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Critical history

,, First responses: James Baldwin

“The next generation of African-American writers drew great strength from

Native Son. The commercial success of the novel alone meant much to those
hoping to follow in Wright’s footsteps. Native Son’s nomination by the popular

- pook-of-the-Month Club came at some cost, as the writer Hazel Rowley’s

essay “The Shadow of the White Woman’ will show us (see Critical readings,
pp. 88-97), it led to some very regrettable changes being made to Wright’s
original manuscript. But it also meant that the book secured an astonishingly
wide readership, finding favour among ordinary Americans as well as among the
country’s literary intelligentsia. In the same way, few could fail to be impressed by
wlk of a film adaptation of the book and even after it had transpired that the film
was appalling and best forgotten, the precedent thus set remained indisputably
welcome. . :

These warm feelings about Native Son grew warmer with Wright’s many acts
of generosity. Himself an autodidact, almost entirely without schooling, he
used his new-found literary influence to offer new and young writers the support
that he had lacked. Collaring some publishers and whispering in the ears of
others, he lent support to many among the talented African-American generation
of the 1950s, creating opportunities for the novelist and poet Margaret Walker,
the former prisoner Chester Himes, and the NAACP (National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People) activist Gwendolyn Brooks, who would go
on to become the first African-American to win the Pulitzer Prize.

Behind the widespread appreciation of Wright’s achievements, however, lurked
deeper feelings of ambivalence. As Rowley puts it:

Black critics were mostly positive. The poet and Howard University
professor Sterling Brown thought Native Son would stir the national
conscience if any book could. Ralph Ellison chimed bells in the New
Masses ... Wright was the first best-selling black writer in American
literary history. Nobody wanted to appear sour-faced. At first, it was
only in private conversations that the deep ambivalence about the
book surface. . .. Some thought the novel an admirable portrayal of
conditions in black ghettoes; others dreaded the conclusions white
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Figure 8 Portrait of Richard Wright, poet. Photograph: Gordon Parks,
1943,

readers would draw. . . . The controversy about Native Son would never
die.!

No writer received more support from Wright or used it more wisely than
James Baldwin. But nor would any writer so well encapsulate the controversy
about Native Son, or so savagely turn against his one-time mentor in critical
attack. Baldwin’s responses to Native Son still stand as the most important
critical statements on the novel, and they are unrelentingly hostile. These facts
alone ~ the fact that Wright helped Baldwin considerably and the fact that the
latter turned ferociously against his mentor - reveal that the two possessed a
close, perhaps too close, relationship. There was certainly an affinity between
them. Although they occurred at opposite ends of the Great Migration, Wright's
upbringing in the ‘fire’ of Jim Crow Mississippi bore a striking resemblance
to Baldwin’s boyhood in what Claude Brown would later call the “frying pan’

- 1 Hazel Rowley, Richard Wright: The Life and Times (New York: Henry Holt, 2001), pp. 192-3.
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,:\_mn_mau New York.? Both novelists disliked the men they thought of as their
fathers and, at times, disliked themselves for such feelings of antipathy. As
dulterous as they are devout, as violent as they are remote, Nathan Wright in
,Mw% Boy and David Baldwin in writings such as ‘Notes of a Native Son’

1955) inspire guilt and anger in equal measure: the figures they cut are not just

 fepugnant but also strangely insidious, strangely powerful, as though they alone

know the truth about their sons and are able, thanks to this secret knowledge, to
, rert a hold on them — to blackmail them from beyond the grave. And in such
Writings this friction - these irresolvable feelings of guilt and anger ~ contamin-

. ate Christianity itself. Knowledge of the fathers’ hypocrisy, for Wright and

Baldwin alike, spills out into the theological and leads both to reject a gospel
whose emotional power they cannot help but hear. Hunger, fistfights, canings,

nives, arrests, drunkenness and discord all constitute biographical connections

further to the mesmerizing, narcotic, obsolete beauty both men heard in the

plack gospel voice. Spurning the church even as they recoiled from the dangers

in the home and on the street, both Wright and Baldwin turned instead to
literature, reading, not only for succour, but also for some way to avoid the traps
that society set for black men. Thus, just as Wright smuggled books from
Memphis’s segregated library, so Baldwin virtually moved in to Harlem’s two
main libraries, claiming to have read everything their shelves held by the time he
reached thirteen.

In May 1945, and when he was still only twenty years old, James Baldwin
was taken by the journalist Esther Carlson to meet Wright. Wright had read a
semi-autobiographical manuscript that Baldwin was working on and, seemingly
sticred by its parallels with his own upbringing, was keen to do all he could to get
it published.’ As Hazel Rowley records, Wright suggested that Baldwin apply
for the Eugene F. Saxton Trust Fund, which the publishers Harper & Brothers
had recently established to help promising writers. Wright ‘put in a good word’
and, by the end of the year, Harper’s judging committee returned a ‘unanimous’
decision.* Baldwin got the money.

As it happened, Baldwin would have to wait eight more years before the manu-
script he had asked Wright to read was published as Go Tell It on the Mountain in
1953. But this delay had to do with matters beyond Wright’s control, and
itis clear that his interventions were what first placed the young Harlem novelist
on the path of a literary career. Admittedly, the brilliance of this novel’s prose —
the way in which its sentences so beautifully mix jazz rhythms with a Jamesian
intelligence, embellishing both with biblical allusion - indicate that Baldwin was
talented enough not to need Wright’s help to get published. But Wright guaran-
teed that he got published when he did, ensuring that he could devote the 1950s to
the production of the superb essay collections Notes of a Native Son (1955) and
Nobody Knows My Name (1961). Every bit as impressive as Go Tell It on the
Mountain, these essays pivot on an enquiry into the nature of American dem-
ocracy and of the black citizen’s ambiguous role within it. In the course of this

2 Claude Brown, Manchild in the Promised Land (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990), p. 8.

3 Lesley Conger (1995) ‘Jimmy on East 15th Street’, African-American Review, 29 (4): pp. 557-66
(pp. 557-9). )

4 Rowley, Richard Wright: The Life and Times, p. 316.
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ud which blinds and suffocates them both, so that they go down
pit together.®

ery passages effectively accuse Wright of failing to Emna.mo what he
din his ‘Blueprint for Negro Writing’ of 1937. In nwm.n Eﬁmnnr. after all,
.t accused the writers of the Harlem Renaissance of acting a little like Uncle
o they entered the ‘Court of American Opinion dressed in the knee-pants of
,QBHQ, when what they should have done is ignore it altogether, concentrate on
;Qw audiences and produce for their benefit a truly new and independent litera-
e 5 paldwin is surely right to say that Wright fails to follow his own advice.
the last thing Native Son does is ignore the ‘Court of American Opinion’.
throughout the novel, Wright does all he can to offend it. And in
self, this deliberate provocation — the urgency with érmnw Native ,.mo: sets about
isconcertings affronting and horrifying its readers — mSmnwnmm dqﬂmrmm. assump-
ion that most of these readers will be white. Indeed, the irony of Native Son is
becomes — and the more avidly black nationalistic — the
roperly independent African-American literature of the

jearly,
n ﬁ—uw OOHHHHNH%u

rther it drifts froma p

Thomas is the walking sign of this failure, his every step
n’s continuing bondage in stereotype. Everything Bigger is,
ther than chaste, restive rather than content and
violent rather than conciliatory, Bigger is indeed not just a ‘larger’ ﬁun_n Tom but
the precise and systematic opposite of this ennobled, stupid, Bwnﬂ.?_ &.m<n. And
yet, whereas Wright hopes that the characterization of his protagonist will help to
discredit and even perhaps to annihilate Tom and all other such cretinous stereo-
types, for Baldwin this process — this development of Bigger’s personality through
the accumulation of antitheses — seems risky, counterproductive and a strategy
that suggests nothing more than that the epistemological fetters of white suprem-
acy still maintain their hold. -

Baldwin accordingly views the distance between Stowe and Wright’s character-
izations as proof of an alarming and hitherto-unremarked intimacy, as proof that
both spring from a common source. That is to say, Baldwin’s potent critical
intervention effectively suggests that, just as bullying intimidates some and makes
others aggressive, so Bigger’s brutality and Tom’s ridiculously overdeveloped
capacity to forgive simply ‘manifest variations on the response that the powerless
may make to their condition. Neither is likely to succeed; both, it seems, are
compromised by an anticipated inadequacy.

And yet the evangelical fervour of ‘Everybody’s Protest Novel’ - that fire-and-
brimstone temper which leads it to pair Wright with Stowe and then to despatch
both into the flames together — suggests that Baldwin’s concerns ran even deeper
than this. Indeed, the essay is so apocalyptic, so sadistic and so clearly indebted to
the Book of Revelations, one eventually comes to feel that Baldwin regards Native
Son as something more than an artistic failure, that he regards it, in fact, as a

Zealously insisting upon Native Sor’s involvement in the very
lization that it is meant to denounce, ‘Everybody’s

]
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8 Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son, p. 27.
9 Wright, ‘Blueprint for Negro Writing’, p. 1382.
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Protest Novel’ eventually comes to seem like nothing so much as a new
the old argument between the aesthete and the literary realist - g v,
uglier, harder and more personally embittered than any that came befq,
Earlier versions of this argument had typically taken place betweey thew
who regarded literature and ideology as inseparable and those who felt syq .
viewpoint to be utilitarian, doctrinaire and corrosive to the integrity of
Known as aestheticism and sometimes encapsulated in the slogan ‘are for ap
sake’, this latter sensibility frequently presented an apolitical face to the wor
Indeed, although the versions of aestheticism that they forward are in other wg
very different, Henry James’s urbane ‘The Art of Fiction’ (1884) and Walte
Pater’s overheated Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873) both i
that politics is something other people doj true art, for both, must keep its ¢
tance from such a humdrum world." :
Henry James’s influence is everywhere in Baldwin’s work - in the title Na
of a Native Son, which glances over Wright’s shoulder and toward the eatlier
transatlanticist’s Notes of a Son and Brother (1914),"! and in the labyrinthiy,
sentences of his meditative, introspective, essays. And this Jamesian roanmw
flows further, seeping into the criticisms that ‘Everybody’s Protest Novel’ makeg.
of Native Son, many of which closely match those “The Art of Fiction’ makes o
literary naturalism in general and of Emile Zola’s ceuvre in particular. Neithe;
James’s juvenile enthusiasm for Zola nor Baldwin’s similar feelings about Nativ,
Son faded away so much as they burned with undiminishing ferocity into a =om,m
tive just as strong. “The Art of Fiction’ duly berates Zola’s fictions of mining [if
for organizing plot to suit dogma, for offering an all too ‘narrow’ vision and for
radiating ‘an air of working in the dark’ appropriate to their subject but
inappropriate to their form.”? And ‘Everybody’s Protest Novel’ bears similarly
cruel witness to Baldwin’s dramatic turn against his former friend Wright,
denouncing Native Son for a similar narrowness that seemingly warped the
Chicago South Side, erasing its libraries, its schools and, indeed, of anything
able to keep Bigger from the electric chair.
The closeness of this structural symmetry at the same time draws attention to.
those moments when ‘Everybody’s Protest Novel’ departs from this Jamesian
script. In particular, it draws attention to the fact that the opposition between
the political and the apolitical, which helps to organize ‘The Art of Fiction’ and’
most of James’s other writings about writing is nowhere to be found in Baldwin’s
essay. Perhaps this was inevitable. The formidable reputation that Baldwin
acquired during the 1950s owed much to the way his essays turned a sharp eye on
the binary oppositions of American culture. Having unpacked the psychological
terrors fermented by the division of the American people into black and white ‘
or by the organization of the earth itself into Communist and capitalist zones of
influence, Baldwin could hardly then move on to an unquestioning reinscription

Versioy
ersion f;
re it,

10 Henry James, ‘The Art of Fiction’ in Vincent B. Leitch (ed.) The Norton Anthology of Theory and
Criticism (New York and London: Norton, 2001), pp. 851-70. Walter Pater, ‘Excerpt from Studies
in the History of the Renaissance’ in The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, pp. 833-41.

11 Henry James, Notes of a Son and Brother (London: Macmillan, 1914).

12 Henry James, ‘The Art of Fiction’ in The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, pp. 855-70 .
(p- 869).
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| awaﬁrm: disposal. They can quote from Baldwin’s ‘Alas, Poor Richard’ (196 1), a
‘Nmn_u ed homage which presents Wright as a egomaniac s.\:r éwﬂ: few could .mma
“glong. They can allude to an unpublished _wnﬁ:o dﬁ._mwﬂ delivered mo Paris’s
" American Church in 1953, in which he seemingly painted ,mﬁmwvo&\ s P.oﬁmwm
‘Novel’ as the work of a rampant egomaniac liable to get r:umo_.m hurt.

guch critics could venture further, perhaps to endorse the passionate disgust of
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]

s’s aforementioned tendency to view politics as other people’s business.
prne ain, perhaps the firm objectivity cultivated by the Victorian aesthete
QM wwémaw have been unavailable to Baldwin. Baldwin was, after all, as close
nu_ mrn:oimm cast of Native Son as Henry James was remote from the hard
the mom Zola’s tough proletarian characters. The human consequences of
.c shortcomings were always going to seem far more conspicuous to the
g black writer. After all, a novel that erased :.vnmamm ?wB Harlem also erased
Baldwin from his native landscape, sucking the air out o,m his lungs. N
. Many have since read ‘Everybody’s Protest Zo<m_ wmwnr.omﬂsmq.ﬁom_ y, the
: y’s violence encouraging them to see it as an obituary to a friendship that only
radically and opportunistically analyses Zmz.@.m ,.wox. ﬂ._.o clutter o.m a ﬁwocmwzm
s and counterclaims have since confirmed this impression, drawing attention
y from the literary conflict at the heart of Hw.m controversy and towards the
seemly public rows that followed it. Indeed, critics wishing to concentrate on
@Qmonm_ terms of this debate have a veritable smorgasbord of documentation

10

Houston A. Baker, an advocate of politicized literature and ,Om Wright’s ceuvre in
particular, who sees Baldwin’s critical disdain for his one-time mentor as being
‘extraordinarily derogatory’.” If taking sides is not their mmEav.Em.mmér:nu these
critics could well turn with relief to Chester Himes’s more objective account of
the arguments between the men, which suggests that, m:.ro:mv w»E.éE :.&mm_m
pellowed certain inane slogans (‘the sons must slay their fathers’) in Wright’s
direction, he did so only after some provocation. ¢ . .

Although they are so obviously at variance with each other, these viewpoints
share an important, and regrettable, tendency in common: they start us 8=c.=m
about Baldwin and Wright’s personal relations and stop us talking {or worse still,
reading) their work. Baldwin’s biographer James Campbell observes:

The old charge of slaying the father is sometimes cited by critics as if it
explained everything about the relationship between nv@mm two highly
complex men. It contains a certain amount of truth, but it is, in fact,
no more than a proverbial crime, a supposition. Their @:mﬁmr.mﬂ the
nitty-gritty, was actually over something more tangible — the social and
artistic responsibilities of the writer."”

13 James Baldwin, ‘Alas, Poor Richard’, in Nobody Knows My Name: More Notes of a Native Son
(New York: Dell, 1961), pp. 146-70. A

14 James Campbell, Talking at the Gates: A Life of James Baldwin (Boston, Mass. and London Faber
& Faber, 1991), p. 65. ) )

15 Eo:ﬂow A. w»wwr Long Black Song: Essays in Black American Literature and Culture {Char-
lottesville, Va. and London: University Press of Virginia, 1972), p. 140.

16 Chester Himes, The Quality of Hurt: The Autobiography of Chester Himes (New York: Double-
day, 1972), p. 200.

17 Campbell, Talking at the Gates, p. 69.
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What Own.n_w_uo: characterises here is the way in which critics h

mm,ﬁun up in g&mrﬂ and Baldwin’s personal conflagration and M<

their far more important, more meaningful, literary differenc Bmmwa Rt

.miwa such a fate that the example of Baldwin’s criticism re HMM. lis .Ean.

Mm_wmﬁsw ,M”.o:mmsn_m Oo:mw {see Critical readings, pp. .w%lwuvcnm.ﬂ_zg

b M\E s three essays on Richard Wright, ‘Many Thousands On.E e
e denunciatory ‘Everybody’s Protest Novel’ and the n_nmmmm e

€ Iepeateg)

Richard’, and is blessedly f i Alas,
| , y free of the emotional heat of both. Nej , 2%
Wright to Hell nor posthumously seeking his mOmm?aDnmm. %MM”W %wwp

b
Gone &Em sets out most closely the argument I outline above: th
to wm_.ms:.:um mind, remained trapped in the logic it desc i M 2 Mt
regurgitating racist stereotypes it sought to destroy. And thi o
which, as we will now see, many have returned. . S
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First responses: Ralph Ellison and Irving _._oim,

Immediately upon its icati 1
publication, then, Native Son was hailed i :
s publ , ed in i

WMMA.SQ as the ﬁ_mm:_nwm black’ novel. Critics far and wide _mcm,\wmﬁm_nu ’
e ism, some suggesting even as others insisted that its mcmmmgnm_m M.Qn

mow“mo%mnn M_ M_m Mﬁncosmr unrelenting didacticism - illuminated %o i
ard for all black art. Baldwin was not the onl "
: al y successor of Wright's to fa
muﬂ_érm_ﬁom by the mn@.:ﬁ:\nu. canonical status of Native Son. Hmmrh_wﬂwo .
¢ landmark novel Invisible Man (1952), Ralph Ellison, also objected "M th

nc:mmCHNHMOD Om a @Own war, @Omﬁ N NQN: € MQMN _._.HWHNHV MNDQmONUG m ch—OT Eﬁhm
Thx

Ameri i
ican novelists could only hope to sell their manuscripts if they consente

to try ‘out-Wrighting Richard’." As his double-edged tribute ‘Rememberin .
8

Richard Wright’ (1971) put it:

mu_m. H.u\. anEmWAS._mrn failed to grasp n.vo function of artistically induced
rsis — w. ich suggests that he failed also to understand the Af
.>Ba:nm: custom of shouting in church (a form of ritual catharsis) o
”Mm MM.M\_MH mo. M_mﬂsmm .ﬁro mind and redeem and rededicate the E&imcwﬂ
rms of ideal action. . .. Yet it is for such inspi
munication that the artist lives. The irony _mes Wuﬂwwﬁm MMWMM& noqwm
evoke them, but felt, for ideological reasons, that tears ; b tray
of the struggle for freedom.™ ’ were & betrayal

Ellison’s doubts about Native Son’s impact overlap with many of those that

Baldwi i
> mﬂénE wannwmmm in hm<.m3&o&mm. Protest Novel’ and ‘Many Thousands Gone’
particular, the two writers shared a determination to escape what they saw »w

the mandatory politicization of the black writer. Just as Baldwin would lament

18 Ralph m:-.mA:—w The Collected Essa of Ra, ison w York: the Modern Libr > 1995 y ed.
P ys R N@\Q Ellis AHLQ York: the Modern ary. v
19 mnm:u_w m——anF Remembering Richard Wright’ in Going to d
g v g g the Territor Y AH New York vintage,

plack messiah to come a
- with him loyally’** Native Son, Ellison suggests, for all its power, is a novel
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Jemicis™ of Native Son, so Ellison cautioned time w:.m again against any
£ 10 straitjacket the black writer, noting, in 1955, that if ‘the Negro, or any
P iter, is going to do what is expected of him, he’s lost the battle’.?

S_Mvn,m most emotive statement of this belief was ?A.VEE& by the H.mmw m:.v-

son in Dissent magazine of ‘Black Boys and Zwﬁ:\w Sons’, the influential

o critic Irving Howe’s rebuttal of James Baldwin’s attacks on Native

The substance of Howe’s argument was that Native Son’s implied definition

¢ povel as 2 political tool was far preferable to Baldwin’s (and by extension

<on’s) sentimental faith in its capacities for E&i@s& reinvention, expression

i determination. Baldwin’s and Ellison’s naive faith in the ‘assertion of self-

cation’, for Howe, was merely ‘a favorite strategy among American zﬁ.oBQ

ople in the fifties’. It was ‘also vapid and insubstantial. It violates the reality of
ial life, the interplay between external conditions and personal will.” Native

o, for Howe, made no such mistake and acknowledged that literature by black

tors was duty bound to protest. The novel seemed implicitly to ask:

What, then, was the experience of a man with a black skin, what could it
be here in this country? How could a Negro put pen to paper, how could
he so much as think or breathe, without some impulsion to protest, be it
harsh or mild, political or private, released or buried?”

lison’s answers to these questions echoed the objections ‘Everybody’s Protest

Novel’ raised: the problem with Native Son, as Ellison saw it, was that ‘Wright

ould imagine Bigger, but Bigger could not possibly imagine Richard Wright.
». Howe’s problem, meanwhile, was that he ‘seems to see
segregation as an opaque steel jug with the Negroes inside waiting for some
long and blow the cork. Wright is his hero and he sticks

and thus neither equipped nor meant to be equipped with the messianic powers of

the political saviour. Reading the novel as though through the prism of Howe’s
 positive appraisal of it, Ellison comments:

One unfamiliar with what Howe stands for would get the impression
that when he looks at a Negro he seesnot a human being but an abstract
embodiment of living hell. He seems never to have considered that
American Negro life (and here he is encouraged by certain Negro
‘spokesmen’) is, for the Negro who must live it, not only a burden (and
not always that) but also a discipline - just as any human life which has
endured so long is a discipline teaching its own insights into the human
condition, its own strategies of survival. There is a fullness, even a
richness here; and here despite the realities of politics, perhaps,
but nevertheless here and real. Because it is human life. And Wright, for

20 Ellison, The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison, pp. 212-3.
21 Irving Howe, ‘Black Boys and Native Sons’, available online, at the American Studies web site of

the University of Virginia, Av:?\\ﬁon%.Snmwam.nmc\xbw_ww\roém.zm.gav (accessed 17 Feb-

ruary 2005).
22 Ellison, The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison, pp. 162-3.



