
        
            
                
                    
                        [image: undescribed image]
                    

                

            

        

    
    
      
        
          
            [image: https://books.openedition.org/books/docannexe/image/228/LOGOPUFR[optimise-vecto].png]
          

          
            
              
                Presses universitaires François-Rabelais
              

            

          

        

      

      
        
          Approches critiques de la fiction afro-américaine

        

        Michel Fabre, Claude Julien et Trevor Harris (dir.)

      

      
        
          
            
              
                	DOI : 10.4000/books.pufr.3915

                	Éditeur : Presses universitaires François-Rabelais

                	Lieu d’édition : Tours

                	Année d’édition : 1998

                	Date de mise en ligne :  1 juin 2017

                	Collection : GRAAT

                	EAN électronique : 9782869064652

              

            

            
              
                
                  [image: OpenEdition Books]
                
              

              
                https://books.openedition.org
              

            

          

          
            
              Édition imprimée

              
                	Nombre de pages : 114

              

            

             

          

        

      

      
        Référence électronique

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    FABRE, Michel (dir.) ; JULIEN, Claude (dir.) ; et HARRIS, Trevor (dir.). Approches critiques de la fiction afro-américaine. Nouvelle édition [en ligne]. Tours : Presses universitaires François-Rabelais, 1998 (généré le 10 février 2022). Disponible sur Internet : <http://books.openedition.org/pufr/3915>. ISBN : 9782869064652. DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/books.pufr.3915.    

      

      
        

        

        Ce document a été généré automatiquement le 10 février 2022. Il est issu d’une numérisation par reconnaissance optique de caractères.

        
          © Presses universitaires François-Rabelais, 1998

          Conditions d’utilisation : 
http://www.openedition.org/6540

        

      

    

  
    
      Résumés

      
        
	Ce recueil découle d’un symposium européen organisé conjointement par les Universités de Paris VII et de Tours en 1993. Un premier volume fut consacré à Toni Morrison, en particulierBeloved. Tardivement, mais toujours d’actualité, ce second volume aborde d’autres fictions et montre ainsi la richesse et la complexité de la production noire au nouveau monde. On remarquera la présence d’auteurs des Caraïbes. À travers la quête identitaire et historique qui caractérise la production contemporaine, de par la globalisation de la diaspora, cette aire de production littéraire a pris un rôle grandissant dans l’évolution de la littérature noire des États-Unis.
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          Avant-propos

        

        Claude Julien

      

      
        
           Ce recueil découle d’un symposium européen organisé conjointement par les Universités de Paris VII et de Tours en 1993. Un premier volume fut consacré à Toni Morrison, en particulier Beloved. Tardivement, mais toujours d’actualité, ce second volume aborde d’autres fictions et montre ainsi la richesse et la complexité de la production noire au nouveau monde. On remarquera la présence d’auteurs des Caraïbes. A travers la quête identitaire et historique qui caractérise la production contemporaine, de par la globalisation de la diaspora, cette aire de production littéraire a pris un rôle grandissant dans l’évolution de la littérature noire des Etats-Unis.

           Le symposium qui se déroula à l’Institut Charles V n’aurait pas été possible sans l’appui du GRAAT, du CIRNA et du CEAA. Que soient donc ici remerciés de leur aide constante et souriante Michel Fabre, Geneviève Fabre et Claudine Raynaud.
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          From a Thing into an I Am: Autobiographical Narrative and Metahistorical Discourse in Contemporary African-American Fiction*


        

        Klaus Benesch

      

      
        
          It was as though we were the last men in the world, survivors of a holocaust at Hegel's end of history, trying to figure out what went wrong.
(Johnson, [1982] 1984)

           In his epilogue to an anthology that assembled the major literary achievements of the so-called Black Arts Movement the poet and co-editor Larry Neal concluded by saying that:

          
            History weighs down on all of this literature. Every black writer in America has had to react to this history, either to make peace with it, or make war with it. It cannot be ignored. Every black writer has chosen a particular stance towards it. He or she may tell you that, for them, it was never a problem. But they will be liars. (Jones and Neal, eds., 1968, 647)

          

           Written in 1968 these remarks not only ring with the radical and uncompromising tone of black post-integrationist rhetoric but also express a keen awareness of the impact of history on African-Americans in general. Neither the nightmare of collective enslavement nor the record of ongoing racism and discrimination, Neal's statement seems to imply, can be evaded simply by individual choice. Moreover, as LeRoi Jones instructed his readers in an essay on the "Significance of Black History Month",

          
            if you can be lied to about your own history you can certainly be lied to about the history of the world. And if you can be lied to about history, you can be lied to even about the nature of the present and have a totally distorted picture of how the world itself functions. (Jones, 1984, 251)

          

           To shift thus the attention of black Americans to the past, that is to history or rather to the fact of being notoriously excluded from it, was at the top of the agenda of what became known, in the term of C.W.E. Bigsby (1980), as the "second black renaissance".

           By the end of the 1960s many African-American artists and intellectuals had turned their backs on the liberal dream of integration and had gathered instead around an ideology of blackness and ethnocentricity. Radical concepts like Pan-Africanism, black cultural nationalism, and Black Power were to inverse the negative cultural ascription of black life and, together with the establishment of Black History departments at major American universities, unmistakably signified the need for a revaluation of what was considered as Euro-American historical discourse. At the same time the rejection of white standards and value systems held sway over a considerable segment of the African-American literary production. Contrary to modernist writers like Richard Wright, Melvin B. Toison or Ralph Ellison, the post-modern, cultural nationalist black poet, as the cataclysmic career of Amiri Baraka paradigmatically reveals, now proudly caters to an all-black audience under the auspices of a black aesthetic.1 Perhaps the most rigorous and exemplary recodification of the Western literary tradition was Baraka's — then still known as LeRoi Jones — The System of Dante's Hell (1963). "But Dante's hell is heaven." Even by its very first word, glaringly set against the inclusive, conjunctional and at the beginning of Ezra Pound's Cantos, the text betrays its oppositional and deconstructive stance. Roughly following the pattern of Dante's Commedia (1320), Baraka sets out to dramatize the Inferno in terms of black ghetto life. Led on by a cacophony of free-floating sounds and images we bear witness to the bleak and precarious life of the inner city. But even the desperate, daily struggle for survival, as Baraka tells us in an authorial note, is only limbo to the real, the ultimate hell of being the unseen object:

          
            What is hell? Your definitions. I am and was and will be a social animal. Hell is definable only in those terms…. Hell in the head. The torture of being the unseen object, and, the constantly observed subject. The flame of social dichotomy. Split open down the center, which is the early legacy of the black man unfocused on blackness. The dichotomy of what is seen and taught and desired opposed to what is felt. (Jones, [1963] 1966, 153)

          

           For Baraka the notorious invisibility of black life, already a leitmotif of Ralph Ellison's classic Invisible Man (1952), ties in with the symbolic stigmatization of the black as alien and Other. In order to defy the negative, Manichaean inscription of blackness, handed on precisely by white master texts such as the Commedia, The System of Dante's Hell implements a strategy of radical inversion ("hell is heaven") and revaluation, a poetical apotheosis of everything black: speech, music, dance, food, i.e. the whole range of African-American ghetto culture.2

           By articulating the black experience in America in terms of symbolic alienation and Otherness this strikingly iconoclastic text dramatizes what — some thirty years later — the English, postcolonialist critic Homi Κ. Bhabha has described as "the impossibility of claiming an origin for the self (or Other) within a tradition of representation that conceives of identity as the satisfaction of a totalizing, plentitudinous object of vision" (Bhaba, 1992, 5). Bhaba's argument is based upon the fact that identity always presupposes an act of doubling, that is the negative ascription of an Other, a mirror image, actually designed to fix personal or cultural difference in a containable, visible object. Both positions, Self and Other, are mutually dependant, or, to put it in a different way, neither is sufficient unto itself. According to Hayden White the egotistic, self-centered desire for the Other particularly dominated our discourse on race and blackness. By the end of the eighteenth century Western anthropology had constructed a Utopian racial Other, the noble savage, a primordial native untainted by the evil influence of civilization, in order to bring about its enlightened ideas of human nature. "This fetishization of the Wild Man", as White pointed out, "was inevitable because, first of all, the concept of a specifically human nature is only negatively definable. Man is what the animal and the divine are not" (White, 1982, 186).3 If White as well as many postructuralist thinkers are correct on this point, the notion of an autonomous, independent self is but a timeworn delusion of Cartesian philosophy. Since we are unable to understand or express ourselves except in relation to an audience, to a counterpart, the way in which we define our identity continually is shaped by the real or imagined responses we get. Thus, in an accurate, if humorous, sense, as Henry Louis Gates Jr. remarked, blacks seem to have "commenced [their] cultural life in this hemisphere as veritable deconstructions… of all that Western culture so ardently wished itself to be" (Gates Jr., 1991, 321).4 Having been forced to act as the notorious Other of Western discourse, the former slave finally turned into a sort of cultural super ego, a relentless critic and deconstructor of white society. In more recent times, as I would like to argue here, it seems that history or, rather, the specific way in which we conceive of the past as essential to our notion of the self were among the primary targets of his/her critique. Having taken Baraka's rewriting of a white classic as a point of departure I will now comment on the interfaces of historical narrative and narrative fiction as highlighted in contemporary African-American writing. In regard to the latter, emphasis will be laid on autobiography or autobiographical form which not only is the most "historical" of literary genres but also a favored narrative device — often applied as "fictive" or pseudo-autobiography — of the postmodern, black text.

           In 1969 Michel Foucault ended a now famous lecture before the Société française de Philosophie by asking: "What difference does it make who is speaking?". In his presentation, entitled "What Is an Author?", Foucault exposed the discursive status of authorship and made clear that there is no ontological ground, that is outside the text itself, from which to interrogate the authenticity or originality of an author.5 Triggering an ongoing discourse on textuality and representation the often sounded knell of the author today has become one of the basic tenets of poststructuralist literary theory. For marginalized groups like women and ethnic minorities, however, the self-righteous displacement of authorship, proclaimed by a predominantly white/male faction of the academia, posed a serious problem. Having been excluded from official, authorized discourse for centuries the one thing that could make a difference precisely was the answer to the question: "Who is speaking?" Historically, the privilege of authorship had always been a contested issue for African-Americans. In the case of the fugitive slave narrator, for example, the right to author a text could be gained only by way of substitutional authorization, that is white patronage. Yet, as the narratives of Frederick Douglass, Henry Bibb, William Wells Brown or Harriet Jacobs, to name only a few, readily prove, even ex-slaves succeeded to an astonishing degree in wielding authorial control through highly complex, double-voiced narrative strategies. Implementing primarily rhetorical modes of representation slave narratives could be veritable masterpieces of misreading. In many of these texts, as William L. Andrews perceptively observed, we find that "while the narrator is presumably engaged in reconstructing his life, he is also at work structuring a set of conditions in which the reader will find it appropriate to re-examine his concept of identity and personal value" (in Weixlmann and Fontenot, eds., 1984, 36). How do these remarks on authorship and authority relate to our topic on hand? In his "Essay Concerning Human Understanding" John Locke elaborated on the (Western) notion of the self as follows:

          
            consciousness always accompanies thinking, and it is that that makes everyone to be what he calls self, and thereby distinguishes himself from all other thinking things; in this alone consists personal identity, i.e., the sameness of a rational being: and as far as this consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of that person. (In Burtt, ed., 1939, 315)

          

           Identity, therefore, can only be measured in regard to the past or, in the words of the German philosopher Hermann Lübbe, no form of identity is conceivable without history (See Lübbe, 1979, 277). Moreover, if personal identity is innately historical, the narrative account of a person's history, i.e. his or her story, becomes a primary agent in the process of identification. It is precisely for this reason, I would argue, that autobiography, most notably by way of a structural reappropriation of the slave narrative, has come to the fore in recent African-American prose writing. As we can learn in Ishmael Reed's Flight to Canada (1976), to gain authorial control over the story of one's life was instrumental in turning what had formerly been a black Thing into an I Am:

          
            Book titles tell the story. The original subtitle for Uncle Tom's Cabin was 'The Man Who Was a Thing.' In 1910 appeared a book by Mary White Ovington called Half a Man. Over one hundred years after the appearance of the Stowe book, The Man Who Cried I Am, by John A. Williams, was published. Quickskill thought of all the changes that would happen to make a 'Thing' into an Ί Am'. Tons of paper. An Atlantic of blood. Repressed energy of anger that would form enough sun to light a solar system. (Reed, [1976] 1977, 93)

          

           In Flight to Canada the issues of self-authentication, authorship, and autobiographical form even stand out as a crucial part of the plot. Centered on the alleged plagiary of an early black text the novel debates the right to authorship, and therefore to copyright, in a historic as well as diegetic perspective. Though today there are serious doubts that Uncle Tom's Cabin was actually based on a well known slave narrative, namely The Life of Josiah Henson Formerly a Slave, Stowe's influential book still functions as a paradigm of those powerful fictions, as Reed claims, "who supply the nation with its mind, tutor its mind, develop and cultívate its mind" (in O'Brien, éd., 1973, 179).6 Discussing Uncle Tom s Cabin and Flight to Canada from an intertextual perspective Hortense Spillers pointed out, that "Stowe, the writer, casts a long shadow, becomes an implacable act of precursor poetics that the latter-day black writer would both outdistance and 'forget.'" If we go by this critic, Flight to Canada appears to be co-authored by the restless demon of a white "master" text whose startling history of publication not only set the register for much of the discursive practices on slavery but was even considered, at least in the view of George Eliot, to have "founded" the "Negro novel".7 As the text itself suggests, however, it might just have been the other way round. Having "borrowed" and symbolically exploited the story of an African-American slave that story finally caught up with her: "Harriet paid. Oh yes, Harriet paid. When you take a man's story, a story that doesn't belong to you, that story will get you" (18). By ascribing Stowe's classic the stigma of a "HooDoo book", a text haunted by an endless process of rewriting and revision, Reed not only shifts our attention to the differences between black and white forms of discourse but also prepares the way for his own re-interpretation of his- or, rather, her-story of slavery, the South and, the civil war.
...
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