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Mtobiographical Notes

I was born in Harlem thirty-one years ago. I began
plotting novels at about the time I learned to read. The
story of my childhood is the usual bleak fantasy, and we

{ can dismiss it with the restrained observation that I cer-

tainly would not consider living it again. In those days
my mother was given to the exasperating and mysteri-.

. ous habit of having babies. As they were born, I took

them over with one hand and held a book with the
other. The children probably suffered, though they have
gince been kind enough to deny it, and in this way I
read Uncle Tom’s Cabin and A Tale of Two Cities over
and over and over again; in this way, in fact, I read

- just about everything I could get my hands on—except

the Bible, probably because it was the only book I was
encouraged to read. I must also confess that I wrote—
a great deal—and my first professional triumph, in any

. case, the first effort of mine to be seen in print, oc-

~ curred at the age of twelve or thereabouts, when a short

" story I had written about the Spanish revolution won

- some sort of prize in an extremely short-lived church
. nmewspaper. I remember the story was censored by the

-~ lady editor, though I don’t remember why, and I was

. outraged.

Also wrote plays, and songs, for one of which I

received a letter of congratulations from Mayor

La Guardia, and poetry, about which the less said, the

better. My mother was delighted by all these goings-
on, but my father wasn’t; he wanted me to be a

k- preacher. When I was fourteen I became a preacher,

and when I was seventeen I stopped. Very shortly

. thereafter I left home. For God knows how long.I

struggled with the world of commerce and industry—

I guess they would say they struggled with me—and
. when I was about twenty-one I had enough done of a
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novel to get a Saxton Fellowship. When I was twenty-
two the fellowship was over, the novel turned out to
be unsalable, and I started.waiting on tables in a Village
restaurant and writing book reviews—mostly, as it
turned out, about the Negro problem, concerning which
the color of my skin made me automatically an expert.
Did another book, in company with photographer
Theodore Pelatowski, about the store-front churches
in Harlem. This book met exactly the same fate as my
first—fellowship, but no sale. (It was a Rosenwald
Fellowship.) By the time I was twenty-four I had de- . §
cided to stop reviewing books about the Negro problem |
—which, by this time, was only slightly less horrible in
print than it was in life—and I packed my bags and
went to France, where I finished, God knows how, Go
Tell It on the Mountain.

Any writer, I suppose, feels that the world into which
he was born is nothing less than a conspiracy against
the cultivation of his talent—which attitude certainly
has a great deal to support it. On the other hand, it is
only because the world looks on his talent with such a
frightening indifference that'the artist is compelled to
make his talent important. So that any writer, looking
back over even so short a span of time as I am here
forced to assess, finds that the things which hurt him
and the things which helped him cannot be divorced
from each other; he could be helped in a certain way
only because he was hurt in a certain way; and his help
is simply to be enabled to move from one conundrum
to the next—one is tempted to say that he moves from

one disaster to the next. When one begins looking for i

influences one finds them by the score. I haven’t thought
much about my own, not enough anyway; I hazard that
the King James Bible, the rhetoric of the store-front
- church, something irenic and violent and perpetually
understated in Negro speech—and something of
Dickens’ love for bravura—have something to do with
me today; but I wouldn’t stake my life on it. Likewise,
innumerable people have helped me in many ways; but
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3 'ﬂnaﬁy I suppose, the most difficult (and most reward-
hg) thing in my life has been the fact that I was born
- a Negro and was forced, therefore, to effect some kind
d truce with this reality. (Truce, by the way, is the best
me can hope for.)
One of the difficulties about being a Negro writer
(and this is not special pleading, since I don’t mean to
- suggest that he has it worse than anybody else) is that
~ the Ncgro problem is written about so widely. The
. bookshelves groan under the weight of information, and
. everyone therefore considers himself informed. And
. this information, furthermore, operates usually (gen-
{ ° erally, popularly) to reinforce traditional attitudes. Of
{ - traditional attitudes there are only two—For or Against
! —and I, personally, find it difficult to say which attitude -
~ has caused me the most pain. I am speaking as a writer;
{ from a social point of view I am perfectly aware that
f the change from ill-will to good-will, however moti-
- vated, however imperfect, however expressed, is better
" than no change at all.
- Butitis part of the business of the writer—as I see
lt—-to examine -attitudes, to go beneath the surface, to
~ tap the sourte. From this point of view the Negro
problem is nearly inaccessible. It is not only written
~ about so widely; it is written about so badly. It is quite
- possible to say that the price a Negro pays for becom-
ing articulate is to find himself, at length, with nothing
. to be articulate about. (‘“You taught me language,”
- says Caliban to Prospero, “and my profit on’t is I know
. how to curse.”) Consider: the tremendous social activ-
ity that this problem generates imposes on whites and
. Negroes alike the necessity of looking forward, of
~ working to bring about a better day. This is fine, it
| keeps the waters troubled; it is all, indeed, that has
. made possible the Negro’s progress. Nevertheless, so-
 cial affairs are not generally speaking the writer’s prime
- concern; whether they ought to be or not; it is abso-

lutely necessary that he establish between himself and
ﬁese affairs a distance which will allow, at least, for
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clarity, so that before he can look forward in any mean-
ingful sense, he must first be allowed to take.a long look
back. In the context of the Negro problem : neither
whites nor blacks, for excellent reasons of their own,
have the faintest desire to look back; but I think that
the past is all that makes the present coherent, and
further, that the past will remain horrible for exactly as
long as we refuse to assess it honestly. SR

- I know, in any case, that the most crucial time in my

own development came when I was forced to recognize - §

that I was-a kind of bastard of the West; when'I fol-
lowed the line of my past'I did not find myself in §
Europe but in Africa. And this meant that in some ¢
subtle way,.-in a really profound way, I brought to §
Shakespeare, Bach, Rembrandt, to the stones of Paris,
to the cathedral at Chartres, and to the Empire State
Building, a special attitude. These were not really my.
creations, they did not contain ‘my history; I might

~ search in them in vain forever for any reflection-of my-
. self. T was an interloper; this was not-my heritage." At

the same -time I had no other heritage which I could _
possibly hope to use—I had certainly been unfitted for
the jungle or the tribe. I would have to appropriate
these white centuries, I would have to make them mine
~1 would have to accept my special attitude, my spe-
cial -place in: this scheme—otherwise I would  have no
place in any scheme. What was the most difficult was
the fact that I was forced to admit something I had
always hidden from myself, which the American Negro
has had to hide from himself as the price of his public
progress;. that I hated and feared white people. This
did not mean that I loved black people; on the contrary,
I despised them, possibly because they failed to pro-
duce Rembrandt. In effect, I hated and feared the 1
world. And this meant, not only that I thus gave the §
world an altogether murderous power-over me, but also
that in such aself-destroying limbo I could never hope
to. write, ' Suia ke

;- One writes out of otle thing only—one’s own' experi-
il
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§ ence. Everything depends on how relentléssly one forces'
P m this experience the last drop, sweet or bitter, it can
" possibly give. This is the only real concern of the artist,
| ,.?.f : :to recreate out of the disorder of life that order which
§ is art. The difficulty then, for me, of being a Negro
§ waiter was the fact that I was, in effect, prohibited from

§ examining my own experience too closely by the tre-

§ mendous demands and the very real dangers of my
| nocml situation. -
-~ I don’t think the dilemma outlined above is uncom-
2 mon I do think, since writers work in the disastrously
exphclt medium of language, that it goes a little way
- towards explaining why, out of the enormous resources
~ of Negro speech and life, and despite the example of
.j_-'-_-f-'-Nego music, prose written by Negroes has been gen-
} erally speaking so pallid and so harsh. I have not
§ written about being a Negro at such length because I
~ expect that to be my only subjéect, but only because it
§ was the gate I had to unlock before I could hope to
§ -~ write about anything else. I don’t think that the Negro
i problem in America can be even discussed coherently
I w:thout bearing in mind its context; its context being
£ the history, traditions, customs, the moral assumptions
3 md preoccupations of the country; in short, the general
social fabric. Appearances to the contrary, no one in
o America escapes its effects and everyone in America
- bears some responsibility for it. I believe this the more
E - MIy because it is the overwhelming tendency to speak
~ of this problem as though it were a thing apart. But in
- the work of Faulkner, in the general attitude and cer-
| ;, - tain specific passages in Robert Penn Warren, and,
| ._;'_' _most significantly, in the advent of Ralph Ellison, one
| ‘sees the beginnings—at least—of a more genuinely
. penetrating search. Mr. Ellison, by the way, is the first
Negro novelist I have ever read to utilize in language,
§ and brilliantly, some of the ambiguity and irony of
'. ’” Hegro life.
About my interests: I don’t know if I have any,
| _-i ttmless the morbid desire to own a smteen-mﬂhmeter

5
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" camera and make experimental movies can be so classi-
fied. Otherwise, I love to eat and drink—it’s my melan-
choly conviction that I've scarcely-ever had enough-to .
eat (this is becailse it’s impossible to eat -enough if :
you're worried about the next meal)—and T love to
argue with people ‘who do not disagree - with me’ oo ;
profoundly, and I love to laugh. I:do-nor like bohemia, -
or ‘bohemians, I do'not like:people whose principal aim
is pleasure, and I do not like people who ‘are earnest i
about anything. I don’t like people who like me because
I'm a Negro; neither do I like people who find in the
same accident grounds for contempt. I love ‘America
more than any other country in the world, and, exactly
for this reason, I-insist on the right to criticize herper: .
petually. I think all theories are ‘suspect, that ‘the finest -
principles may have to be modified; or: may-€éven be
pulverized by the demands of life, and that one must =

~ find, therefore, one’s own ‘moral ‘center and’move

| through the world hoping" that ‘this center will guide

| one aright. T consider that T have many responsibilities,

but none greater than this: to last, as Hemingway says,

and get my work done. - ¥
I want to be an honest man and a godd writer, -+ -

¢










| Mboﬂy’s Protest Novel -

' *h;i* P

i-: 5 I& Uncle Tom’s Cabin, that comcrstone of Amznc:an

| protest fiction, St. Clare, the kindly master, re-
marks to his coldly disapproving. Yankee cousin, Miss

i gpheha,mat so far as he is able to tell, theblacksham
§ been turned over to the devil for.the benefit, of the
§ whites in this world—however, he adds thoughtt'u.lly, it
§ may turn out in the next. Miss Ophelia’s reaction. is, at
. least, vehemently right-minded: “This is perfectly hor-

- ribl '!" she exclaims. “You ought to be ashamed. of
2 lves!” '
Mlss Ophelia, as we may suppose, was speakmg for
4 me author; her exclamation is the moral, neatly framed,
§ and incontestable like those improving mottoes some-
§ times found hanging on the walls of furnished rooms, .
P &nd. like. these -mottoes, before which one invariably
§ flinches, recognizing an insupportable, -almost. an. in-
| '-; ‘decent glibness, she and St. Clare are terribly in earnest, -
| B Mer of them questions the medieval morality from
p which their dialogue springs: black, white, the devil,.
f;,,a ne aext world—posing its-alternatives. between heaven
§ an the flames—were realities for them as, of course,
§ they were for- their .creator. They spurned and. were
2 'z jed of the darkness, striving mightily for the light;

ad considered from this aspect, Miss Ophelia’s excla-
| _non, like . Mrs... Stowe’s novel, achieves a bright,
?g most a lurid significance, like the light from-a fire
l B chconsumes a witch. This is the more striking as
| & m considers the novels of Negro oppression written
. in our own, more enlightened day, all of which ‘say

" only: “This is perfectly herrible!  You .ought to- be
amed of yourselves!” (Let us ignore, for.the mo-
'_ those, novels of oppression: written by Negroes;
‘which add only a raging, near-paranoiac. postscript.to
is.statement and actually reinforce, as-1 hope- to make

9
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EVERYBQDY'S PROTEST NOVEL

clear later, the principles which activate the oppression
they decry.)

Uncle Tom’s Cabin is a very bad novel, having, in §
its self-righteous, virtuous sentimentality, much in com-
mon with Little Women. Sentimentality, the ostenta- §
tious parading of excessive and spurious emotion, is §
the mark of dishonesty, the inability to feel; the wet §

~_ eyes of the sentimentalist betray his aversion to experi- §
. ence, his fear of life, his arid heart; and it is always,
therefore, the signal of secret and violent inhumanity,
the mask of cruelty. Uncle Tom’s Cabin—like its multi- §
- tudinous, hard-boiled descendants—is a catalogue of §
violence. This is explained by the nature of Mrs. Stowe’s &
 subject matter, her laudable determination to flinch 3
" from nothing in presenting the complete picture; an |
explanation which falters only if we pause to ask
whether or not her picture is indeed complete; and §
what constriction or failure of perception forced her to
so depend on the description of brutality—unmotivated, §
senseless—and to leave unanswered and unnoticed the §
only important question: what it was, after all, that §
_ moved her people to such deeds. g

But this, let us say, was beyond Mrs. Stowe’s powers; £
she was not so much a novelist as an impassioned pam- §
phleteer; her book was not intended to do anything §
more than prove that slavery was wrong; was, in fact,
perfectly horrible. This makes material for a pamphlet §
but it is hardly enough for a novel; and the only ques-
tion left to ask is why we are bound still within the

- same constriction. How is it that we are so loath to B
make a further journey than that made by Mrs. Stowe, §
to ﬂldiscow:r and reveal something a little closer t6 the §
truth? :

But that battered word, truth, having made its ap- §

~ pearance here, confronts one immediately with a series §
of riddles and has, moreover, since so many gospels are
preached, the unfortunate tendency to make one bellig-
erent. Let us say, then, that truth, as used here, is meant §
to imply a devotion to the human being, his freedom |

10

| S
R T N e
i .i_.-'_._" ‘-_E"' 3




EVERYBODY’S 'PROTEST NOVEL
§ and fulfillment; freedom which cannot be legislated
P Eulﬁllment which cannot be charted. This is the prime
| concern, the frame of reference; it is not to be confused
' with a devotion to humanity which is too easily equated
§ with a devotion to a Cause; and Causes, as we know,
§ are notonously bloodthirsty. We have, as it seems to -
| me, in this most mechanical and interlocking of civili-
. zations, attempted to lop this creature down to the
P status of a time-saving invention. He is not, after all,
§ merely a member of a Society or a Group or a deplor-
. able conundrum to be explained by Science. He is—and
I how old-fashioned the words sound!—something more
§ than that, something resolutely indefinable, unpredict-
§ able. In overlooking, denying, evading his complexity—
| which is nothing more than the disquieting complexity
i of ourselves—we are diminished and we perish; only
~ within this web of ambiguity, paradox, this hunger,
- danger, darkness, can we find at once ourselves and
the power that will free us from ourselves. It is this
power of revelation which is the business of the novelist,
§ this journey toward a more vast reality which must take-
i precedence over all other claims. What is today par-
§ roted as his Responsibility—which seems to mean that
.- he must make formal declaration that he is involved in,
. and affected by, the lives of other people and to say
- something improving about this somewhat self-evident
§ fact—is, when he believes it, his corruption and our
. loss; moreover, it is rooted in, interlocked with and
| intensifies this same mechanization. Both Gentleman’s
§ Agreement and The Postman Always Rings Twice ex-
. emplify this terror of the human being, the determina-
§ tion to cut him down to size. And in Uncle Tom’s Cabin
' we may find foreshadowing of both: the formula cre-
g ated by the necessity to find a lie more palatable than
'i _ the truth has been handed down and memorized and
persmts yet with a terrible power.
- It is interesting to consider one more aspect of Mrs.
ﬁowe s novel, the method she used to solve the prob-
ﬁ'_._-j‘,}- pm of writing about a black man at all. Apart from

11




EVERYBODY'S PROTEST NOVEL

her lively procession of field hands, house niggers,
Chloe, Topsy, etc.—who are the stock, lovable figures
presenting no problem—she has only three other
Negroes in the book. These are the important ones and
two of them may be dismissed immediately, since we
have only the author’s word that they are Negro and
they are, in all other respects, as white as she can make
them. The two are George and Eliza, a married couple
with a wholly adorable child—whose quaintness, inci- -
. dentally, and whose charm, rather put one in mind of
a darky bootblack doing a buck and wing to the clatter
of -condescending coins. Eliza is a beautiful, pious hy- -
brid, light enough to pass—the heroine of Quality
might, indeed, be her reincarnation—differing from the -
genteel mistress who has overseered her education only
in the respect that she is a servant. George is darker,
but makes up for it by being a mechanical genius, and
i, moreover, sufficiently un-Negroid to pass through
town, a fugitive from his master, disguised as a Spanish
gentleman, attracting no attention whatever beyond
admiration. They are a race apart from Topsy. It tran-
spires by the end of the novel, through one of those
energetic, last-minute convolutions of the plot, that
Eliza has some connection with French gentility. The
figure from whom the novel takes its name, Uncle Tom, °
who is a figure of controversy yet, is jet-black, wooly-

haired, illiterate; and he is phenomenally forbearing,
He has to be; he is black: only through this forbearance

can he survive or triumph. (Cf. Faulkner’s preface to
The Sound and the Fury: These others were not Comp- |
sons. They were black:—They endured.) His triumph

is metaphysical, unearthly; since he is black, born with-
out the light, it is only through humility, the incessant |
mortification of the flesh, that he can enter into com-
munion with God or man. The virtuous rage of Mrs.
Stowe is motivated by nothing so temporal as a con- |
cern for the relationship of men to one another—or,
even, as she would have claimed, by a concern for their
relationship to God—but merely by a panic of being -

12




