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Preface

Eom my parents and grandparents, who were born during
America’s century of apartheid, from unrecorded stories I heard
told by family and friends, then later from a lifetime of studying
black culture, literature, and history, I came to see that if black
America has a defining essence (eidos) or meaning that runs
threadlike from the colonial era through the post—Civil Rights
period, it must be the quest for freedom. This particular, eidetic
sense of our collective meaning, arising out of historical condi-
tions, and the way the Founding Fathers’ ideal of freedom was
inscribed with a special meaning in the souls of black folk, has
shaped almost every story, essay, novel, drawing, teleplay, and
critical article I’'ve composed for the last three and a half decades.
No matter whether I was writing about Frederick Douglass or
James Weldon Johnson, Booker T. Washington or Harriet Beecher
Stowe, Ralph Ellison or Phillis Wheatley, my sense of black life in
a predominantly white, very Eurocentric society—a slave state
until 1863—uwas that our unique destiny as a people, our duty to

¢ xitl >
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TURNING THE WHEEL

tle forces in constant motion. Even these particles are, of
course, not realities but are themselves compounded of
smaller units which can be subdivided indefinitely. When
we analyze any object, we can never come to a substance
beyond which our analysis cannot penetrate. We can never
find anything conditioned which has an underlying sub-
stantial reality. . . . All things, whether subject or object, are
processes linked together in an intricate network of mutual
conditions. . . . The ordinary man is distracted by the bright
surface of the world and mistakes this for reality.?

(Which, in Whiteheadean metaphysics, might be called the Fal-
lacy of Misplaced Concreteness.)

“Perfect peace,” said Shakyamuni, “can dwell only where all
vanity has disappeared.”?® The word nirvana means “to blow
out” (nir “out”; vana “blow”). In other words, when the mis-
taken belief in a separate “self” is extinguished like a candle’s
flame, the experiential realm of suffering and illusion, samsara,
which so often is created and conditioned by our notions and
concepts about life,?6 is replaced—as a mirage might be or the
shadows in Plato’s cave—because underneath it all, underneath it
all, is a perception of being that has always been present, like
dark matter, though hitherto it was obscured by the illusion of
the ego. Samsara and nirvana are but two sides—or phenomeno-
logical profiles—of the same world, and which one of these two
incompossible visions we experience depends on our level of
consciousness. In On the Transmission of Mind, Huang Po insists,
“Hills are hills. Water is water. Monks are monks. LLaymen are
laymen. But these mountains, these rivers, the whole world itself,
together with sun, moon, and stars—not one of them exists out-
side your minds! The vast chiliocosm exists only within you, so
where else can the various categories of phenomena possibly be

A dig 95
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TURNING THE WHEEL

humility.3? Words can be webs, making us think in terms of
essences; language is all concept, but things in the world are
devoid of essence, changing as we chase them. Life must always
be greater than our ideas about life. For the Buddha, “Man’s
sensual desires are only attachments to concepts.”?? (It is not
necessary, I hope, to explain how ugly and devastating are racial
concepts when they are projected onto others.)

In 1997, I had the privilege and pleasure of interviewing
Phra Tanat Wijitto, a young Thai abbot of skillful means in the
town of Phrae near Chiang Mai. At the meditation center he was
building, he explained to me that one must not be attached to
even notions of Buddhism. (“I have taught you Dharma, like the
parable of the raft, for getting across, for not retaining,” said
Shakyamuni. “You, monks . . . must not cling to right states of
mind and, all the more, to wrong states of mind.”)?* Phra Tanat
Wijitto was a true philosopher, which means that he had not
surrendered his freedom. His focus during our two-hour dia-
logue was on mindfulness at all times as the heart of Buddhism;
on always knowing where the mind is, on its development and
freedom from what William Blake once called “mind-forg’d
manacles.” He insisted that all the teachers and texts, rituals and
traditions, and the Three Jewels (the Buddha, Dharma, and
Sangha or community of the Tathagata’s followers) were simply
tools for our liberation, and once one reached later stages of
development, they would be left behind. (That, he predicted for
me.) The rituals performed by Thai monks he saw as unfortu-
nate but necessary “bridges” to the Dharma because people
could relate to them, as a child does to a simple lesson. At higher
levels of attainment, he said, a practitioner no longer created
“good” or “bad” karma—there simply was no karma (or
“merit”) at all.3> Moreover, for this abbot, no two odysseys to
awakening were exactly the same; one progressed alone, and

q 18
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CHARLES JOHNSON

best is the means for dislodging consciousness from calcified,
prefabricated thinking and disclosing truth.

“Discourse,” says Heidegger, “has the possibility of becom-
ing idle talk. And when it does, it serves not so much to keep
Being-in-the-world open for us in an articulated understanding,
as rather to close it off, and cover up the entities within-the-
world. To do so, one need not aim to deceive. . . . The fact that
something has been said groundlessly, and then gets passed
along in further retelling, amounts to perverting the act of dis-
closing. . . . Thus, by its very nature, idle talk is a closing-off,
since to go back to the ground of what is talked about is some-
thing which it leaves undone.”*

Not only do we live in a culture where “idle talk” covers up
and conceals interbeing, but also one in which different forms of
violence have become entertainment and recreation. Violence is
not only physical. It is also psychological and verbal. It begins in
the mind. All my life I’'ve wondered what would it be like to live
in a society where, instead of men and women insulting and
tearing each other down, people in their social relations, and
even in the smallest ways, held the highest intellectual, moral,
creative, and spiritual expectations for one another. One step
toward achieving that is contained in an old Buddhist idea that
urges us to momentarily detain all thought at three “gates”—or
questions—before it crystallizes into speech. The three gates are
“Is what we are about to say true? Will it cause no karm? And is
it necessary?” If all three answers are in the affirmative, then (and
only then) have we realized samyag-vach.

Do some languages facilitate better than others the intuition
of interbeing? Kobo Daishi (774-835 C.E.), founder of the
Shingon school of Japanese Buddhism, privileged Sanskrit,
believing that only this language could express the meaning of
the mantras used in Shingon.*’” Clearly, there is a sharpening of

¢« 18 »
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CHARLES JOHNSON

When “bracelet” (FEH), “armlet” (1), and anklet
(-I9%¢) combine as a dvandva (or samahara) compound through
sandhi, they are no longer three separate “events” but rather the
manifestation of an entirely new form (rupam),>* which is expe-
rienced, phenomenologically, as such. Here, grammar perfectly
mirrors the cosmology of Hinduism, and additional examples
for the startling, shape-shifting play of words in Sanskrit, inter-
woven entities combining and recombining endlessly, can easily
be found in the Bhagavad Gita.?

In Sanskrit, the spoken word is holy, far removed from the
“idle talk” of Heidegger’s complaint. Each is energy unleashed.
Each is a bridge between subjectivities. Each can potentially cre-
ate a public, shared space in which we can raise the American
Sangha—just as “wrong” speech can destroy that possibility.
Preserving this creative, primordial power is, I believe, what the
Buddha intended, at least in part, when he described this third
step on the Path.

Perrect ConbDUCT

“And what, monks, is Right Action? Refraining from taking life,
refraining from taking what is not given, refraining from sexual
misconduct. This is called Right Action.”>¢

The Eightfold Path is more process than end product. It is
like climbing a mountain in a circular, upwardly spiraling fash-
ion, finding oneself forever returned to the same spot but at a
different level. Thus, both the bodhisattva and the novice practi-
tioner move through this splintered, relative-phenomenal world,
where things arise and are unraveled in a fortnight. But it is sow
they move and act in the world that is important. “Doing” for
the Dharma follower is an example of disinterested, deontologi-

L0
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CHARLES JOHNSON

like Vivekananda’s famous “drunken monkey,” intoxicated with
desire, consumed by pride and jealousy, trigger-happy with
snap judgments, burdened by miscellaneous “likes” and “dis-
likes,” his turbulent “mental panorama” causing him to leap
uncontrollably from one thought and feeling to the next, dizzied
by the elixir of powerful emotions banging and knocking
through him like something trying to break out from inside. For
him, the ego favors a bump in a carpet—push it down in one
place and it pops up in another. The monkey does not know zow
to behave otherwise and is to be pitied. One tragedy of Ameri-
can education, in my view, is that from elementary school
through postdoctoral programs, we place a staggering amount
of intellectual, noematic content before the minds of our stu-
dents, content covering all aspects of the universe, but we never
teach them how to control the experienced world at its source:
the noetic instrument’>—the mind—that both receives this vast
gift of information and makes experience possible.®

Disciplining the mind first involves effor: directed toward
developing the power of sustained concentration (dharanay), fol-
lowed by meditation (dhyana). The Buddha makes clear that
this practice involves stupendous will and work, for no worldly
opponent is as formidable as one’s own “monkey mind.”

But where, in terms of practice, should we begin?

PerFEcT MINDFULNESS

“And what, monks, is Right Mindfulness? Here, monks, a monk
abides contemplating body as body, ardent, clearly aware and
mindful, having put aside hankering and fretting for the world;
he abides contemplating feelings as feelings . . . ; he abides contem-
plating mind as mind . . . ; he abides contemplating mind-objects
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as mind-objects, ardent, clearly aware and mindful, having put
aside hankering and fretting for the world. This is called Right
Mindfulness.’s!

The problem of life is, to a great degree, the problem of
attention. Of /listening, which is one of the attributes of love.
Therefore, all steps on the Eightfold Path refer and return to the
practice of Mindfulness. It is the root and fruit of the Dharma, a
method for meditation taught by Shakyamuni himself. “Who-
ever, monks, should practice [this method] for just one week
may expect one of two results: either Arahantship in this life or,
if there should be some substrate left, the state of a Nonre-
turner.”®? In what is known as Vipassana or “insight” medita-
tion, a practitioner applies the forceps of his attention to one of
the activities closest to him—the in-and-out flow of his breath.
(Once, when my daughter was five or so, she saw me sitting and
referred to my practice as “medicating,” and in a sense she was
right; each meditation is both medicinal and the opportunity to
hold a funeral for the ego.) But this is no easy task. Try, if you
can, to focus on your breath and nothing else for five minutes. I
doubt that you can do this. After a few seconds the labile mind
will wander from following the breath to memories, projections

<

for future plans, thoughts, reveries, and the entire “mental
panorama’ that leaves only 30 percent of our lives lived in the
present moment, the here and now. All too often, 30 percent of
conscious life is wasted by our mind’s dwelling on events in the
unrecoverable past; another 30 percent is lost preliving the
future. Put simply, we are seldom fully 100 percent in the pre-
sent. Giving the mind something to hold on to in order to keep
it fully in the here and now favors a technique used by every
mahout who must train his elephant not to swing its trunk wildly
in all directions, which is, of course, dangerous for anyone who
gets in the way. The mahout gives the elephant a stick to grasp,
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CHARLES JOHNSON

things with the eye of aesthetic appreciation, not of egotistical
appropriation. He is profoundly moved by beauty in nature and
in art.”®’

Mindfulness is not only practiced when sitting. It can—and
should—be brought to each and every one of our activities,
regardless of how humble they might be. When walking, eating,
taking out the garbage, or talking, the Dharma urges us to prac-
tice a complete and dispassionate awareness of where we are
and what we are doing. Such practice is transformative, as
proven by seventy-eight-year-old S. N. Goenka, one of the
world’s foremost Vipassana teachers, who has taught its tech-
niques to hundreds of thousands of people, among them hard-
ened criminals at Tihar Jail, “India’s largest and most notorious
prison.”8® Recidivism dropped among inmates guided through
Vipassana by Goenka, at prisons both in India and in America.

“This,” Goenka says, “is universal. You sit and observe your
breath. You can’t say this is Hindu breath or Christian breath or
Muslim breath. Knowing how to live peacefully or harmo-
niously—you don’t call this religion or spirituality. It is nonsec-
tarian.”

The Dharma and its practice need not be “called” anything.
Wisdom practices are the property of no single religion or
philosophy.

Ricat CoNcENTRATION

“And what, monks, 1s Right Concentration? Here, a monk, detached
Jfrom sense desires, detached from unwholesome mental states, enters
and remains in the first jhana, which is thinking and pondering, born
of detachment, filled with delight and joy. And with the subsiding of
thinking and pondering, by gaining inner tranquillity and oneness of
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CHARLES JOHNSON

For example, if a dramatic scene is richly evoked, placing
us so thoroughly within its ambience that we forget the room
we’re sitting in or fail to hear the telephone ring; if in it we can
“see” the haecceitas (“‘thisness™) of every carefully described
object on the fictional stage; if our senses imaginatively respond
to, say, the quality of late-afternoon light as it falls upon the
characters, and to imagery for evoking smells, sounds, and taste;
if each revealing, moment-by-moment action, feeling, utterance,
pause, and sigh of the characters is microscopically tracked and
reverentially recorded by the writer, who, like an actor, must
psychologically inhabit all the players at every moment in that
scene; if every significant nuance of that scene is present with
almost a palpable feel on the page, then it is because the radical
attentiveness to detail, Zzere and now in the mind’s eye, demanded
of the writer (who, knowing no division of creative labor, must
in a single work of fiction play each principal role, be the set
designer, director, costumer, hairstylist, makeup artist, lighting
technician, prop master, casting director, dialogue and sound
editor, location manager, and postproduction editor) is a species
of the ekagrata (attention) practiced in meditation.

No story or novel 've been privileged to write came to me
“whole.” Rather, what I was initially given was a situation,
dilemma, or character that intrigued me and caught my atten-
tion throughout the day, so that my curiosity compelled me to sit
down to explore it further. What was—and always is—required
for the seed of the story to flower was greater attention to all the
prismatic possibilities of the imagined object, the story, plus
the tossing aside of my own presuppositions concerning what
the tale and its characters should be (I like to call this “beginner’s
mind”), until over time I’ve managed to strip away the interest-
ing but inappropriate details and plot misdirections that do not
lead to a complete, coherent, and consistent vision—never will-
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CHARLES JOHNSON

If the teachings of Shakyamuni Buddha are about anything,
they are about a profound understanding of identity and the
broadest possible meaning of liberty—teachings that sooner or
later had to appeal to a people for whom suffering and loss were
their daily bread. In the century after the Emancipation Procla-
mation, each generation of black Americans saw their lives dis-
rupted by race riots, lynchings, and the destruction of entire
towns and communities, such as the Greenwood district of
black homes, businesses, and churches in Tulsa, Oklahoma, on
May 31, 1921. These Jim Crow years witnessed the birth of the
blues and a white backlash that fed poisonous caricatures of
black people into popular culture and the national conscious-
ness—films like Birth of a Nation, the writings of the Plantation
School, and endless stereotypes that distorted black identity in
newspapers and magazines—images that made the central
questions of the black self “Who am I? American? African? Or
something other? Can reality be found in any of these words?”

During these centuries of institutionalized denial, black
Americans found in Christianity a spiritual rock and refuge.
Although first imposed on some slaves by their owners as a way
of making them obedient, Christianity in black hands became a
means for revolt against bondage. Then, in the twentieth cen-
tury, the black church provided consolation in a country divided
by the color line. It became a common spiritual, social, eco-
nomic, and political experience and was the place where black
people could reinterpret Christianity and transform it into an
instrument for worldly change. It became a racially tempered
institution, one that raised funds to help the poor and to send
black children off to college.

Historically, no other institution’s influence compares with
that of the black church, and I believe it will continue to be the
dominant spiritual orientation of black Americans. It provides a
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CHARLES JOHNSON

race Cook County? Would you buy the most elaborate
estate on the North Shore? Would you be a Rotarian or a
Lion or a What-not of the very last degree? Would you wear
the most striking clothes, give the richest dinners and buy
the longest press notices?

Even as you visualize such ideals you know in your heart
that these are not the things you really want. You realize this
sooner than the average white American because, pushed
aside as we have been in America, there has come to us not
only a certain distaste for the tawdry and flamboyant but a
vision of what the world could be if it were really a beauti-
ful world; if we had the true spirit; if we had the Seeing Eye,
the Cunning Hand, the Feeling Heart; if we had, to be sure,
not perfect happiness, but plenty of good hard work, the
inevitable suffering that always comes with life; sacrifice
and waiting, all that—but, nevertheless, lived in a world
where men know, where men create, where they realize
themselves and where they enjoy life. It is that sort of a
world we want to create for ourselves and for all America.

Others echoed Dr. Du Bois’s question “What do we want?” As
early as the 1920s, some black Americans were quietly investi-
gating Far Eastern philosophies such as Hinduism and the
Theravada and Mahayana traditions of Buddhism after experi-
encing Du Bois’s “flashes of clairvoyance.” Preeminent among
these spiritual seekers was Jean Toomer, who regarded himself
as “a psychological adventurer: one who, having had the stock
experiences of mankind, sets out at right angles to all previous
experience to discover new states of being.” His classic work,
Cane (1923), kicked off the Harlem Renaissance, the first out-
pouring of black American creativity after World War I. It is fit-
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CHARLES JOHNSON

brought back Korean and Japanese Buddhist wives. In his
superb novel Kingsblood Royal (1947), Sinclair Lewis writes the
story of a white man who discovers he has a black ancestor; he
seeks to better understand people of color and realizes the great
diversity of black Americans in his town—among them, writes
Lewis, are Buddhists.

By the mid-1950s, as the Beats looked toward Zen, so did a
few black musicians and poets; and of course by then the Civil
Rights Movement was under way, led magnificently by Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr., who took Mahatma Gandbhi as his inspi-
ration. After a pilgrimage to India in 1959, where he visited
ashrams and sought to learn more about nonviolence not simply
as a political strategy but as a way of life, King came back to
America determined to set aside one day a week for meditation
and fasting. In the 1960s, he nominated for the Nobel Peace
Prize the outstanding Vietnamese Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat
Hanh. King was, at bottom, a Baptist minister, yes, but one
whose vision of the social gospel at its best complements the
expansive, Mahayana bodhisattva ideal of laboring for the liber-
ation of all sentient beings (“Strangely enough,” he said, “I can
never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be.
You can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought
to be”). His dream of the “beloved community” is a Sangha by
another name, for King believed, “It really boils down to this:
that all of life is interrelated. We are caught in an inescapable
network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”

The fourteen-year public ministry of Dr. King is emblematic of
the philosophical changes that affected black Americans in the
1960s. Another milestone is the remarkable success of Soka
Gakkai in attracting black Americans for three decades. Its
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CHARLES JOHNSON

Buddhism the depths of their long-denied humanity; centuries-
old methods of meditation—very empirical—for clearing the
mind of socially manufactured illusions (as well as personally
created ones); an ancient phenomenology of suffering, desire,
and the self; and a path (the Eightfold Path) for a moral and
civilized way of life.

The emphasis in Buddhist teachings on letting go of the fab-
ricated, false sense of self positions issues of race as foremost
among samsaric illusions, along with all the essentialist concep-
tions of difference that have caused so much human suffering
and mischief since the eighteenth century. It frees one from
dualistic models of epistemology that partition experience into
separate, boxlike compartments of Mind and Body, Self and
Other, Matter and Spirit—these divisions, one sees, are ontolog-
ically the correlates of racial divisions found in South African
apartheid and American segregation and are just as pernicious.

More than anything else, the Dharma teaches mindfulness,
the practice of being here and now in each present moment,
without bringing yesterday’s racial agonies into today or project-
ing oneself—one’s hopes and longings—into a tomorrow that
never comes. You watch the prismatic play of desires and emo-
tions (for example: joy, fear, pride, and so-called black rage) as
they arise in awareness, but without attachment or clinging to
name and form, and then you let them go. One is especially free,
on this path, from the belief in an enduring “personal identity,”
an “I”” endlessly called upon to prove its worth and deny its infe-
riority in a world that so often mirrors back only negative images
of the black self. Yet one need not cling to “positive” images
either, for these, too, are essentially empty of meaning. Indeed,
you recognize emptiness (sunyata) as the ultimate nature of real-
ity. In my own fiction, I have worked to dramatize that insight in
novels such as Oxherding Tale (1982), a slave narrative that serves
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CHARLES JOHNSON

eighth picture, in which both the ox and oxherder disappear;
here, the emptiness suggests the dissolution and arising of
forms, and the essence of interdependence is represented by a
circle:

The Ox and the Man Both Gone out of Sight
man is not 0x
I am not ox
no thing is ox

all things are ox.

Through meditation, Du Bois’s flashes of clairvoyance are
sharpened and the internalized racial conflict of “double-
consciousness” is transcended, enabling those of us who live in
a violent, competitive society steeped in materialism to grasp the
truth of impermanence (anitya) that first turned twenty-nine-
year-old prince Siddhartha Gautama from the ephemeral sense
pleasures of his palace to the pursuit of liberation and enlighten-
ment. After he had abandoned experiencing the world through
concepts and representations, after he realized the cessation of
mental constructions, he perceived the interdependence of all
things, how—as Thich Nhat Hanh says—*“Everything is made of
everything else, nothing can be by itself alone” (anatman) in a
universe of ceaseless change and transformation. Then and only
then is it possible to realize Dr. King’s injunction that we “love
our enemies” in the struggle for justice because once one

3

approaches the “enemy” with love and compassion, the
“enemy,” the Other, is seen to be oneself.

All things, we learn, are ourselves. Thus, practice necessarily
leads to empathy, the “Feeling Heart” Du Bois spoke of,
Toomer’s sense that all is sacred, and the experience of con-

nectedness to all sentient beings. No matter how humble the
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TURNING THE WHEEL

piness are enhanced a hundredfold if—and only if—he or she
has a good map.

Proverbs is that richly detailed, many-splendored map. A
timeless wake-up call. More important, along with its companion
books, the poetic “wisdom” literature of the Old Testament (Job,
Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon, and Psalms), it is a two-
millennia-old blueprint for the staggering challenge of living a
truly civilized life. Culture, we realize after reading Proverbs, is an
ongoing project. We are not born with culture. Or wisdom. And
both are but one generation deep. Achieving either is a daily task
requiring as much work for the individual as an artist puts into a
perfectly balanced painting, or a musician into a flawless perfor-
mance. (Thus one wonders if the great bulk of humankind can
truthfully be called either cultured or civilized.) Here, in this
repository of moral instruction, in its 31 chapters, 915 verses,
approximately 900 proverbs, and 15,043 words, the journey that
we call a life is presented as a canvas upon which the individual
paints skillfully a civilized self-portrait—an offering—that will
please himself and the L.ord. In chapter 3, we are told, “Happy is
the man that findeth wisdom.” The Hebrew word for “wisdom”
1s chokmah. It occurs no less than thirty-seven times in Proverbs.
Chokmah also means skillfulness in dealing with the job that is
before us—life itself—and I believe it is comparable to the Greek
word techne, the rational application of principles aimed at mak-
ing or doing something well. The reader who takes Proverbs to
heart, who believes like the Greeks that “the unexamined life is
not worth living,” is by nature a lover of wisdom: a philosopher.
For that is precisely what the word philosophy means (philein, “to
love”—sophia, “wisdom”).

I’'m aware those words—awisdom, civilized, and philosophy—
may sound musty and antique to modern (or postmodern) ears.
As so many have said, aurs is an Era of Relativism, or situational
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CHARLES JOHNSON

ethics, perhaps even of nihilism, a historical period in which
Proverbs will for some readers seem right-wing and patriarchal,
oppressive and harsh, dogmatic and illiberal. Many will regard its
contents as obsolete for the conditions we face at the beginning
of the twenty-first century because, above all else, we moderns
value individual freedom. Unfortunately, our passion for liberty
is often misunderstood as license or, more accurately, as licen-
tiousness. Personally, as a Buddhist, I was at first wary of writing
an essay about this book, though I was raised on its vision in a
Midwestern, African Methodist Episcopal church. But after
going over Proverbs a half dozen times, after opening myself to
its spiritual core, which complements nicely the world’s other
great religious traditions, I rediscovered the gems it has offered
Western humanity for centuries. I saw in its gnostic truths the
reason why Professor C. E. M. Joad once defined decadence as
“the loss of an object in life.” I realized that Proverbs not only
speaks powerfully to our morally adrift era, but describes rather
well my own often benighted, rebellious-on-principle generation
(the baby boomers) when it says, “There is a generation that
curseth their father, and doth not bless their mother. There is a
generation that are pure in their own eyes, and yet is not washed
from their filthiness” (30:11-12).

Chilling.

Like all rich, multilayered digests, Proverbs was not the work
of a day. Nor is it the product of a single author, though King
Solomon, that ur-figure among ancient wise men, is credited
with having contributed two of its oldest sections (1:1 and
1:10). Several centuries after the death of Israel’s king, the men
of Hezekiah (700 B.C.E.) added chapters 25 through 29 from
Solomonic material. The book was built layer upon layer, one
tissue at a time, borrowing its synthesized instructions from
many ancient sources, and did not achieve its finished form until

¢« 60 )
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CHARLES JOHNSON

ops the truth of the first (““The terror of a king is as the roaring
of a lion; whoso provoketh him to anger sinneth against his own
life,” 20:2).2

Yet for all the sophisticated architectonics in Proverbs, and
for all the complexity of its literary pedigree, this is a book that
sketches out a compelling, classic story: a pilgrim’s progress.
Imagine a young man (or woman) about to embark on life’s
journey. Call him—well, Pilgrim. Then, as now, the world teemed
with a kaleidoscope of temptations, stramash, and confusion. In
the bustling cities where colorful bazaars, beggers, thieves, per-
fumed harlots, con men, murderers, insouciant idlers, and false
teachers eager to entice a young person toward wrongdoing and
sin (one hoary meaning of which is “to miss the mark™), all can
be found in great abundance. These players, some as beautiful as
Satan and who say, “Let us lie in wait for blood, let us lurk priv-
ily for the innocent,” have from time immemorial taken advan-
tage of callow youths (as well as given writers as diverse as
Voltaire, de Sade, Dickens, Fielding, and Maugham inex-
haustible material for the bildungsroman). Given a strictly mate-
rialistic viewpoint, it follows that the world of matter, mere stuff,
will be dominated everywhere and in any era by those who treat
objects and others as things to be used for their own pleasure and
profit, and view everything through the lens of their own limited
consciousness. Surveying this social field, we can imagine the
authors of Proverbs agreeing with Thomas a8 Kempis, who, in
The Imitation of Christ, wearily quotes the Stoic philosopher
Seneca, “A wise man once said, ‘As often as I have been among
men, I have returned home a lesser man’ . . . No man can live in
the public eye without risk to his soul.”?

As we have seen, if our young Pilgrim is not to lose his (or
her) soul on this planet where everything is provisional, if he is
not to end bellied up and bottomed out, he needs a damned
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CHARLES JOHNSON

ing the illusory sense of the ego into extinction (“Trust in the
Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own under-
standing. In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct
thy paths. Be not wise in thine own eyes” [3:5-7]) and is realized
through a worldly practice that gives priority to the experience
of our elders (our global inheritance) over ephemera in a life
that embodies humility, service, and a culture’s loftiest ideals,
which in Pilgrim’s case would be the Ten Commandments.

Wisdom in Proverbs, we might say, is thought winging its
way home.

Naturally, many couplets in Proverbs inveigh against people
who are not mindful, those who “eat the bread of wickedness
and drink the wine of violence,” and break the Commandments.
This book does not suffer fools gladly. At first glance, Pilgrim
might see the less demanding, hedonistic path and its players as
alluring and sweet—and fun! But the seeds of Proverbs (practi-
cal wisdom) cannot grow in that polluted soil (the “froward”).
Pilgrim is advised not to envy or even “fret” over the fallen state
of these caitiffs and poltroons, for the Lord shall “render to
every man according to his works.” In other words, just as there
is inexorable causation in the physical realm, so, too, is there
cause and effect in the moral universe. The kingdom of God, at
bottom, is a meritocracy; its logic is that of karma (“as you sow
so shall you reap”). The unmindful cause their own downfall—
they “eat of the fruit of their own way.” Time and again,
Proverbs drives this point home, and nowhere more vividly than
in its parable-like description of the industrious ant, or when the
book cautions against lapses of vigilance in language so lovely
the words almost pirouette and leap on the page: “Yet a little
sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep: so
shall thy poverty come as one that traveleth; and thy want as an
armed man” (24:33-34).
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TURNING THE WHEEL

She openeth her mouth with wisdom;
and in her tongue is the law of kindness.

She looketh well to the ways of her household,
and eateth not the bread of idleness.

Her children arise up and call her blessed;
her husband also, and he praiseth her.

May we all be blessed with such radiant partners. And as we

travel through this life, may we recognize that Proverbs, in its
fierce, uncompromising purity, is a work worthy of our trust.

« 67 »
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TURNING THE WHEEL

desire, will. From will, our deeds. And from deeds, our destiny.
In his quest for meaning, Toomer seems to have arrived at his
own important Dharma principles such as the interdependence
of all things and their transitoriness. In “Blue Meridian,” he
writes:

And we are the old people; we are witnesses
That behind us there extends

An unbroken chain of ancestors, linking us
1o all who ever lived and will live.

(What a shame this poem was not selected by Presidents
Kennedy and Clinton to be read at their inaugurals.)

]

Published six years before “Blue Meridian,” Essentials
probes these questions in a form—the aphorism—made philo-
sophically viable by thinkers of the caliber of Friedrich Nietz-
sche in Beyond Good and Evil. Can we speak of the general
topography of Toomer’s thought in this luminous, little volume?
Of how Essentials portrays Man and World? I believe we can, but
only if we acknowledge his dialectical approach for describing
phenomenon, a style of thinking exemplified by his statement
that “the realization of nothingness is the first act of being.” This
at first brings to mind Sartrean existentialism, though it would
be a mistake to let our examination of this proposition rest there.
No, a more fruitful tack would be to go beyond—and far
behind—Sartre to early Buddhist thought, reading the Void, or
sunyata, for “nothingness.” By such a move we establish—as I
think Toomer would wish us to do—*“nothingness” as a fullness,
a plenum of undifferentiated being, rather than as a vacuity or
emptiness, and “being” as that fullness’s momentary and
ephemeral manifestation. .

In one very telling lir_xe, he writes, “/ is a word, but the worm

O8] 5



CHARLES JOHNSON

is real,” and follows that with the apothegm “Unless a man dies
consciously he will die,” meaning (as in the famous poem by
St. Francis, the last line of which is “It is in dying that we are
born to eternal life””) that the “I” is a delusion created by the lim-
itations of language. Toomer wrote, “In this multiple simultane-
ous world words only dole out one thing at a time.” “I” is a
chimera, a point David Hume’s radically empirical methodol-
ogy made clear two and a half centuries ago in A Treatise of
Human Nature in which he wrote, “For my part, when I enter
most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some
particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade,
love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I can never catch myself at any
time without a perception, and never can observe anything but
the perception.” Toomer’s critique of the self in Essentials—
“The assumption of existence rests upon an uninterrupted and
unchallenged series of pictures”—compares favorably with very
ancient wisdom found in the second- or third-century Vedanta
text the Astavakra Samhita, chapter 8, verse 4:

7] AE dg] Al A F g

Where there is no I, there is liberation;

when there is I, there is bondage

Toomer’s belief that what we call the self (the subjective side of
experience) is without substance—is not an essence—leads
seamlessly to Toomer’s assessment of the “objective” world, to
his awareness of how nuclear physics in the 1920s was revealing
“matter” to be no more than a concept or abstraction, for
beneath the visible world of the senses, which most people
believe is substantive, there is a dynamic, invisible reality of pro-
tons, electrons, and hadrons in constant movement, transforma-
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tion, and mutation. “While the world produced by science, the
technical, industrial world, is growing more materialistic,” he
wrote, “science itself is growing more immaterial.” If that be the
case, if theoretical subatomic physics was dissolving the per-
ceived world of mere stuff before our eyes; if Sir James Jeans was
correct in saying that the real structure of reality is more like a
great thought than a machine driven by matter and if Sir Arthur
Eddington did not err in remarking that “the external world of
physics has become a world of shadows. In removing our illu-
sions we remove substance, for indeed we have seen that sub-
stance is one of the greatest of our illusions”; if all of this is
credible, then Toomer can say—and does dare to say—that “the
existence of the body, like the existence of the soul, is a matter of
belief.” This observation would no doubt please metaphysician
Joel S. Goldsmith, who, in Living Between Tiwo Worlds, wrote,
“The mystery is not how a material world came about, but
rather the discovery that it never did.”

From the first of Essentials’s aphorisms to the last we find
one underlying message expressed again and again: “whatever
is, is sacred.” That conviction, that reverence for all life, made
Toomer, at his core, a religious artist—“Religion is that which
relates one to oneself and to all other existences,” he wrote—
who during his intellectual odyssey glimpsed that no writer can
produce great, lasting literature from a fragmented, unexam-
ined life. He continues: “One must become a man before he can
be an artist.” It also made him one of the most valuable—and
moral—black poet-philosophers of the twentieth century, an
artist whose “psychological adventures” paved the way for
many writers who followed in the 1960s and 1970s, when black
naturalistic fiction began to be replaced by stories and novels
that sought to capture the “multiple simultaneous world” that
Toomer had first attempted to chart. For me, he is a spiritual
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brother; a fellow traveler; a co-member of the Buddhist com-
munity or Sangha. A seeker who heroically cleared a path on
which I was blessed to find such works as Oxherding Tale, Mid-
dle Passage, and Dreamer.

For American literature in this century and the next, Toomer
is indeed essential.
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CHARLES JOHNSON

I am a Buddhist. And if I understand Toro Nagashi at all, I
saw this beautiful ceremony, which brought us all together, as
the occasion for two things. First, we floated candlelit paper
lanterns on Green Lake to remember and mourn all the lives
lost because of violence in its many forms. And, secondly, this
event demanded that each and every one of us reflect deeply on
the causes of violence and how we can remove them from our
own lives. This is nor an easy task. It has never been easy because
we live in a culture where different forms of violence have
become recreation and entertainment. Our popular films and
fiction are violent. On our highways we have “road rage.”
Domestic violence against women continues, and we have not
seen the end of hate crimes against people of color and citizens
who are gay. Ethnic and religious violence erupt almost every
day in the Middle East, England, Afghanistan, Africa, and from
coast to coast in America, where some people see the emotion of
“anger” as being righteous and justified.

I believe this ceremony helped us to understand that a// forms
of violence—which arise from anger, hatred, and fear—are wnac-
ceptable for a civilized people. Toro Nagashi asks us to imagine
the unimaginable: What would it be like if we could somehow live
a nonviolent life twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Vio-
lence is not only physical. It is also psychological and verbal. Vio-
lence can exist in our spirits. Violence can appear wherever and
whenever our own egos lead us to believe that we and our des-
tinies are separate from others. Violence appears when we speak
harshly to or about others. In other words, violence first begins in
the mind when we think dualistically, and when we forget that
everyone on earth simply wants the same two things that we
want—happiness and to avoid suffering.

There is a very old Buddhist idea that I believe this cere-
mony represented. It is known as the Four Right Procedures.
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CHARLES JOHNSON

it was difficult to resist the temptation to make new catalogs for
almost every field and discipline. Thus, we also had Sacred Fire:
The QBR 100 Essential Black Books, edited by Max Rodriquez,
founder of Quarterly Black Review of Books, which contains my
foreword; as well as the Modern Library’s “100 Best English-
Language Novels,” which contains only three black works of fic-
tion (Native Son, Invisible Man, and Go Tell It on the Mountain);
and the American Film Institute’s “100 Top American Films,” a
much-publicized list that included not a single motion picture
written, directed, or produced by persons of color.

Of all these lists the Modern Library’s nonfiction catalog is
the most instructive for black intellectuals. Out of one hundred
books only seven are by African-Americans. These are Up from
Slavery by Booker T. Washington, Black Boy by Richard Wright,
Notes of a Native Son by James Baldwin, The Souls of Black Folk
by W. E. B. Du Bois, The Autobiography of Malcolin X by Alex
Haley and Malcolm X, Why We Can’t Wait by Martin Luther
King Jr., and Shadow and Act by Ralph Ellison. To be sure, these
texts are among the most influential, discussed, and debated
books in black literature since 1901. No one can doubt that they
have been foundational—indeed seminal—for any and all dis-
cussions of race for the last five generations.

But compare now these “black” titles to the ones by white
authors on the Modern Library listing. William James explores
The Varieties of Religious Experience; John Maynard Keynes
offers The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money;
G. E. Moore gives us Principia Ethica; and Lewis Thomas
explores The Lives of a Cell. Readers would have to be blind not
to see that the intellectual commerce represented by white
authors ranges over all possible subjects and phenomena—from
mathematics (Principia Mathematica) to literary criticism
(Aspects of the Novel), history (The Making of the Atomic Bomb)
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CHARLES JOHNSON

and very comfortable careers. The black “public intellectual,” as
he or she has been recently called, enjoys in America a celebrity
hitherto unknown to predecesors like sociologist E. Franklin Fra-
zier and Charles S. Johnson. He is called upon to comment, on
television or radio or in the newspapers, on every new wrinkle in
black life, whether that be the controversy over Ebonics, the
death of Tupac Shakur, the O. ]J. Simpson trial, a recent comment
by Nation of Islam leader Louis Farrakhan, the “black take” on
President Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky, or some other
event in the African Diaspora, though clearly his opinions out-
side his field of specialization carry no more weight than those of
the proverbial man on the street—and seldom (if ever) is he
asked to speak with professional authority on scientific, techno-
logical, religious, or nonracial international affairs that affect the
state of the republic. Those are still the province of white and,
lately, Asian scholars.

As you may have noticed I’ve been placing sneer quotes
around the word #ntellectual. This is not to denigrate our cultural
workers today but to indicate that it is important to distinguish
between scholars and intellectuals. When asked to define the lat-
ter, Bertrand Russell once replied, “I have never called myself an
intellectual, and nobody has ever dared to call me one in my
presence. . . . I think an intellectual may be defined as a person
who pretends to have more intellect than he has, and I hope that
definition does not fit me.” Before the twentieth century the
term intellectual most often carried a negative meaning, denot-
ing someone who reduced all knowing to pure reason. Accord-
ing to historian Russell Kirk, such “intellectuals” were
denounced as sophists who overrated the intellect by scholars as
various as Bacon, Hume, and Coleridge. The true scholar, we
come to see, is a man or woman of genuine epistemological
humility, someone who realizes that what we know, as Russell
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CHARLES JOHNSON

discipline, solves a problem, or clarifies a question in his field,
quite often a question that others in his area are laboring day
and night, worldwide and competitively, to answer (as, for
example, the way Watson discusses the progress of scientific dis-
covery in The Double Helix). And these are objective contribu-
tions, ones that everyone in a given field can agree upon, black,
white, or otherwise.

Now, I would do wrong—and [ would lie—if I were to sug-
gest that race-related scholarship has no value. On the contrary,
this research is profoundly important, particularly in America,
where the evolution of this republic—from the moment twenty
blacks arrived at Jamestown on a Dutch ship to the triumphs of
the Civil Rights Movement—is indebted to countless economic,
cultural, and political contributions from people of African
descent. Yet, tragically, so much of this marginalized history is,
as the late, great Ralph Ellison might put it, still “invisible.”
Often, when speaking to audiences in America, [ ask them to try
this imaginative thought experiment: remove black people from
America’s past. Remove them rotally. What remains? Suddenly,
members of the audience realize, after performing this phe-
nomenological variation, that the 244 years of our history that
involved the institution of slavery (1619 to 1863), the American
Revolution, the Civil War, and U.S. history since Reconstruc-
tion become not only hopelessly unintelligible but patently
inconceivable.

As a student of (black) American history since the 1960s, I
have, therefore, always felt indebted to our scholars who did the
difficult, “shoes-in-the-dirt” intellectual labor on which our
efforts today rest—outstanding figures such as John Hope
Franklin, Zora Neal Hurston (to name but two), and especially
that towering genius W. E. B. Du Bois, in whom, if we pause for
just a moment to appreciate the magnitude of his achievements,
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CHARLES JOHNSON

founding Right on righteousness and Truth on the unham-
pered search for Truth.

It is clear from these words that Du Bois, like many men of
his era, believed that the work of the mind was, first and fore-
most, a moral work. And that art and scholarship were the fruit
of one’s entire being, which involved the life of the spirit, the
Feeling Heart (as he phrased it in his 1923 speech “Criteria of
Negro Art”), and the intellect. Compare his words—this wis-
dom—to a passage in Orestes Brownson’s address “The
Scholar’s Mission,” delivered in 1843 at Dartmouth College:

I understand by the scholar no mere pedant, dilettante, lit-
erary epicure or dandy; but a serious, robust, full-grown
man; who feels that life is a serious affair, and that he has a
serious part to act in its eventful drama; and must therefore
do his best to act well his part, so as to leave behind him, in
the good he has done, a grateful remembrance of his hav-
ing been. He may be a theologian, a politician, a naturalist,
a poet, a moralist, or a metaphysician; but whichever or
whatever he is, he is it with all his heart and soul, with high,

noble—in one word—religious aims and aspirations.

Scholars of the caliber of Du Bois, and our other intellectual
predecesors, would be enormously discouraged, I believe, by the
thinness of black letters today, by our most visible “public intel-
lectuals” allowing themselves to become simply entertainers in
an amusement society, and certainly by the sparse representa-
tion of black Americans in the most demanding fields of study.
Yet we must acknowledge that in general, and on the whole, the
American academic zeitgeist is hardly constituted these days to
produce a Du Bois or a William James. Look at the report “The
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Dissolution of General Education 1914-1993,” released in 1997
by the National Association of Scholars at Princeton, which
found that in 1914 almost 90 percent of American colleges
made an introductory course in history mandatory—in 1993
only 2 percent of colleges did so. Philosophy courses suffered as
well, dropping from more than 75 percent of colleges in 1914
having them as requirements to just 4 percent in 1993.

While I am no fan of author Dinesh D’Souza’s book The End
of Racism (1995), I am convinced we must pay attention to the
startling research he presents on the distribution of blacks in
fields that require an analytic and quantitative approach to phe-
nomena. His numbers are taken from National Academy Press’s
Summary Report 1992: Doctorate Recipients from United States
Universities. There, we discover that in the early 1990s only five
black mathematicians were at America’s twenty-five top-ranked
universities, and that less than 2 percent of this nation’s scien-
tists are black. D’Souza, being no friend of black people, pulls
no punches. For doctorates earned by various groups in 1992,
he provides the following breakdowns:

Whites Asians Hispanics Blacks Native

Americans
Mathematics 423 51 12 4 2
Computer Science 376 86 8 S 2
Physics and Astronomy 7202 92 30 7 6
Chemistry 1,211 132 42 17 6
Engineering 1,874 447 72 48 11

Biological Sciences 3,043 262 101 61 13

D’Souza adds to the depressing numbers above the observa-
tion, “Remarkably, nearly one-half of all black doctorates were
in a single field, education, with most of the rest in fields like
social work and sociology. In a long list of specialized areas, such
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as algebra, geometry, logic, atomic physics, geophysics, paleon-
tology, oceanography, biomedical engineering, nuclear engi-
neering, cell biology, endocrinology, genetics, microbiology,
geography, statistics, classics, comparative literature, archaeol-
ogy, German language, Italian, Spanish, Russian, accounting,
and business economics, in 1992 there were no blacks who
earned doctorates in the United States.”

The weak black representation in the scientific and techno-
logical fields that will dominate the dawn of the twenty-first cen-
tury tells us that, as a people, our greatest challenge is to create
and sustain a new black culture that nurtures a passion for
knowledge for its own sake. In America, in the past century, black
culture has produced an overabundance of athletes and enter-
tainers, indeed, even a surplus of lawyers and people with
degrees in the “soft” sciences (ethnology, sociology, psychol-
ogy); the objective of the next century should be, if we are wise,
the development of a generation of black scholars capable of
speaking with authority and enthusiasm on any and all subjects
that define the human condition. In other words, the responsibil-
ity for the intellectual vigor of our lives in the next one hundred
years will not rest with a handful of public pundits and
spokespersons, but with ourselves. We must establish, culturally,
a passion for learning in our children from the moment they are
able to speak. In our schools—and in our social lives—we must
reward and hold up as role models the eggheads and nerds, the
overachievers and driven, type A personalities. Personally, I don’t
think it would be a bad idea for our churches to create something
equivalent to the Jewish bar mitzvah, that coming-of-age cere-
mony in which a thirteen-year-old boy or girl is publicly
embraced as a member of the community, but only after he or
she has spent a year in preparation, studying a lengthy section of
the Torah that they will be called upon to recite before their con-
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CHARLES JOHNSON

death in chapter 27) that plagued fiction published in serial
form—in Stowe’s case, as forty-five weekly installments in the
antislavery paper The National Era. (March 20, 1852, was the
publication date for the installments as a novel.) Though her
novel bears thematic iterations and dramatic redundancies, we
should not fault her for these excesses, for it would be another
half century before novelists were liberated from the demands of
serialization to pursue economy, internal coherence, and a more
careful aesthetic design. What Uncle Tom’s Cabin lacks in concin-
nity it more than makes up for by being fully imagined and
deeply felt.

As a novelist and literary critic, I must confess that I find
Stowe’s tale, despite its technical flaws, to be an at times impres-
sive, genre-blending amalgam of ahistorical romance, antislav-
ery agitprop, adventure yarn, Dickensian humor, and Christian
allegory. The book brims with vivid characters now deeply
inscribed in America’s racial iconography. (Indeed, these are the
very images that I have fought, futilely, to correct and to change
for the last thirty years in my own fiction.) It is a classic page-
turner, one that masterfully employs the centuries-old strategy
of running two story lines simultaneously as it moves back and
forth between Eliza’s desperate flight north to Canada and
Uncle Tom’s descent deeper into a life of lesions and lacerations,
and finally to his Golgotha on Simon Legree’s farm. As we fol-
low their trajectories from Kentucky, Stowe introduces us to a
“corps de ballet,” as she calls it, that represents a remarkably
broad slice of America’s population in the mid nineteenth cen-
tury, Northerners and Southerners, women and men, aristo-
cratic and lower-class whites, and a diversity of house and field
servants.

There is the mulatto genius George Harris, inventor of a
hemp-cleaning machine, who, like Frederick Douglass, was
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CHARLES JOHNSON

Uncle Tom, a gentle, profoundly religious slave who is always
the spiritual and moral superior of the three white men who
successively own him.

So, yes, pure storytelling is alive, well, and truly vibrant on
these pages from the antebellum era. We cannot stop reading
until, by heaven, we know what hand destiny, in the form of Har-
riet Beecher Stowe, deals them. What will become of Eliza and
George? Will Uncle Tom ever be reunited with his family as a free
man? A contemporary writer experiences Stowe’s bottomless
talent for invention with just a twinge of professional envy.

However, we also find on these pages a portrait of black peo-
ple that, from a twenty-first-century perspective, is ineluctably
racist. And truly beyond salvage. Stowe is at pains to present an
attractive image of blacks, arguing that the African is as fully
human as the Anglo-Saxon, a point that surely needed to be dri-
ven home again and again and yet again to whites in her time
(and for a century thereafter). However, Stowe’s interpretation of
the “nature” of Negroes is her novel’s central and most self-
destructive flaw. It simply replaces one racist stereotype with
another that is equally condescending and unacceptable. Yet it is
a flaw, a lack of epistemological humility, that teaches us much
about the trouble white Americans typically have with under-
standing the racial or cultural Other i /Aus own terms. (This is now
a problem that American “infidels” have, hugely, with under-
standing Islam and the Middle East after September 11, 2001.)

In at least fifteen authorial proclamations, Stowe breathlessly
informs her readers that blacks are “naturally patient, timid and
unenterprising.” They are affectionate, have an indigenous talent
for cooking, and are more moved by religious feeling than the
Anglo-Saxon because “unquestioning faith . . . is more a native
element to this race than any other.” Their kind nature is “ever
yearning toward the simple and childlike,” which is exactly how
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and by the nagging sense that not only have whites lived an illu-
sion since 1619 when the first Africans arrived at Jamestown,
but what is even worse, if their religion is right, they have con-
demned their own souls and those of their children to eternal
damnation. (This novel, said James Baldwin, “is activated by
what might be called a theological terror, the terror of damna-
tion.”s) It is this electrifying “moral” or, if you prefer, Christian
clarity regarding the evils of slavery and racism that Uncle Tom’s
Cabin injected for the first time into the discourse of white
America, and in that lies the mixed, parunal triumph of Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s most famous book.

One hundred and fifty years after its publication, Uncle Tom’s
Cabin can still serve us, though not in the way that Stowe and her
admirers intended. It invites us to discuss whether a white author
can successfully portray a black person n his own terms, instead
of through the distorting, fun-house mirror of white, Eurocentric
ideas about people of color. I have studied white depictions of
those of African descent in American culture now for half a cen-
tury, and not ornce in fifty years have I seen the complexity and
multifaceted character of my people rendered by white authors in
a way I could honestly identify with, or find compelling for its
fidelity and veracity. Don’t get me wrong. Admirable attempts
have been made by whites to “capture” the racial Other. For
example, Sinclair Lewis talked with and carefully listened to
black people, as well as studied the files of the NAACP in the
1940s, before he wrote Kingsblood Royal. The rich, cultural diver-
sity of the world in which we live demands that we, as writers,
forever strive—with empathy and epistemological humility—to
grasp something of the Other’s Lebenswelt or “Life-world,” as
phenomenologists put it, and always with the understanding that
what we think we “know” is highly provisional. If one works in
this spirit, I think it is possible for the white portraits of blacks to
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CHARLES JOHNSON

read him with jealousy, because everything one could want in a
novel is here: humor, suspense, black history (that is, American
history) from which Ellison’s inexhaustible imagination teases
forth truth from beneath mere facts, fuguelike prose, medita-
tions on the nature of perception, and a rogues’ gallery of char-
acters so essentially drawn that in their naked humanity we can
recognize their spirits in our contemporaries fifty years after the
book’s publication.

Added to that, and perhaps most impressive of all, Ellison’s
expansive rite of passage is the very idea of artistic generosity.
Its exuberant, Hegelian movements gracefully blend diverse lit-
erary genres and traditions, from Mark Twain to William
Faulkner, from the slave narrative to the surrealistic Kafkaesque
parable, from black folklore to Freud, forever forcing us to see
in the novel’s technique the spirit of democracy. Spanning
South and North, it traces the comic progress of a nameless
black student from a state college aswim in the contradictions of
Booker T. Washington’s reliance on white philanthropy, to New
York, where Marxists and black nationalists are engaged in a
Harlem turf war.

And, as if this were not enough, Ellison gave our age a new
metaphor for social alienation. His definition of “invisibility” is
so common now, so much a part of the culture and language—
like a coin handled by billions—that it is automatically invoked
when we talk about the situation of American blacks, and for
any social group we willingly refuse to see.

In the late 1960s when I was a college student and came of
age in an anti-intellectual climate thick with separatist argu-
ments for the necessity of a “black aesthetic,” when both Ellison
and poet Robert Hayden were snubbed by those under the spell
of black cultural nationalism, and when so many black critics
denied the idea of “universality” in literature and life, I stum-
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TURNING THE WHEEL

bled upon Invisible Man and spent three memorable nights not
so much reading as dreaming, absorbing, and being altered by
his remarkable adventure of ideas and artistic possibility,
though I knew—at age twenty—I was missing far more than I
grasped.

But each time I returned to Ellison’s overrich book, teaching
the novel many times over twenty-five years, I found new imag-
inative and intellectual portals to enter, more layers of meaning
to peel away. Of the thousands of American novels I have read,
his has been the most reliable guide for giving a young writer full
access to his ethnicity and his Yankeeness. The social and spiri-
tual dangers depicted in Invisible Man, the various forms of self-
inflicted “‘blindness,” and the intricacies of racial collision are so
exhaustively treated in this single, metamorphic machine of a
book that every ten years or so we are obliged to check our cul-
tural progress and failures against its admonitions.

Despite his groundbreaking achievements, the awards with
which he was showered when Invisible Man was published, and
the direction his work gave to a generation of black writers who
came of age in the 1960s, Ellison’s novel has often presented too
severe an intellectual and moral challenge for readers reluctant
to abandon simplistic formulas about race in America. Indeed,
his book once inspired rage. In his 1952 review, writer John
Oliver Killens said, “The Negro people need Ralph Ellison’s
Invisible Man like we need a hole in the head or a stab in the
back. . .. It is a vicious distortion of Negro life.” Equally critical
was Amiri Baraka, who dismissed Ellison as a middle-class
Negro for his insistence that mastery of literary craft must take
priority over politics in a writer’s apprenticeship. For Ellison
that apprenticeship included T. S. Eliot as well as Langston
Hughes, Pound and Hemingway alongside Richard Wright,
Gertrude Stein and Dostoyevsky together with the blues.
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CHARLES JOHNSON

Fortunately, Invisible Man can also be enjoyed on the level of
rousing entertainment, as a thrilling odyssey that follows a naive
but ambitious young man through an entire universe of unfor-
gettable characters and events. There is Mr. Norton, one of the
white founders of a black college—a trustee of conscious-
ness”’—who believes Negroes are his “fate” and discovers his
deepest fears and desires mirrored back at him by Jim True-
blood, a black sharecropper who has committed incest. No less
startling is Dr. Bledsoe, the sinister administrator of a school
that features a “bronze statue of the college Founder, the cold
Father symbol, his hands outstretched in the breathtaking ges-
ture of lifting a veil that flutters in hand, metallic folds above the
face of a kneeling slave; and I stand puzzled,” says Ellison’s pro-
tagonist, “unable to decide whether the veil is really being lifted,
or lowered more firmly in place; whether I am witnessing a rev-
elation or a more efficient blinding.”

On and on they come: mythic characters spun from the
social paradoxes of the uniquely American belief in (and failure
to achieve) equality—ILucius Brockway, the black laborer
installed in the bowels of Liberty Paints, the “machine within
the machine”; Brother Jack, leader of an organization dedicated
to “working for a better world for all people,” but racist to its
core and eager to eliminate people “like dead limbs that must be
pruned away” if they fail to serve the group’s purpose; and Ras
the Exhorter, a Harlem demagogue encapsulating in one power-
ful figure Afrocentric thought from Marcus Garvey to Malcolm
X to, even today, Leonard Jeffries (“You t’ink I’'m crazy, it is
c’ase I speak bahd English? Hell, it ain’t my mama tongue,
mahn. I’'m African”)—all of them blind, Ellison says, to his pro-
tagonist’s humanity, his individuality, and the synthetic, creoliz-
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TURNING THE WHEEL

ing process long at work in this country, making each and every
one of us, whether we like it or not, a cultural mongrel.

That underlying experience, which so many in the universe of
Invisible Man fail to see, is delivered by Ellison in several aston-
ishing scenes most novelists would give their firstborn children to
have created. One is the cryptic paint factory episode, where
“Optic White” is mixed with ten drops of black “dope,” which is
expected to disappear into the “purest white that can be found,”
but instead reveals a “gray tinge”’—a blending of the two into one
that changes the identity of both. Another is the masterful Harlem
eviction scene in which the possessions of an old black couple
thrown onto the street become a doorway for experiencing black
history from the Civil War forward. A third, the most striking
episode of all, is the Rinehart section, at once hilarious and pro-
found as it dramatizes the polymorphous character of human see-
ing, the fluidity of the self, and portrays “history’ as a mental
construct beyond which lies “a world . . . without boundaries.”

As might be expected, appreciating the achievement of Elli-
son’s fiction inevitably means taking seriously both the singular
aesthetic position that makes it possible and his notion of the
Negro’s crucial role in this country’s evolution—an understand-
ing shared by most of our elders born early in the century.

Read his 1981 introduction to [nvisible Man. In that essay,
Ellison confronts, then triumphantly solves, a problem that had
long haunted the fiction of a young nation known for the strong
anti-intellectual strains in its culture. It is “the question of why
most protagonists of Afro-American fiction (not to mention the
black characters in fiction by whites) were without intellectual
depth. Too often they were figures caught up in the most intense
forms of social struggle, subject to the most extreme forms of
the human predicament but yet seldom able to articulate the
issues which tortured them.”
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TURNING THE WHEEL

Ellisonesque spirit of inclusion, I dedicated my acceptance
speech for the National Book Award in fiction to Ralph Ellison
when my third novel, Middle Passage, won that prize in 1990. It
seemed to me the very least I could do in the presence of an elder
who had forged a place in American culture for the possibility of
the fiction I dreamed of writing. For a man who, when the global
list of the most valuable authors of the twentieth century is finally
composed, will be among those at the pinnacle.
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CHARLES JOHNSON

new identity to black friends he makes after his self-discovery,
Negroes who are (except for one Uncle Tom and a few called
“bad medicine”) the very portrait of dignity, individualism,
decency, intelligence, and compassion—hitherto unknown resi-
dents of Grand Republic whose company Neil comes to prefer
when his own family (except for his wife, Vestal, his daughter,
Biddy, and his sister, Pat) react hysterically to the uncovering of
their black ancestry, and his erstwhile friends, each revealing a
foulness of spirit, make him a pariah. Kingsblood learns racial
oppression firsthand, enduring insults and unemployment. But
when a racist organization called Sant Tabac (“Stop all Negro
trouble, take action before any comes”) begins driving blacks
from Grand Republic and Kingsblood’s execrable neighbors
attempt to evict #zm from their community, he and his new black
friends take up arms against a white mob in the novel’s final
scene. Race traitor Captain Kingsblood has, in effect, returned
to “the great gray republic” from fighting one war in Europe to
find himself again battling fascism, but this time right in his own
backyard.

All in all, Kingsblood Royal is a perennially astonishing book,
for Lewis, a chronicler of American life since 1912, deploys the
full range of his satirical and mimetic gifts, his naturalist’s
fidelity to detail, and his amazingly careful research into black
life to exhaustively catalog the entire gamut of WASP practices
and toxic sociological fantasies. Honesty demands we acknowl-
edge that Lewis absorbed more African-American history than
most blacks knew in 1947 (and probably know today). And, as
if this were not enough, he writes with such devastatingly accu-
rate insights into the absurdity of what W. E. B. Du Bois called
the twentieth century’s central problem, “the color line,” that
after fifty-four years Kingsblood Royal reads as if it might well
have been written yesterday—and by someone with a master’s
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TURNING THE WHEEL

One final observation by Lewis deserves our attention.
“Actually,” he wrote in his 1947 essay, “the ‘race question’ is
only a small part of Kingsblood Royal, but it is the part that will
stand out.” When Lewis, whose earlier works critically examined
a variety of twentieth-century institutions such as the medical
profession (Arrowsmath), organized religion (Elmer Gantry), big
business (Dodsworth), American fascism (It Can’t Happen
Here), and social welfare (Ann Vickers), thought about Neil
Kingsblood, he saw a young man whose “romantic and rather
terrifying courage” had not been blunted by “the banal slickness
of electric refrigerators and tiled bathrooms and convertible
coupes,” in other words, all the detritus of contemporary lives
mired in conformity, lies, materialism, hatred, and anti-intellec-
tualism. He believed “it makes sense to see and try to under-
stand a young man like my hero, kindly, devoted to bridge and
hunting, fond of his pleasant wife and adorable daughter, who
flies off the handle and suddenly decides that certain social situ-
ations, which he had never thought of before, were intolerable.
In order to fight those situations, with a grimness and a valor
probably greater than that of any fancy medieval knight, not
hysterically, but with a quiet and devastating anger, he risks his
job, his social caste, his good repute, his money, and the father
and mother and wife and child whom he loves.”

That “terrifying courage” of the individual confronting the
tyranny and torpidity of the tribe is constantly held up for admi-
ration in his oeuvre and, for Sinclair Lewis, is the deeper—and
perhaps truly universal—meaning of Kingsblood Royal.
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CHARLES JOHNSON

with inventing the modern short story, was a craft that judged all
examples of this form’s success by its “unity of effect.”

Others built upon Poe’s insights, among them critic Brander
Matthews, who, in his essay ‘““The Philosophy of the Short-
Story” (1901), attempted to give an even more precise defini-
tion: “The Short-story fulfills the three false unities of French
classic drama: it shows one action, in one place, on one day. A
short-story deals with a single character, a single event, a single
emotion, or the series of emotions called forth by a single situa-
tion.” From Poe’s attempt to define a form the short story
quickly crystallized (some would say “ossified™) into a formula
that enjoyed enormous popularity with the public and popular-
magazine editors at the turn of the century. Readers hungered
for this quickly digested new fiction; hundreds of how-to books
for writers in the early 1900s were based upon it. Indeed, it’s
influence can be seen most clearly in O. Henry’s fiction, specifi-
cally his story of a classic reversal, “Gift of the Magi.” It is pre-
sent in the work of black America’s first renowned short story
writer, Charles Chesnutt (read “The Wife of His Youth™), in
“The Monkey’s Paw,” and in many of Rod Serling’s scripts for
The Twilight Zone. In other words, so influential and powerful
was this form-become-formula that for many twentieth-century
readers it limned the contours of what a short story must e, and
even today in novels, short stories, motion pictures, television
episodes, and comic books instances of it provide the entertain-
ment values of suspense, surprise, and intensity.

Inevitably, a backlash against the rigidity and predictability
of this design had to occur. In his study on American literature,
The Symbolic Meaning, D. H. Lawrence was at times savage in
his criticism of the way Poe’s “philosophy of composition”
mechanized the form of the story to such an extent that life’s
mystery, spontaneity, and vitality were lost (these were crucial
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CHARLES JOHNSON

For Canby, and many others, this “formula is rigid, not plas-
tic as life is plastic. [t fails to grasp innumerable stories which
break the surface of American life day by day and disappear
uncaught. Stories of quiet, homely life, events significant for
themselves that never reach a burning climax, situations that
end in irony, or doubt, or aspiration, it mars in the telling.”

These judgments were shared by such fine storytellers as
Sherwood Anderson. “As for the plot short stories of the maga-
zines,” he wrote in 1924, “those bastard children of de Maupas-
sant, Poe, and O. Henry—it was certain there were no plot short
stories ever lived in any life I had known anything about.” In his
own fiction in Winesburg, Ohio, Anderson rejected the earlier
emphasis on plot-driven storytelling and focused on what he
called a form that more organically “grew out of the materials of
the tale and the teller’s reaction to them.”

We can say, in summary, that the early-nineteenth-century
efforts to define the short story, which placed it on its feet as a
distinct form, led quickly to senility, and that in turn produced
an outcry for reform, specifically for greater artistic freedom, by
the 1920s. This revolt against formalism was, of course, perva-
sive in all the arts after World War I—in poetry’s free-verse
movement, the paintings of Picasso, and the sculpture of Eric
Gill. The Victorian era—and its vision of life—had ended. Just as
a new science was beginning, signaled by the gathering of
twenty-nine physicists to work on quantum mechanics in Brus-
sels, Belgium, in 1927 (nine of the twenty-nine, among them
Albert Einstein, later received Nobel Prizes for their contribu-
tions to quantum theory), so, too, were literary artists redefining
their practice to create a distinctly twentieth-century literature.

Through the use of stream-of-consciousness techniques,
James Joyce achieved a representation of subjective states of
consciousness unequaled before or after Ulysses or Finnegans

< 126 »



0 S T DS T iy

e T 1 RN PR PURE LS T
O T e U
ol A e e gy Yl e G
sk P esickeleil i k. [em p= N Wl U = WL

T et~ m = = - =

I T g S R g
~wmmnly® sl v R e S s s preur Spaeeb R A
i e Sl « =mepniman Qi
St spub g - b ol e G el ey e
Caml sy aal vk pmammieni~es = oy = SulBaiw £fey
g ey IO S At e e Nighh,
ke e LS R (el SRy e R e
Lalopimmhgad vn st A ma il ol ol o e TSk
e L L e ey S
g e wpnlin_ in _gilesy Mex = ¥ T 1 Newieewy 0SSN
e i o T L
S Cems o0 o o = Tt T Bl e 1 ey
O A N e R A | UL e e
W Sebsoms w C o~ oA T Rewm WS S
ey el S, 20 M L f e A e P AT
“um—m

dmt e et el e e e s RS re—m

-a.np—

-a-|-———_~--=-~+$ .k #




CHARLES JOHNSON

would submit that today’s literary fiction has yet to broach either
the complexity and meaning of the scientific discoveries I briefly
cataloged at the beginning of this essay, or the remarkable multi-
cultural texture of the American social world in the late 1990s.

Or beat dead men at what they have done. Again, Hemingway
illuminates how each significant advance in writing need not
involve a new subject. Rather, it is quite enough if that work com-
pletes or expands upon an earlier, flawed performance, or deep-
ens its investigations as Ellison’s many-splendored Invisible Man
opens the subject of black American life in the 1940s to greater
imaginative realms than Wright achieved in Native Son. Ellison’s
book does not “refute” Wright’s novel. Both works are master-
pieces—one of naturalism, the other of surrealism and sumptu-
ous stylistic synthesis. But, yes, Invisible Man, in its multileveled
philosophical explorations, embodied a far greater vision and
wider deployment of zechne than Native Son, the work of Ellison’s
mentor.

Can we speak of literary “progress” in other ways? I believe
we can. When Western audiences became better informed about
the world through the mediums of radio and newscasts and later
television, fiction put aside its nineteenth-century burden of
reportage. While there are readers today who apparently enjoy
this (I know of one professor at Boston University who argued
one night over dinner that what makes Melville’s Moby-Dick a
great novel is the fact that one can learn about whaling from it),
contemporary writers can leave travelogue material to the travel
writers, concentrating instead on creating economical, poetic,
descriptive passages in which each and every image reinforces
character, atmosphere, tone, and event. We can also say that
characterization in twentieth-century fiction advances beyond
much of what appeared in nineteenth-century literature, where
too often characters were defined one-dimensionally by a single,
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CHARLES JOHNSON

writers of the “New Fiction” (and ‘“magical realism™) that
emerged in the 1970s, authors such as John Gardner, Robert
Coover, and John Barth, who deserve credit for developing fresh
strategies for solving the problems of viewpoint, opening our
fiction to exciting new (and sometimes old) ontologies, and for
unsealing a door to “fabulation” closed since the nineteenth
century by the hard-core naturalists. Inside that room of fic-
tional possibilities they found a tale- and yarn-telling tradition
still close to the roots of oral storytelling, where one could dis-
cover philosophical insights in fairy tales, folklore, and myths:
stories about fantastic creatures—golems and grendels—we are
not likely to bump into at the corner supermarket, but in the
New Fiction we could. For in the universe of the mind (and the
college-based New Fiction writers were interested in nothing if
not mind, perception, epistemology), Frankenstein’s monster
and JFK, quarks and Pegasus, Rip Van Winkle and Chairman
Mao all existed side by side as phenomenal objects for con-
sciousness, none more “real” than another in our dreams or
between the covers of a book. It is a fiction conscious of itself as
fiction, and conscious of storytelling’s four-millennia-old tradi-
tions. Indeed, in a post-Wittgenstein-and-Heidegger period, in a
postmodern culture aware of a subatomic world of protons and
electrons in constant motion unknown to the nineteenth cen-
tury, some of the New Fiction’s authors presented “reality” itself
as a cultural construct, an interpretation of experience, a fiction
based on the ensorcelling power of language alone.

To these changes we must add one final instance of progress
that is of enormous importance. Since the 1970s, writers of
color—who for centuries were marginalized or simply ignored—
have irreversibly transformed the social world as it is portrayed
in American fiction. Moreover, their stories depicting black,
Asian, Native American, and Hispanic experiences and history
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CHARLES JOHNSON

novels are banned, and in the antebellum South it was illegal to
teach slaves how to read.) Open any novel. What is there? Black
marks—signs—on white paper. First they are silent. They are
lifeless, lacking signification until the consciousness of the reader
imbues them with meaning, allowing a fictitious character like
Huckleberry Finn, say, to emerge hugely from the monotonous
rows of ebony type. Once this magical act takes place in the mind
of the reader, an entire world appears redivivus, in his con-
sciousness: “a vivid and continuous dream,” as John Gardner
once called it, one that so ensorcells us that we forget the room
we’re sitting in or fail to hear the telephone ring. In other words,
the world experienced within any book is transcendent. It exists
for consciousness alone (Huckleberry Finn exists only as a men-
tal construct, like a mathematical entity). But, as Jean-Paul Sartre
describes so well in his classic work What Is Literature? the rare
experience found in books is the “conjoint effort of author and
reader.” It is dialectical. While the writer composes his “world” in
words, his (or her) work requires an attentive reader who will
“put himself from the very beginning and almost without a guide
at the height of this silence” of signs. Reading, Sartre tells us, is
directed creation. A contract of sorts. “To write is to make an
appeal to the reader that he lead into objective existence the
revelation which I have undertaken by means of language.” Do
you get it? I hope so. For each book requires that a reader exer-
cise his orbific freedom for the “world” and theater of meaning
embodied on its pages to be. As readers, we invest the cold signs
on the pages of Native Son with our own emotions, our under-
standing of poverty, oppression, and fear; then, in what is almost
an act of thaumaturgy, the powerful figures and tropes Wright
has created reward us richly by returning our subjective feelings
to us transformed, refined, and alchemized by language into a
new vision with the capacity to change our lives forever.
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TURNING THE WHEEL

This magic rests in your hands, as readers. It is a power to
co-create and travel through numerous imaginative and intellec-
tual realms that one can invoke at any time, anywhere. A power
that serves democracy itself. If film is a communal experience,
as so many have claimed, then reading is the triumph of the
individual consciousness and human freedom.

However, that freedom we experience in literature is fre-
quently won at a great expense by fiction’s creators. Nonwhite
writers, and the innovators who advanced the novel and story as
disciplines, often had to publish outside the “mainstream” of
American literature at the beginning of their careers. Many black
authors found acceptance for their creations only in black publi-
cations before placing their work with white publishing compa-
nies. It is well known that in the 1920s, a revolutionary period for
Western literature, many authors found their break with the sta-
tus quo forced them into self-publishing. Or some received
recognition first in Europe before their art was lauded at home.
Closer to our own time, “experimental” writers originally
rejected by New York publishers—Ronald Sukenick, Jonathan
Baumbach, Russell Banks, and Clarence Major—founded the
Fiction Collective, a publishing cooperative controlled by writers
themselves, to insure that their unusual and daring ways of telling
stories reached the public. It is a fact that American culture at any
time has been dominated by commercial fiction, which seldom,
if ever, innovates in the ways Hemingway called for. Thus, in
order for their works to see the light of day, our artists of vision
have relied upon small presses and numerous literary journals,
most of which are too poor to pay contributors or reward them
well. Yet it is there that many of tomorrow’s most important
authors are publishing their stories and novel excerpts.

If we hope to see the continued formal and thematic growth
of American literature in this century, it is incumbent upon the
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CHARLES JOHNSON

public to financially support those small presses and “little mag-
azines” that allow unknown and iconclastic writers to break into
print. For twenty years I have insisted upon this with my own
writing students, graduate and undergraduate. Each term I ask
them to subscribe to a literary journal of distinction they would
like their work to appear in, to read that publication for a year,
and by doing so support other artists in their community. This is
but a small gesture we all, as individual citizens concerned about
literary art, can perform.

But more than small gestures are required. Since the late
1960s, the National Endowment for the Arts has each year given
individual fellowships to American writers, invariably young
creators of talent, whose selection is made by a panel of accom-
plished writers who review thousands of submissions. The
grants, I believe, are now at $20,000 each. They buy crucial
writing time for “emerging” talents, who must maintain fatigu-
ing “day jobs” in order to support their art. Unfortunately, the
NEA has in recent years been a lightning rod for controversy,
specifically for projects it funded in the areas of performance
and plastic arts, not literature, that offended the values of con-
servative Americans. Time and again our elected officials in the
House of Representatives have called for the abolition of sup-
porting the arts through the national treasury. The market, they
argue, should determine what art succeeds and what art fails—
the public, in other words, should be allowed to support a per-
formance or simply walk away.

This argument is not without merit, but its proponents fail to
recognize that if the public—the market—at any moment is cho-
sen as the sole arbiter of which artistic works will be supported,
ephemeral fashions and social whims will replace critical stan-
dards. By this standard, we would have lost long ago ground-
breaking novels and stories that were misunderstood in their
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TURNING THE WHEEL

ask myself what a story is or what the rules should be; I just try
to listen to the characters, try to see clearly and vividly what
they’re going to do next, and chase down any thought, any
image, or any impression that arises during the creative process,
even if it contradicts my most cherished ideas and beliefs.

With each new story or novel or essay or screenplay or item
of literary criticism, I’ve always returned to what Buddhists call
beginner’s mind. Each new story shows me what a story can be.
All my early models were from philosophy—where authors like
George Santayana, Miguel de Unamuno, Jean-Paul Sartre, and
William Gass worked on fiction one day, then wrestled with an
essay on epistemology the next. I never developed the ability to
perform a kind of apartheid on creativity; I never learned how to
segregate my interests in fiction, philosophy, history, the visual
arts, and the martial arts because they all struck me as forms of
expression, means for interpretation, and ways of getting at the
truth.

And I'll reveal to you something even stranger.

Waat SHourp One WriTE ABouT?

When I first began writing, I was never interested in writing
about myself. I saw my own daily life as pretty ordinary and bor-
ing and predictable, and [ still like it that way. I much preferred
to tell imaginative stories. In fact, rather than dwell on myself in
my writing, I was more fascinated and intrigued, for example,
by the dilemma of Descartes when I read the following in a book
by Bertrand Russell.

In 1649, Quecen Christina of Sweden became interested in
Descartes’ work, and prevailed upon him to come to
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CHARLES JOHNSON

Stockholm. This Scandinavian sovereign was a true renais-
sance character. Strong-willed and vigorous, she insisted
that Descartes should teach her philosophy at five in the
morning. This unphilosophic hour of rising at dead of
night in a Swedish winter was more than Descartes could
endure. He took ill and died in February 1650.

Rather than autobiography or memoir, it was a tale such as
Descartes’s that sparked my imagination. And I was powerfully
intrigued by the real-life stories I heard in the black world, sto-
ries about the ex-cowboy Charlie Smith who at 137 years old
was the oldest living American in 1978, stories about the strug-
gles of the young Booker T. Washington, or stories about how
the all-black town of Allensworth was founded in California
around the turn of the century. When I was young, these stories
never appeared in my high school and college textbooks, and
they were not in our fiction any more than the life and legacy of
Martin Luther King Jr. has been explored in our imaginative lit-
erature.

Tue WriTeEr AS MIDWIFE

So, naturally, when I began to teach at the University of Wash-
ington in 1976, I was hopeful that perhaps my students would
turn in stories that filled in the gaps in our cultural and intellec-
tual history. I’'m very happy to report that one of my former stu-
dents from the late 1970s, David Guterson, did just that with his
award-winning novel, Snow Falling on Cedars, which by now has
probably sold over a billion copies. I watched him from the time
he was twenty years old. He was dedicated. He was determined
to write well and not about himself. He would take pages of a

<« 140 »
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CHARLES JOHNSON

I’'m glad you told us that.” I asked her why. She said, “Because
now I understand that I don’t want to be a great writer. I just
want to write a few stories and maybe get some of them pub-
lished, and that’s all.”

And I said, “Okay. That is fair. I will do everything possible
to help you reach that goal,” and I did. I would say after teach-
ing thousands of young writers in workshops that 98 percent of
my students enroll for precisely the reasons this young woman
did. No doubt they do learn to be better readers of fiction. And
some of them will go on to publish well, like my former student
Gary Hawkes (a contemporary of Guterson), who is now chair
of the English Department at LLycoming College and had two
novels, Semaphore and Surveyor, published simultaneously in
the summer of 1998. What I’'m saying is that much of my job is
to serve young writers who have strictly commercial ambitions
or simply want to tell stories about their first sexual experiences.

Tuat Same Pror's Abvice
TwenTY YEARS LATER

However, my mission here is to reiterate the obvious, and with
all humility, by saying that if writing teachers do not present stu-
dents with the finest literary work from the past and present as
models for the future, models that they draw from all disci-
plines—history, painting, biography, philosophy, the sciences,
the cultures of the so-called Third World—they will not produce
the David Gutersons of tomorrow. OQur best teachers teach stu-
dents how to write in numerous forms, Western and Eastern,
because these forms are their global inheritance. Good teachers
make you think about why James Alan McPherson says, when-
ever he writes a story, he feels the duty, the moral obligation, to
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CHARLES JOHNSON

slips into postmodernism were, perhaps, a gifted writer’s back-
handed concession to readers reared on the antinovel and sur-
fiction, but the techniques—what they say—may be at war with
Gardner’s belief in “the holiness of things,”’? the belief that
things are not reducible to reflective consciousness—or, if they
are, that their value is greater, not less. His most successful strat-
egy (in my opinion) has been the appropriation of old forms
such as the architechtonic novel (Sunlight Dialogues), fairy tales
(“King of the Hummingbirds”), fables (“Trumpeter”), pas-
torals, and the epic (Fason and Medeia), because these vehicles
are so rich that, by virtue of their having been in circulation for
centuries, new fictions in these forms have the authority lacking
in so much “interior” modern literature. Meaning accumulates in
the form, infuses these fictions with dignity, affirmation, and a
timeless sense of value, which possibly confused readers used to
cynicism and, I suspect, accounts for much of the knee-jerk crit-
icism Gardner has received. Regardless, he was our most inven-
tive, prolific, and controversial writer of serious fiction. He is the
only writer today whose fictions offer us the achievements of the
past—artistic and metaphysical—as models for the future.
Unfortunately, Gardner’s ideas on art cannot be systemati-
cally argued, at least not in my view. And they are threatened on
two sides: by philosophers who will dismiss them as unclear, and
by writers who feel their freedom is in danger. His discussion of
the spiritual crisis in Dante and Sartre is ingenious, his public
scrap with William Gass on the nature of words an important,
friendly feud that concretely relates the major philosophical
problem of our time—language—to literary practice, but his
essay, despite its energy and the power of Gardner’s prose, too
often fails to clearly define its crucial terms. It vastly oversimpli-
fies (as Gardner knew and said in his later interviews) the com-
plex relation between society and art, consciousness and
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CHARLES JOHNSON

no appeal to a pre-established “reality” can affirm or deny.
Nature arbitrates nothing. Insofar as facts exist at all in nature,
they carry an ensemble of meanings. Everyone is wrong. Every-
one is right. In this case, it is bad form to even ask what is moral.
The liberal-humanist tradition embraces this belief in the multi-
plicity of truths, this polymorphous side of perception—as does
phenomenology—but the built-in danger is that it leads, often,
to what Gardner calls “pseudomorality” (delight in the most
bizarre perspective, like that of Jean Genet, as the truth) and the
destruction of a shared world of standards to bind us to the
things we love. Plato, to resolve this, proposed a perfect, Par-
menidian realm of meaning in which we “participated” imper-
fectly; Hegel (who was not always wrong) suggested the world
was becoming truthful as we argued about it, and that the totality
of our perspectives delivered the Whole, which remained a mys-
tery until the end of history, or until (maybe) we won a seat in
heaven; and Edmund Husserl, a mathematician-philosopher,
who read little Hegel but hated the consequences of ambiguity,
settled on the somewhat shaky concept of “empathy” (Ewmfiikh-
lung) to bridge subjectivities. Gardner, too, finds empathy to be
a link between subjects, Leibnizian monads, when he discusses
“character” as the most important element in fiction.

To write well, for Gardner, is to obliterate for the duration of
your fiction your own pettiness, to surrender your prejudices in
order to seize another man’s way of seeing—his truth, the way
the world appears to Aim, then faithfully present it in the story.
In this way he modifies Aristotle’s notion of mimesis: “Would she
lift the coffee cup?”™* (For classic mimesis to work, we must first
agree on what s before it can be imitated; since we are in strong
disagreement on the Real, and have abandoned the idea that
nature’s meaning is pregiven, the artist is obliged, then, to recon-
struct as best he can perspectives on the Real.) When he calls the
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TURNING THE WHEEL

process of fiction “‘moral,” it is because we, as writers, do believe
in the interchangeability of standpoints and find it necessary to
transport ourselves over there into a body inhabited by someone
else (every “over there” is potentially a “here” for us), adopting,
as he does for James Page in Ocrober Light, the book where
Gardner truly excels at characterization, the limitations and
weaknesses of someone we care enough about to fictionalize,
particularly at the moment he faces an incident that challenges
his beliefs. Some may see this as no more than an exercise in the
imagination—Gardner’s “What Kind of Smoke Are You?”
game—but it is philosophically sound. It is a fundamental axiom
of the social world that “If I were there, where he is now, then I
would experience things in the same perspective, distance, and
reach as he does. And, if he were here where I am, he would
experience things from the same perspective as 1.3 We throw
ourselves with a character toward his projects, divest ourselves
of our own historically acquired peculiarities, and reconstruct
his world.® This is difficult. This is dangerous, for what the
author believed before starting his story—the point he wanted
to make—will, in all likelihood, be severely modified. (But isn’t
this exactly the process of truth?) Since we write fiction, not
essays or autobiography disguised as fiction, this process is often
most interesting when men explore the meaning (being) of phe-
nomena from the viewpoint of women; when blacks write about
whites, and whites about blacks. But you are saying, “It is arro-
gant for a white writer to think he can adopt a black point of
view!” We see the Other’s eyes, but we cannot see through his
eyes. Because one consequence of the breakdown in standards is
the belief that we can’t have someone else’s toothache, or know
her well enough to decide if she’d lift the cup, it is necessary to
say one more thing about the relativity of truth and our differing
“subjective worlds.”

JAS8 »



CHARLES JOHNSON

Empathy is a fine moral idea, as far as it goes, but it does not
say what we all have to admit, sooner or later, about truth’s vari-
ation among subjects. If you go deeply enough into relativity,
you encounter the transcendence of relativism; in philosopher
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s terms, “to retire into oneself is to
leave oneself.”” Why is this so? Because what we have are, not
different worlds, but instead innumerable perspectives on one
world; and we know that when it comes to the crunch, we share,
all of us, the same cultural Lifeworld—a world layered with
ancestors, predecessors, and contemporaries. To think this
world properly is to find that all our perspectives take us directly
to a common situation, a common history in which all meanings
evolve.® Merleau-Ponty writes in Adventures of the Dialectic:

My own field of thought and action is made up of imper-
fect meanings, badly defined and interrupted. They are
completed over there, in the others who hold the key to
them because they see sides of things that I do not see, as
well as, one might say, my social back. Likewise, I am the
only one capable of tallying the balance sheets of their lives,
for their meanings are also incomplete and are openings
onto something that I alone am able to see. I do not have to
search very far for the others: I find them in my experience,
lodged in the hollows that show what they see and what I
fail to see. Our experiences thus have lateral relationships
of truth: all together, each possessing clearly what is secret
to the other, in our combined functionings we form a total-
ity which moves toward enlightenment and completion. . ..

We are never locked in ourselves.®

Fiction, truly responsible storytelling, is, therefore, a we rela-
tion. It exhibits this richness of sense; it strives for interpretative
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TURNING THE WHEEL

completeness as the writer (like an actor) adopts the role and real
place of each character. A “moral fiction,” then, may do no more
than rotate around various perspectives, treating each truth as if
it were the truth (which it is for a character) and settle on no
position at all. Showing us different, new ways of seeing may,
after all, be enough for a work of art—it is certainly true to expe-
rience, insofar as it shows meaning to be historical, evolving,
changing; but I think John Gardner was asking for more than
this.

Even if each interpretation has its integrity, is it possible that
some are, so to speak, more equal (or better) than others? Now
we step into deeper waters. If you enjoy Dickens, while I enjoy
Ed Bullins, there is little trouble—we will fight for each man’s
right to his own viewpoint; but if you tell me we should all write
like an Englishman who seems as comfortable in the world as in
his living room, then I shall feel there is something wrong with
you. Or, putting this another way, a Thrasymachus (or Robert
Ringer) turns to nature and is rewarded by the perception that
self-interest is the dominant sense of things—he teaches us, [
suppose, a truth, but should we give the man a chorus? Gard-
ner’s answer is clearly, no. The question is: If nature allows a per-
spectival slant on meaning, and if the writer’s first job is to
abandon prejudice and lose himself in this embarrassment of
rich interpretative material provided by his characters—by the
world—how then can any one be more “moral” than the others?

Gardner’s claim is that the moral perspective is the “life-
affirmative” one, that you shouldn’t suppress Thrasymachus,
which is surely immoral—you must at least accept his report on
the Real as a truth of his orientation (even this may be more
than Gardner might have-granted on a bad day)—but you must
balance Thrasymachus with a report that simultaneously
acknowledges the fact of disintegration and allows us to affirm
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TURNING THE WHEEL

Gardner often did, the ideal of systematic thought and turn to a
softer form of persuasion: namely, description, which both phi-
losophy and fiction share as a tool for unlocking truth.

11

In 1968, when I was twenty, the dominant themes of the Black
Arts Movement, the “cultural wing” of the Black Power Move-
ment, were paranoia and genocide. The “evidence” for a black
American Holocaust seemed irrefutable. On the historical side,
three centuries’ worth of documentation—slave narratives, new
histories such as those of Stanley M. Elkins, Eugene Genovese,
and Cruse’s The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual—drove home the
sense that black history was, had always been, and might always
be a slaughterhouse: a form of being characterized by stasis,
denial, humiliation, dehumanization, and “relative being.” If you
didn’t believe this—couldn’t see it—one reading of One Hundred
Years of Lynching would nail down the fact that our ancestors
were reduced to a state of thinghood, and that this was Amer-
ica’s master plan for all nonwhite people; you had only to ask
your parents and great-uncles, late at night on the back porch,
about their lives, and they told, each in turn, tales of horror in
the South, then the North. Richard Wright, we suspected, had
not been wrong in giving his novel Lawd Today, a Joycean por-
trayal of one day in the life of Jake Jackson, the working title The
Cesspool.

In the contemporary world, children were dynamited in
black churches, militants and pacifists both were murdered in
their sleep, or blown off balconies, or set up by the FBI, or
imprisoned daily—it was a period when John A. Williams could
write powerfully of the secret “King Alfred Plan” to contain
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CHARLES JOHNSON

on a hard wooden bench between my parents, both wearing their
go-to-meeting best, and I remember asking my mother what this
particular song was about. “Just listen,” she said, gently elbowing
me into silence as the choir sang James Weldon Johnson’s words,
her voice filling suddenly with the sort of respect she reserved for
things hymnal and holy. “T#his,” she informed me, “is the Negro
national anthem.”

This, her tone said, is important.

Mom’s explanation that Sunday morning, and her reaction,
initially brought me more confusion than clarity. Didn’t we, as
Americans, already Zave a national anthem? And why, I won-
dered, did my mother, a bibliophile with the soul of an actress, a
woman who was wonderfully ironic, occasionally cynical, and
capable at times of devastating scorn for whatever she saw as
hypocritical and phony, all but stand up and salute when this
lay’s last lines alchemized the air? Its simplicity was deceptive. In
a way I could not unlock forty years ago, my mother was saying
that it was necessary for me to understand this poem if I wanted
to grasp something essential about her, my father—and myself.

Looking back, I believe now that her affection for this
ineluctable work, which celebrated its hundredth birthday on
February 12, 2000, consisted partly of a profound appreciation
for its perennial, much-honored place in black culture, and
partly of her deeply felt gratitude for the towering figure, the
(Harlem) Renaissance man, who produced it as, in his own
words, “an incidental effort, an effort made under stress and
with no intention other than to meet the needs of a particular
moment.”

James Weldon Johnson is best known for his poetry, his stew-
ardship of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People, and his classic novel about the perils of passing
for white, “The Autobiography of an Ex—Colored Man” (first
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CHARLES JOHNSON

that he read law books in his leisure time and after some twenty
months of doing this became the first black person to pass the
Florida bar exam; that during his graduate study at Columbia
University he began The Autobiography of an Ex—Colored Man,
then completed it while serving as the United States consul in
Venezuela (1906~9) and consul to revolution-racked Nicaragua
(1909-12); that he ran the editorial page of The New York Age, a
black, pro—-Booker T. Washington newspaper; and that, as field
secretary of the NAACP, he increased that organization’s
branches from 68 to 310. Later, in 1920, Johnson became the
NAACP’s first black general secretary and lobbied Congress for
two years for the passage of the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill, which
passed in the House but failed in the Senate.

A luminous life, yes—a cornucopia of creativity. After a
decade at the NAACP, after writing the important cultural study
Black Manhattan (1930), editing landmark Harlem Renaissance
works such as The Book of American Negro Poetry (1922), and
publishing volumes of verse, Johnson accepted the Adam K.
Spence Chair of Creative Literature at Fisk University. His rest-
less intellect, elegant, gentleman’s charm, and protean talents
finally ended in an automobile accident while he was vacation-
ing in Maine on June 26, 1938.

It was early in Johnson’s life, during his years as principal of
the Stanton School in his hometown, that he composed “Lift
Ev’ry Voice and Sing” when he was asked to give an address for
celebrating Lincoln’s birthday. “I began preparing,” he wrote,
“but I wanted to do something else. . . . I talked over with my
brother the thought I had in mind, and we planned a song to be
sung as a part of the exercises. We planned, better still, to have it
sung by schoolchildren—a chorus of 500 voices.”

In Johnson’s brief account of the song’s creation, it was a
hesitant muse that came to him and he groped his way through
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TURNING THE WHEEL

the opening. “I got my first line: Lift ev’ry voice and sing. Not a
startling line; but I worked along, grinding out the next five.” He
gave the first stanza to Rosamond to set to music, then without
pen or paper, “I paced back and forth on the front porch,
repeating the lines over and over to myself, going through all the
agony and ecstasy of creating.” By the time he reached the final,
spiritually drenched stanza, he said,”I could not keep back the
tears and made no effort to do so0.”

“Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” was all he’d hoped it might be
and fit the young Johnson’s nascent aesthetics, which empha-
sized the fusion of Western forms with black content in order to
conjure a new, universal vision of humanity. “I at once recog-
nized the Kiplingesque touch in the two longer lines (of the last
stanza); but I knew that in the stanza the American Negro was,
historically and spiritually, immanent, and I decided to let it
stand as it was written.”

With their assignment for the Stanton School completed, the
Johnson brothers, never ones to rest on their laurels, quickly
moved on to other projects and let, as he wrote in his autobiog-
raphy, “both the song and the occasion pass out of our minds.”
But it is one of the delicious ironies of an artistic life that fre-
quently the work a creator hopes will be his finest achieve-
ment—or his legacy—winds up in history’s dustbin while the
“lesser” assignment he did in a day, without looking back,
becomes the gift that captures a people’s American odyssey and
dreams for a century. “The schoolchildren of Jacksonville kept
singing the song,” he later realized. “Some of them became
schoolteachers and taught it to their pupils.” Within two decades
it was de rigueur, “pasted in the backs of hymnals and the song-
books used in Sundays schools, Y. M.C.A’s,” and it was “sung in
schools and churches-throughout the South and in other parts
of the country.” Johnson, who lived to hear it “fervently sung”
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CHARLES JOHNSON

even by white students at Bryn Mawr College, confessed, “We
wrote better than we knew.”

The song’s greatest boost surely came when “Lift Ev’ry
Voice and Sing” was adopted by the NAACP (early in this cen-
tury it was popularly known as the Negro National Hymn), a
fact that guaranteed its wide distribution and longevity, but also
might have contributed to its insouciant reception by some
blacks in the last three decades of the post—Civil Rights era
when the NAACP was seen as bourgeois, old-fangled, and
corny by younger, more militant activists. One hears, for exam-
ple, far more references these days to the seven principles of
Kwanza than to the Negro National Hymn—in fact, the very
word Negro in its title dates it as a pre-1960s document.

However, this song accomplishes the unlikely feat of tran-
scending the age-old antinomies of integrationism vs. black
nationalism, and left vs. right. It wears quite well, one decade
after another, because in some thirty-odd highly compressed
lines Johnson invokes the “gloomy past” of America’s 244 years
as a slave state (1619 to 1863), acknowledging not only this hor-
ror that brought a fledging nation to the Civil War, but also “the
blood of the slaughtered,” the victims of the middle passage and
the Peculiar Institution whose lives, sacrifices, and struggle for
liberation must never be forgotten. But notice this: “Lift Ev’ry
Voice and Sing” does not morbidly dwell on that “dark past,”
like a sick man fingering his wounds, or see it as defining for the
future; it does not catalog in mind-numbing detail every act of
evil and dehumanization visited upon people of African
descent, for blacks in Johnson’s generation (such as W. E. B. Du
Bois) were forward-looking, full of pride and faith in their own
efficacy and genius. No, while the “chast’ning rod” is remem-
bered
Rather, those who sang these words realized they had at last

vividly by blacks in 1900—that past is not paralyzing.
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TURNING THE WHEEL

“come to the place for which their fathers sighed” though the
challenges and dangers they faced as a group were far from
over.

They knew, those who kept this song alive, that America was
their “native land,” indeed, that its history from the colonial
period through Reconstruction was patently inconceivable with-
out their influential presence in the country’s economy, culture,
and politics. In point of fact, they were a new people combining
the promise of both the Old World and this brash, constitutional
republic—“omni-Americans,” in the writer Albert Murray’s
view.Yet in its last heartfelt lines we, as a people, are urged to stay
“in the path” of morality and dignity, to fight on in the name of
freedom but not to lose our souls in that secular quest, to fulfill
the covenant handed to us by our predecessors and remain as
God-fearing as the ancestors we honor “lest our hearts, drunk
with the wine of the world, we forget Thee.”

My mother, I believe, knew these idealistic stanzas spoke—
and would continue to speak—directly to “the souls of black
folk.” And she was, as usual, right in hinting that if I wanted even
a rudimentary understanding of what empowered my father to
sometimes work three jobs in the 1960s to support his family,
what shored up my great-uncle, a general contractor, to build
churches and residences for black people all over the North
Shore area, and what kept her own mother “in the path,” working
indefatigably for the well-being and future of her daughter and
grandchild, then I—like those who had come before me—was
obliged to sing this beautiful song, too. As a boy, I did. And forty
years later, the song is still being sung in schools and churches,
especially in the South. Even my daughter, Elizabeth, who is now
twenty-one, can recite the song, which she was taught while
attending a predominantly white elementary school.

In his preface to The Book of American Negro Poetry, James
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CHARLES JOHNSON

at the end of Reconstruction, near the little town of Abbeville, and
just three years before Booker T. Washington’s Atlanta Compro-
mise address (and the publication of H. G. Wells’s The Time
Machine). His people lived close to the land. They farmed, spent
their winters hunting, and produced everything they needed.
Their water came from a well. Answering nature’s call in the mid-
dle of the night meant a lonely walk outside to a foul-smelling out-
house, one’s feet stepping gingerly to avoid snakes. They put their
children to work at age five, making them fetch things for the
adults and older children as they worked. In their daily lives noth-
ing came easily or was taken for granted, and I am convinced that
as a boy Uncle Will was mightily influenced by Booker T. Wash-
ington’s famous program of self-reliance and his “philosophy of
the toothbrush™ (that cleanliness and meticulousness came in all
things personal and professional). That, and perhaps Thoreau’s
challenging boast in Walden: “1 have as many trades as fingers.”

Like many black pcople who migrated to the North after
World War I, he traveled to Chicago and settled in Evanston, a
quiet suburb, bringing with him nothing more than a strong
back, a quick wit, and a burning desire to succeed against stag-
gering racial odds during the era of Jim Crow segregation. In
Evanston, he discovered that white milk companies did not
deliver to blacks. Always an optimist, a man who preferred hard
work and getting his hands dirty to complaining, building to
bellyaching, Uncle Will responded to racism by founding the
Johnson Dairy Company, an enterprise that did very well, thank
you, delivering milk each morning to black Evanstonians until
the Great Depression brought his company to an end.

When that business failed, Uncle Will worked on a construc-
tion crew until he learned the ropes, then he started his second
venture, the Johnson Construction Company, which lasted into
the 1970s and was responsible for raising churches (Springfield
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CHARLES JOHNSON

As for Will Johnson, well this: I remember him as a bald,
dark-skinned, potbellied, suspender-wearing family patriarch (a
role my father later assumed) who had a pew reserved just for
him in our AME church (he tithed heavily), watched the
evening news on his black-and-white T'V as if it were the oracle
of Delphi (every victory during the Civil Rights Movement
made him cheer the progress blacks were making in the 1950s
and early 1960s), and loved to see his brother’s kids and his
great-nephews and -nieces come over for dinner in the two-
story apartment building he had designed and built himself (he
lived, naturally, on the top floor; he rented the first floor to a
beauty parlor and barbershop, and he had his office, filled with
maps, blueprints, and mysterious [to me] surveying equipment,
in the basement). I remember him once singing to me the nifty
jingle he created for his milk company. To this day I kick myself
for having forgotten it. But I thank whatever powers that be for
delivering to me that lonely milk bottle, which was sealed inside
the wall of a building in downtown Evanston in the thirties
(whoever had it didn’t “wash and return”). A white photogra-
pher who collected curios discovered it when the building was
being remodeled in 1975; he kept it and ultimately returned it to
me as a gift in 1994 in exchange for a signed copy of my novel
Middle Passage after I gave a commencement address at North-
western University (they first asked President Clinton, but when
he didn’t reply, they asked me), one covered by the photogra-
pher, who, when I mentioned my great-uncle, thought to him-
self, “Say, I have that bottle at home!”

Whenever I walk through my living room, passing Uncle
Will’s milk bottle, I can hear the urgency that entered his voice
when he counseled his great-nephews and -nieces to “Get an
education. That’s the most important thing you can do. Lacking
that is the only thing that slowed me down.” He understood—
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CHARLES JOHNSON

aesthetic for black fiction; and, finally, when—after receiving a
MacArthur Fellowship five years ago—I decided to deepen my
life’s long devotion to Buddhism by learning Sanskrit, not at a
university but instead by studying the holy texts of Hinduism
and Advaita Vedanta in the original Devanagari script with a
Vedic priest who lives in Portland, Oregon, and offers private
instruction. As Fortunata put it, whatever you want to learn, there
is someone in America who can teach it to you. Yet with this free-
dom comes a footnote: because we enjoy such liberty, we are
obliged all our lives to give in even greater measure to others.
So I've always seen my American life as an adventure of
learning and growth and service. In this country no individual
or group, white or black, could tell me not to dream. Or censor
me. Or prevent me from laboring until those dreams of artistic
creation and self-improvement became reality. Some tried, of
course, but in America I knew that our passions define our pos-
sibilities. Sometimes when I’m working late at night and walk
from my second-floor study downstairs to the kitchen for a fresh
cup of tea, I see his milk bottle on an end table, and I try to
imagine how Will Johnson must have looked, early in the morn-
ing before sunrise, carrying clinking bottles like this down
empty, quiet streets from one Negro family’s doorstep to
another, hustling to get ahead, to carve out a place for himself
and his loved ones against the backdrop of the New Deal and a
world careening toward war. I wonder how tightly the dreams of
this tall, handsome, industrious black man were tied to these tiny
pint containers. Did other black men tell him he was foolish to
try competing with the white milk companies? Did he stay up
nights wondering, like any entrepreneur (or artist), if he might
fall on his face with nothing to show for his sweat and sacrifices
except spilled milk? If so, then that was just all right. For Amer-
ica guaranteed that he would have the chance to dream again.
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