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- ABSTRACT : e

College Engllsh—teachers—today7-1n~xespeiaiﬁ§:1o e
black writers® demands for a forum, frequently resemble the old '
carpetbaggers, in that their teaching of black literature orn

composition reveals little or no background knowledge of the subject,

with the course often being only a smoke screen for an informal study

in something else. Such exploitation can be avoided, however, if

English teachers with the necessary dual love for subject and student

will become thoroughly acquainted with black literature, sustaining

their studies on the foundation of scholarship and literary

criticism. In the process, both valuable llbrary materials and- hlack

- student interest must be paintained. With a serious appnoach, the

important creative atmosphere may be prov1ded, ~and’ student respect
may be earned. (JH)
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w Robert Lowell once confessed that, as a young man, he too had feared
o . et iya R VR L B
‘Al . the reJec;ion slip. Which is to say, he worrled that none of his poems would
: . . 3 ,

‘fEB——————aeyeL_getmpgblished,7 No@{’gf course, he worries even barder‘beeause'arl,of
) 3 ? a T

them will. Thus was it ever for serious writers. Neglect may be discouraging,
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but too much attention can be downright destructiueii_canempnrary,blaek

writers share in all the usual anx1eties——and add some distinctive wrinkles

n

all their own. Rather than that still small_voice cne must learn, painfully,

~first to hear‘an& then to, trust, the black,writer.is constantly threatened by
‘the'nbise~dur'bulture makes. o | . //4{ ‘
It would be easy enough to fix the blame on others: 4angry>blacks, guilt—

ridden whites, politicians of any color or our favorite whippihg boys,.the

spciologiste. Aﬁbwévei, a meeting of the‘Cdllege English>Associatioﬁ_seems
theipropef.place to suggest that we,haﬁe met the Enemy and they are us. The
. - old carpeﬁbaggers'aniffed oui'the‘possiﬁilitieé-of exploitation and headed ’
South. Their modern:EOunterparts-invade the campuses armed'witH biaek
. anthologies and an eye for the black gold to be made from biack ink. .'In this
_rega:d Eassandra_s~p;ophecy is still good adxiee; Beware of white men- bearing
-gifts! ;Litbrary fasﬁion is; at Best;,a‘sometime thing and,fhisfpiicélly
.speaking, black writers have been'ies ;acrifieial victims. i.see little
f.differenceibetﬁeen the'presiresiwhich made,lsay,éa Paul Lawrence Dunbar:write.'.
dialec;-poems about conteated_darkies-and thoée_wﬁiehviesist'that ange; is
fhe;oﬁly_chord autﬂentic black 1ieerature can stiike.: Like Art itself; presadfe_

>




isbultimately colprlees; hnt'lt-is a very real fact of life.for'eeniring black
writers. To be'sure, as teachers and critics we have.little to say about the
getting and spending that publishers do- our eyes, presumably, are not on the
registers which ring in college gooksheps. But we mdnage to CQntrlbute to.

the general level of noise pollution about black writing nonethelese. We

natch enrcllment flgures, anguish over student evaluatidns and gauge.our
eereers_égainst the prevéiling wlnds. All this may be'a human enouéh respnnse—r

-particularly in view.of'the wretched job market~—but at times, it all sounds

llke an academlc ver51on of the Sunoco ad "I have. a w1fe two kids and I m
3>

""" T comlnb “up for tenures _I_tan“be—vezz—frrendly+““—’—”*‘“_-

Unfortunately, pragmatiSm'is not the whole story. There is a wide stripe

of hutbris as well. We labor under the grand illusion- that teachers of English’
' o ' ® 4 _ ' - v
can make things happen. Auden, you will remember, apparently felt that not

‘even poems could do that; much less the teechere of poetryr But tne ney
cerpethaggers nonld replace one brand of exploitation with.enother; For them,_
rhetoriCé-rather than poetry;-is the real isshe.‘ They can wake us, instantly,
from the nlgntmare ‘that is history, tlgy_can undo 1ts damage. In all the
heady discuSsion about,pld scoresusettled and a better world begun "(right before
our very eyes——in E}g§§_nohlese}), it is hardly surprising that,in%ividnal

, writers}end their-struggles with-language get short shrift.

of canse nothirg either solid or lasting can be built on:such well-
s meaning sand. _Bnt_thgﬁ-is exactly‘the'peint end where-thezold'rub of playlné

~ . . . ' . Y ‘.

the black writer as pawn rears its head/once more. All too often courses in
¢ " -

“black literature have become a convEnient smoke screen’ for hlghly Lnformal

"study" in somethlng else——black consc1ousness ralslng, masochistic wh{i:' T
guilt-letting and a rainbow of encounter therépies.-'The older,de31gnat1 Q\for

" such activities--the dérmitory bull sessions--was probably -a more accurate \,
Q . ’ . : o ’ " . » . ’ i N\




' teachers as well as students—-may be to kaow what we"do'goﬁ know.

description, but one which would look suspicious in.the catalogues of even

‘our most advanced colleges. DBlack literature has a wmore respectable-—-and,

I might add, more temporérx~—ring about it. And when Academia‘'s revolving

- doors spit out the carpetbaggers, courses in black writing will get chucked

o

~out too.

Perhaps‘it isistill not too late for us fo do somethihg about that. I
éubmifnthat to teach blacg literatufe.w;li’requirés éara work a&d God's plén@y \
of real idealism, For all their noble language, the pew c§;p§§baggers are

. : e T
eésentially a cynical lot. 1In a world filled with{&ié;;ted rip-offs, they

respond in the only kind they know. .But the.dual'loye for subject and student

‘which authentic teaching requires is another mattef. Scholars of black

litérgtureﬁ—black and whitgv—have an edge won by long‘yéars 6f dedicated study.
Fér most of us fhis represents an.inveéfment of time énd_energy——to-séy nothing
of tgleﬂtj-which we are uﬁwillihg:andlbr unable to make. Such is’tﬁe stuff_.
of which a healthy .;humility can 1bAe made.  The first difficult ste.p—-.fc.tr

Q

.JIbis’condiﬁ;on; I should quickly add, does not eéfmark one as a "mew

.

carpetbégger" in aiyance{ Teaching black literature with'sympathyfis'not the

same thing as waiIBWing in thathympathetic Fallacy wﬁich has become so

°

‘prominent a feature of our belateHQfesponseg to blacks and women. That is,

one's Qoliticq&.response to the feminist movement or to ghetto .conditions is

not the same thing as the evaluation of an artistic vision. Lo confuse the two

N

is ta do no justice to either. Literature demands a creative sympathy from:
'its audience, one which makes of reading something akin to the imaginative

- act of writing. Besides, the Elack community is wonderfully pituralistic, full

) B - | . R
of attitudes and styles in lively contradiction with one another. To continue:

3

. 'talking,aﬁbut the fblack problem’ in the singular is.tq radicélly-réducg'their
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.Iﬁvaluable material lies there unused and in deterisrating shape because of

humaﬁity'to the level of a banal cliché. -
: ol \ —— . .

The best hope for a sustained interest in.black litevature must re§ﬁ‘on

the foundation of scholarship.and criticism. The Schomberé Collection ‘at the

Harlem Branch -of the New York Public Librafy might be a éood»pléce to begin.

‘

'funding stringencies. Surely the same ‘sources which came to the r&scue of the

Libfary's main branch on Fifth Avenue might be tapﬁed for dollars tn be used

farther uptown. But the sad fact is that those with the academic clout have

more fashionable priorities. To pay lip service to black culture is one thing;

» <

to actively lobby to save their priceless libfary'holdings is a grant of another.

° .

'color. In a similar fashiou'litefary critics have beaten a hasty'fetreat at:

3

a time when an aesthetic foundation for the discussion of black literature is

-

most needed. ‘To‘be sure, academics are not pérticu&arly noted for their courage.

"In Hollywood-melodfémas a timid soul may rise'tolpppose easy targeﬁs-like book'

burners or‘Fascists, but which of us relishes the thought of a toe-to-toe

confrontation with'a militant black about the poetry of Don L. Lee? Here.

discretion appears ‘to be the better part of'valour; white professors back off

[
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with a gingerly attitude nearly matcﬁing éhéir approach-in the first place.

‘A curious attitude from those who claim, on one hand, to love literature and, -

i

on the other, that it is. not worth fighting about, ’

Finally, a word about those constituents conspicuous by theiiAabsence——

namely, the students of black literature, Wﬁatevér else they may be, they
are--alas--a fickle lot. In the last year .or so there has been an apathy
: . . . )
. . . . : N ) - i
about .black studies that must be downright disheartening to those who pinned .
- . r N N .

their academic wagons to this particular star. Now, I am told, black students

- . €3 LI -

~want to be dentists. What are they to Richard Wright'or Richsrd Wright to

. .
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them that they should study him? I am convinced such attitudes will change,

althoﬁgh I am less. confident about timetables than I .used to be. towever,
we can learn at least the wisdom'of'standing firm while the pendulum of

fashion swings. Black literature deserves our best efforts; it needs no

apologists. And if we approach its complexities with seriousness we will
- . ’ = )

realize at least two important by-products: we can help to provide that -

atmosphere Matthew Arnold felt was'essential to créativity‘and wve just may

2

earn the respect of students who have little enough reason to respect us
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these days: .~ .
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