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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic

understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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To Carrie, my wife, whose love has been the inspiration
and bedrock of my fulfillment as a man and scholar activist;
and to Byron, Christopher, and Douglass, my sons,
to whom I pass on the lessons of our historical struggle with
double consciousness and for liberty, literacy, and wholeness
as African American men, with my blessings for
successful lives of principle and purpose.



Memoir

On Becoming an African American
Scholar Activist

VERYTHING now, we must assume, is in our hands,” African Amer-

ican gay novelist, playwright, and essayist James Baldwin reminded

us in the biblical and black spiritual jeremiad at the end of The Fire

Next Time (1963); “we have no right to assume otherwise. If we—
and now I mean the relatively conscious whites and the relatively conscious
blacks, who must, like lovers, insist on, or create, the consciousness of the
others—do not falter in our duty now, we may be able, handful that we are, to
end the racial nightmare and achieve our country, and change the history of the
world.”? Like many black American men of the pre-World War I generation
who are what some readers of Marxist Antonio Gramsci's Prison Notebooks
(1971) might call organic intellectuals* and agents of social change, my soul
looks back in wonder how we collectively and individually got over the life
crises of our sociohistorical separation from primary communities, our socio-
psychological transitional experience with hybrid identities, and our ultimate
sociocultural reincorporation.

In our rites of passage many of us have come this far mainly by faith, re-
sourcefulness, and resilience in challenging the legacy of slavery and social
hierarchy that subjected and continues in many ways to subject Negroes with
one drop of black blood, especially those whose skin was darker than a brown
paper bag, to racial prejudice, discrimination, and exclusion. For example, in
The Future of the Race (1996), Henry Louis Gates Jr., the distinguished brown-
skinned critic and chair of the African American Studies Department at Har-
vard University, tells this story about the brown paper bag ritual that he en-
countered as a student at Yale in the 1960s:

Some of the brothers who came from private schools in New Orleans held
a “bag party.” As a classmate explained it to me, a bag party was a New
Orleans custom wherein a brown paper bag was stuck on the door. Any-
one darker than the bag was denied entrance. That was one cultural leg-
acy that would be put to rest in a hurry—we all made sure of that. But in
a manner of speaking, it was replaced by an opposite test whereby those

vii
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who were deemed “not black encugh” ideologically were to be shunned.
I was not so sure this was an improvement.*

Thus, African Americans, especially native-born male intellectuals and agents
of progressive social change, owe an immense debt to our primary racial, ethnic,
and national communities. We are especially obligated to the ancestors and
elders on whose shoulders we stand, for our modern and contemporary sur-
vival strategies for reconciling our double consciousness (dual racial and cul-
tural identities) and for our distinctive vernacular theories of an African Amer-
ican cultural and literary tradition.

“The whole history of the progress of human liberty shows that all conces-
sions, yet made to her august claims, have been born of earnest struggle. . ..
This struggle,” Frederick Douglass wrote in a letter to white abolitionist Gerrit
Smith in 1849, “may be a moral one; or it may be a physical one; or it may be
both moral and physical; but it must be a struggle.”> When I was a latchkey kid
in grammar school during World War II, I would occasionally upset my brown-
skinned, working-class, single mother by visiting my equally brown-skinned
but estranged father and my short, wiry, witty paternal grandfather, who lived
at 1915 North Capitol Street, only two blocks from my school in Northwest
Washington, D.C. Although I rarely saw my father during these after school
visits and never developed a relationship with him, Grandpa Weaver loved to
tell me stories, and I loved to listen. Often, these stories would be about his
strategies for resisting antiblack racism in the army during World War I and in
his everyday experiences with the tragicomic ironies of “separate but equal”
racial segregation in the army and the nation’s capital. Wryly critical of the ways
of black and white folks, he sometimes began the stories with the same popular
black folk saying: “If you're white, you're alright. If you’re brown, stick around.
But if you're black, oh brother, get back, get back!” Underscoring the fact that
most folks in our primary speech community knew from their everyday expe-
riences that racial prejudice and segregation actually meant an unequal and
unjust division of power, privilege, preference, and resources, he would usually
close the storytelling sessions in his living-room or on the front porch of his
two-story red brick home with the trenchant vernacular moral lesson of cour-
age, resilience, and resourcefulness: “’Member, son, it takes shit, grit, and
motherwit to survive in dis man’s world.”

Also, before migrating to Harlem and the South Bronx at the end of World
War II, my mother and I used to make frequent visits to kinfolks outside the
District of Columbia in Norbeck, Maryland, especially in the summer. Usually
during these visits, my mother’s oldest and most maternal sister, Aunt Gretna,
would affectionately call me “Benniewix” and welcome me with a big hug
before strengthening our family bond with my favorite communal and spiritual
ritual. While she was baking bread in the oven of a huge wood-burning stove
in her equally huge kitchen, she would tell me and her daughter, Little Gretna,
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who was a year younger than I, stories about having Jesus in our lives, and she
would hum spirituals. After taking two or three pans out of the oven and piling
butter on the big, fluffy, golden brown chunks of hot white bread for us, she
would say: “Don’t y’all forget yo blessing. And ‘member, de Lord helps dem
dat hefps demselves.” Her tall, dark-skinned husband, Uncle Jim, a construction
worker and the protector and provider of the family who, unlike my Uncles
Angel and David, brought his paycheck home every Friday and with whom she
shared authority, would sometimes walk through the kitchen on these occa-
sions. When he overheard her, he would say in his usual soft-spoken manner
with a smile on his face, “Ya think long, ya think wrong,” reminding us that she
didn’t mean for us to help ourselves to another chunk of bread without her
permission. These anecdotes are examples of the bidialectalism and residually
oral forms of the African American vernacular roots of my authenticity, author-
ity, and agency, key terms indicating a significantly, predominantly, or exclu-
sively black American‘identity formation and primary reference group orienta-
tion that will be defined more fully in chapter 1. These are the sociolinguistic,
cognitive, and affective roots of my double consciousness, ambivalence, and
code-switching as a modern African American organic intellectual as well as an
African American vernacular critic, literary scholar, and social activist in the
tradition of W. E. B. Du Bois and Sterling A. Brown, two of my elders, ancestors,
and primary intellectual role models. A

Grounded in the specific experiences of enslaved black people of primarily
West and Central African ancestry and culture with antiblack racism in the
United States® and in the hybrid cultural heritage of our African American folk
and vernacular tradition, The Contemporary African American Novel: Its Folk Roots
and Modern Literary Branches is a sequel to The Afro-American Novel and Its Tra-
dition (1987). The hybridity of African American folk and our vernacular tradi-
tion has deep historical roots in South Carolina, the Georgia Sea Islands, and
Louisiana that have been transplanted and that have developed contemporary
branches nationally, especially in Northern and Midwestern industrialized cit-
ies. In The Souls of Black Folk (1903), Great Barrington-born W. E. B. Du Bois,
who bore witness as a visibly mixed black New England Brahmin to the lives of
black peasants, sharecroppers, and farmers as a teacher in Tennessee and who
wrote a thesis on it as a doctoral student in Berlin, identifies the folk struggling
up from slavery at the end of the nineteenth century as “the black artisan.”” In
The New Negro (1925), Philadelphia-born Alain Locke, a similarly light-skinned
black intellectual educated at Harvard and the University of Berlin, calls the
modern transplanted and transformed folk of Harlem in the 19205 “the New
Negro,” “the migrant masses,” and “the Negro . . . peasant matrix of that sec-
tion of America that has most undervalued him.” In The Big Sea (1940), the light-
skinned black poet Langston Hughes, born in Joplin, Missouri, and educated at
Lincoln (“black Princeton”) University, simply refers to the folk of the Harlem
Renaissance as “ordinary Negroes.”® The Oxford English Dictionary reminds us



