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There is a conllict between public and private life, and it’s a conflict
that I think ought to remain a conflict. Not a problem, just a con-
flict. Because they are two modes of life that exist to exclude and
annihilate each other. It's a conflict that should be maintained now
more than ever because the social machinery of this country at this
time doesn't permic harmony in a life that has both aspects. | am
impressed with the story ol—probably Jefferson, perhaps not, who
walked home alone after the presidential inauguration. There must
!|..m' been a time when an artist could be genuinely representative
of the tribe and irit; when an artst could have a tribal or racial sen-
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{hat persorn. S0 you have a public and a private expression going on
at the same time. To transfer that is not possible. So 1 just do the ob-
vious, which is to keep my life as private as possible; not because it
is all that interesting, it’s just important that it be private. And then,
whatever 1 do that is public can be done seriously.

The autobiographical form is classic in Black American or Afro.-
American literature because it provided an instance in which a writer
could be representative, could say, “My single solitary and individual
life is like the lives of the tribe; it differs in these specific ways, but it
is a balanced life because it is both solitary and representative.” The
contemporary autobiography tends to be “how I got over—look at
me—alone-—let me show you how 1 did it.,” It is inimical, [ think,
to some of the characteristics of Black artistic expression and in-

fluence.

The label “novel” is useful in technical terms because 1 write prose
that is longer than a short story, My sense of the novel is that it has
always functioned for the class or the group that wrote it. The history
of the novel as a torm began when there was a new class, a middle
class, to read it; #t was an art form that they needed, The lower classes
didn’t need novels at that time because they had an art form already:
they had songs, and dances, and ceremony, and gossip, and celebra-
tons, The aristocracy didn’t need it because they had the art that
they had patronized, they had their own pictures painted, their own
hotses built, and they made sure their art separated them from the
st of the world, Hui when the industrial revolution began, there
emerged a new class of people who were neither peasants nor atis
WAl I large measure they had no ant torm o tell them how o
behave in this new situation. So they produced an art torm: we call



g FAMILY AND HISTORY

it the novel ol manners, an art form designed lG. tell People some-
thing they didn’t know. That is, how to behave in this new world,
how to distinguish between the good guys and the bad guys. How
10 get married. Whata good living was. What would happen if you
«raved from the fold. So that early works such as Pamela, by Samuel
R;cﬁardmn, and the Jane Austen material provided social rules and
explained behavior, idemified outlaws, identified the people, hab-
its, and customs that one should approve of. They were didactic in
that sense. That, I think, is probably why the novel was not missed
among the so-called peasant cultures. They didn"t need it, because
they were clear about what their responsibilities were and who and
where was evil, and where was good.

But when the peasant class, or lower class, or what have you, con-
fronts the middle class, the city, or the upper classes, they are thrown
a little bit into disarray. For a long time, the art form that was healing
for Black people was music. That music is no longer exclusively ours;
we don't have exclusive rights to it. Other people sing it and play it;
it is the mode of contemporary music everywhere. So another form
has to take thar place, and it seems 10 me that the novel is needed
by Alrican-Americans now in a way that it was not needed before—
and it is following along the lines of the function of novels every-
where. We don't live in places where we can hear those stories any-
amles xRS don’t sit around and tell their children those classical,
i':::’i‘:::{i‘:lhi::hf;ypal stories that we heard years ago. But new
O b e i ‘ ;u get uu_l. and there are several ways 1.n do it.
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what the conflicts are, what the problems are. But it need not solve
those problems because it is not a case study, it is not a recipe. There
are things that I try 1o incorporate into my fiction that are directly
and deliberately related to what I regard as the major character-
istics of Black art, wherever it is. One of which is the ability to be
both print and oral literature: 1o combine those two aspects so that
the stories can be read in silence, of course, but one should be able
to hear them as well. It should try deliberately to make you stand
up and make you feel something profoundly in the same way that
a Black preacher requires his congregation to speak, to join him in
the sermon, 1o behave in a certain way, 1o stand up and to weep
and to cry and to accede or to change and to modify—to expand
on the sermon that is being delivered. In the same way that a mu-
sician’s music is enhanced when there is a response {rom the audi-
ence. Now in a book, which closes, after all—it’s of some importance
to me to try to make that connection—to try 10 make that happen
also. And, having at my disposal only the letters of the alphabet and
some punctuation, 1 have to provide the places and spaces so that
the reader can participate. Because it is the affective and participa-
tory relationship between the artist or the speaker and the audience
that is of primary importance, as it is in these other art forms that
T have described.

To make the story appear oral, meandering, etfortless, spoken—to
have the reader fee! the narrator without identifying that narrator, or
hearing him or her knock about, and to have the reader work with
the author in the construction of the book-—is what's important.
What is left out is as important as what is there. To describe sexual
scenes in such a way that they are not clinical, not even explicit—
s0 that the reader brings his own sexuality to the scene and thereby
Participates in it in a very personal way. And owns it. To construct
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How the Black writer responds to that presence interests me. Some

of themn, such as Richard Wright, had great difficulty with that a1
cestor. Same of them, like James Baldwin, were confounded and
disturbed by the presence or absence of an ancestor. What stryck
me in !nnkiﬁ}ﬁ at some contemporary fiction was that whether the
novel took place in the city or in the country, the presence or ab.-
sence of that figure determined the success or the happiness of the
character. It was the absence of an ancestor that was frighlcning,
that was threatening, and it caused huge destruction and disarray
m the work itself. That the solace comes, not from the contempla-
tion of serene nature as in a lot of mainstream white literature, nor
from the regard in which the city was held as a kind of corrupt place
to be. Whether the character was in Harlem or Arkansas, the point
was there, this timelessness was there, this person who represented
this ancestor. And it seemed 10 be one of those interesting aspects
- of the continuum in Black or African-American art, as well as some
of the things | mentioned before: the deliberate effort, on the part of
the artist, 1o get a visceral, emotional response as well as an intellec-
tual response as he or she communicates with the audience.
The treatment of artists by the people for whom they speak is also
of e interest. That is to say, when the writer is one of them, when
the voice is not the separate, isolated ivory tower voice of a very dif-
fl:l'("!?i kind of person but an implied “we” in a narration. This is dis-
;f"}’"‘ﬂ 10 people and critics who view the artist as the supreme in-
ﬂ:“:rl:?:t ::E;:’:aur?mﬁ because Fhere is a notion thaf that's whal
¥s I confrontation with his own society, and you
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can see the diferences in the way in which literature is interpreted

whether or not Sula is nourished by that village depends on YOuT
view of it. [ know people who believe that she was destroyed by i,
My own special view is that there was no other place where she
H)|Il|li live. She would have been destroyed by any other place: she
was permitted to “be” only in that context, and no one stoned hey
or killed her or threw her out. Also it's difficult to see who the Win-
ners are if you are not looking at it from that point of view, When
the hero returns to the fold—returns to the tribe—it is seen by cer-
tain white critics as a defeat, by others as a triumph, and that is a
difference in what the aims of the art are.

In Song of Solomon Pilate is the ancestor. The difficulty that Hagar
[youngest of the trio of women in that household] has is how far re-
moved she is from the experience of her ancestor. Pilate had a dozen
years of close, nurturing relationships with two males—her father
and her brother. And that intimacy and support was in her and made
her fierce and loving because she had that experience. Her daugh-
ter Reba had less of that and related to men in a very shallow way.
Her daughter had even less of an association with men as a child, so
that the progression is really a diminishing of their abilities because
of the absence of men in a nourishing way in their lives. Pilate is the
apogee of all that: of the best of that which is female and the best
of that which is male, and that balance is disturbed if it is not nur-
tured, and if it is not counted on and if it is not reproduced. That is
the disability we must be on guard against for the future—the fe-
male who reproduces the female who reproduces the female. You
know there are a lot of people who talk about the position that men
hold as of primary importance, but actually it is if we don’t keep in
touch with the ancestor that we are, in fact, lost.
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The point of the books is that it is eur job. When you kill the an-
- qmr‘mu kill yoursell. ] want 1o point out the dangers, to show that
e ¥ . .
nice things don't always happen to the totally self-reliant if thee

is no conscious historical connection. To say, see—this is what wij)

happen.

1 don’t have much to say about that [the necessity to develop a spe-
cific Black feminist model of critical inquiry] except that I think there
is more danger in it than fruit, because any model of criticism or
evaluation that excludes males from it is as hampered as any model
of criticism of Black literature that excludes wormen from it. For crit-
ics, models have some function. They like to talk in terms of models
and developments and so on, so maybe its of some use to them, but
I suggest that even for them there is some danger in it.

If anything I do, in the way of writing novels (or whatever I write)
isn't about the village or the community or about you, then it is not
about anything. 1am not interested in indulging myself in some pri-
vate, closed exercise of my imagination that fulfills only the obliga-
tion of my personal dreams—which is to say yes, the work must be
political. It must have that as its thrust. That's a perjorative term in
critical circles now: if a work of art has any political influence in it,
f’"fnehow it's tainted. My feeling is Just the opposite: if it has none,
It is taimed,

! ;:;fzzh::n TJfurnes. when you ﬁnfi harangue passing off as-arl-
at the best art is political and you ought to be able

1o make i : I ; "
k_‘ it unquestionably political and irrevocably beautiful at the
Same time,

The Site of Memory

In Inventing the Truth: The Ant and Craft of Memolr, edited by William Zinsser Boston Hough.
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My inclusion in a series of talks on autobiography and memoir is
not entirely a misalliance. Although it’s probably true that a fiction
writer thinks of his or her work as alien in that company, what 1
have to say may suggest why I'm not completely out of place here.
For one thing, I might throw into relief the differences between self-
recollection (memoir) and fiction, and also some of the similarities—
the places where those two crafts embrace and where that embrace
is symbiotic,

But the authenticity of my presence here lies in the fact that a very
large part of my own literary heritage is the autobiography. In this
country the print origins of black literature (as distinguished from
the oral origins) were slave narratives. These book-length narratives
(autobiographies, recollections, memoirs), of which well over a hun-
dred were published, are familiar texts to historians and students of
black history. They range from the adventure-packed life of Olaudah
Equiano’s The interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudab Equiano, of
Gustavus Vassa, the African, Written by Himself {1769) to the quiet des-
beration of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written by Herself (1861),
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