggle to endow my life and the lives of others with meaning
through the study of literatures and cultures. In that struggle, 1 minimize
theory as such or adjust it to meet the requirements of special African
American situations or employ theory with skepticism. I am much indebted to
the late Barbara Christian for helping me to understand what it means to
belong to a race for theory. I am obligated to embrace humility, to warn

readers that my lectures do not march exclusively to the drumming of theory.
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These lectures deal with my ideas about the moral obligations of critics,
the importance of tradition and history in the study of literature, the relevance
of Richard Wright’s legacy in the contexts of American and African American
cultural expression, and my sense that literature involves necessary, situated
responses to the uncertainty of our experiences of everyday life. I have added
a series of blogs, poems, and informal writings as an appendix, because these
works are instances of the ironies which flavor my pre-future thinking.

[ am especially indebted to Zheng Jianqing and Luo Lianggong for
sponsoring my visits to China, and to Zhu Xiaolin, Fang Xingfu, Yang
Jincai, Wang Yukuo, Fang Hong, Zhao Wenshu, Wang Zuyou, Jiang
Yajun, Tan Huijuan, Duan Bo, and many other friends for their gracious
hospitality and support during those visits.

I would be remiss if I failed to give thanks to my American colleagues,
especially to Kalamu ya Salaam, Maryemma Graham, Howard Rambsy II,
Reginald Martin, C. Liegh Mclnnis, Wilfred D. Samuels, Kenton Rambsy,
and James B. Haile III. They have helped me to sharpen ideas and to pursue
my quest for a pre-future truth, my individual war against the limits and
trends of academic discourses in the United States of America.

For many of my auditors in China, English was a second or third
language, [ tried to write and speak plainly. I wished to avoid, as much as
possible, jargon and obscure vocabularies. Effective exchange of ideas from
one culture to another depends on installing clean panes of glass in spaces
where bricks once existed. Clarity must be primary. These revised lectures
are not transparent, but I do hope they are accessible and clear. They are my
modest gifts to people who have given me moments of happiness and
enlightenment. And I am grateful to Luo Lianggong for urging me to publish

them.

New Orleans,2014
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On the Study of African American
Literature: The Obligations of
Literary History

Scholars of African American literature, whether they work in China or
in the United States, have to think deeply about the consequences of their
choices. Chinese and African American scholars have chosen to go beyond
the limits of Hippolyte Taine’s ideas regarding la race, le miliew, le moment ,
limits that are echoed in Mao Dun’s 1922 lecture on “Literature and Life”
(published in Xueshu yanjianglu 1923 ). Many of us would agree with Gao
Xingjian's proposal in Aesthetics and Creation ( Amherst, NY; Cambria Press,
2012) that “literature is essentially humanity’s articulation of existential
dilemmas and life’s anxieties. It refers to separate, concrete, real individuals
and not to abstract concepts about people, and it is in this that literature
differs from philosophy” (231 ). Literature is our weapon for liberating
ourselves from figurative enslavement. If we do not use the weapon with great
skill, however, we may fail to achieve the relative degrees of freedom which it
is possible for human beings to have.

We have remarkably different motives for studying literature, and we can
profit greatly by being honest about what those motives are. We are aware that
we study, teach, and write under or within what some philosophers designate
as postmodern conditions. " These conditions enable us to have some influence
in terms of what large numbers of people think and can then transmit, and we
are rightly anxious about whether we make good or bad choices as we seek to
produce and to transmit knowledge about African American literature. One of

our problems, of course, is the availability of vast amounts of information



