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I HAD BEEN WORKING FOR SOME TIME on a collection of essays about African American literature and U.S. society in the twentieth century when I was invited to give, in the Alain LeRoy Locke series at Harvard’s Du Bois Institute, the talks printed here. The stipulation was that I had to come up with something new, something I was not already at work on that would be published elsewhere. These talks became a kind of dreaming, of looking ahead to a subject I would one day like to pay more attention to: that of the presence of nonwhites in Europe. 


Out There: Mavericks of Black Literature— the title is one of convenience, because independence of vision, a willingness to live out aesthetic choices, personal destinies, are qualities of temperament we might value in any modern writer. Ezra Pound said that most artists fail not from lack of intelligence but from lack of character. When we talk about black writers, especially those from the past, we are, as if by definition, speaking of writers either predisposed or forced to go against the grain. But it is useful to remember that blacks as a people can exert just as much pressure on the individual to conform as any other social group, and that some of the black writers we are now happy to claim lived and worked among us without much honor. What I really mean by mavericks, here, is that each of the three works I talk about has a striking eccentricity of purpose.

J. A. Rogers, born in Jamaica in 1890, published his first book in 1917 but is mostly remembered as a pioneering journalist of the 1930s and 1940s. Vincent O. Carter, a native of Missouri, is an obscure character who went to Switzerland to write in the 1950s and died there sometime in the 1980s. Caryl Phillips, born on St. Kitts in 1958 and brought up in England, is an acclaimed contemporary figure in the full flush of his writing life. They are from different times, different places, and the work of one has little in common with that of another. But in these books each describes an obsessive’s solitary journey and tells a tale of alienated consciousness. Rogers’s Sex and Race  is meant to be a far-reaching history, but it has elements of travel writing; Carter’s The Bern  Book involves a tour through postwar Europe; and Phillips’s The Atlantic Sound visits the faded ports of the Triangular Trade. They are nonfiction works that engage the experience of blacks in the United States, the place of Africa in the imagination of black people born outside Africa, as well as the history of blacks in Europe.

Rogers is from an age governed by doctrines of white racial supremacy. He argues in Sex and Race that Western societies are racially mongrel in their origins, that there is no such thing as a pure white race, and that his research in European sources demonstrates that before the slave trade Europeans knew this. Rogers is something of a forerunner in the field of study concerning Africa’s influence in Europe, but because of his emphasis on the contribution of black people to European and American societies, rather than on the worth of Africa’s civilizations, he became somewhat obsolete during the rise of black nationalism. Carter’s odyssey in the days of the G.I. Bill is entirely personal. He attempts to escape the limitations of life as a black man in the United States through the dream of cultural assimilation in Europe, but, unlike Baldwin, he refuses to give up on his dream to discover a black identity. His rueful attitude toward his being black means that, most likely, a contemporary black audience would not find him sympathetic. Phillips, though hostile as an Afro-European to Europe and its history, nevertheless takes an antiromantic view of Pan-Africanism and the pieties of spiritual return to Africa. He finds his liberation from European culture in the pluralist reality of the United States rather than in pursuing a sense of belonging to Africa.

Individualistic, and not necessarily mainstream in their aims and conclusions as they confront Europe and the consequences of the African diaspora, these works reflect their periods and, in so doing, also remind us of lost episodes in the assertion of black cultural history.


The Bern Book was a gift from friends. I’d not heard of it before. Susan Sontag, Robert Boyers, and Peg Boyers found a copy of it in the Lyric Bookshop in Saratoga Springs, New York. But I can’t look at some books without remembering the thrilling dust of the secondhand bookshops or the promising clutter of the small bookshops where I found them, shops like Henry’s The Gryphon up on Broadway or Jill and Pat’s Three Lives down in the Village. I think of these bookshops and their consolations in this time of Manhattan’s great sorrow.
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