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Not fromHere

You were not born here my child not here.

You saw daylight
among our islands
the sun was always there.


None could tap the light from your eyes or dictate roofs into space for your colour.

There in the middle of a hemisphere you and I were born down there.

We were not in the exodus,
there was no Moses
and this was no promised land.

You may not know this yet

my son;

I sense that you sense it.

Yet what we leave
we carry.
It is no mud
we dry
on our boots.

The saliva we swallow must ever dwell
down there.

John La Rose





Introduction: A New World Order

The airport terminal is a circus of activity. I have arrived. Although this is my first visit to sub-Saharan Africa, I know instinctively where I am. I offer up my vaccination certificates and then my passport. And now my journey begins. Through the crowded customs area, out into the cloying heat of the night. The flurry of hands and the press of sweating bodies. The cacophony of noise and shouting. I am met by a British Council official in a khaki suit. He stands with his African driver. ‘Welcome to Africa. I believe that it’s your first time with us.’ I smile, but the driver looks away. I try to catch his eye, but he is cleverer than I am. A porter attempts to take my bags from me. I hold on to one bag, but I relinquish the other. We clamber into the jeep and my bag is safely loaded. The bearer stands with proffered hand and my British host rewards him with enthusiasm. As the grateful fellow scampers off, my host smiles at me. He is eager to make sure that I have witnessed the transaction. I understand. And then the engine roars to life and the headlights cut through the darkness, illuminating a hundred shiny faces. Arms bend at right angles to shield eyes from this sudden glare. The jeep kicks up dust and we pass through the military checkpoint. My British host gives a respectful wave and he receives a fatigued half-salute in return. We are now hurtling through the night, thundering past shanty towns and people. On the outskirts of the city I meet Africa, and the feeling is one of familiarity. I am thirty-two. I recognise the place, I feel at home here, but I don’t belong. I am of, and not of, this place.

I have never before been in an aeroplane. I step from the jet way and into the cabin. I am amazed. There are seats everywhere. I feel as though I have stepped into a narrow, tubular cinema. I locate my seat. Everyone around me seems so sure of himself. It is a new world. There are seat belts to be fastened. There is a pocket in the seat in front of me stuffed with reading matter. The seats are narrow, but I am comfortable. And then one by one every seat is taken. People begin to push luggage into bins above my head. They shove it under the seat in front of them. Suddenly the atmosphere is cramped and uncomfortable. And then the engines start and, after a long sleep on the tarmac, the animal roars to life. I look all around, but everybody seems to be taking this terrifying noise in his stride. I am twenty. I am going to America, to New York. And eight hours later I have survived my first aeroplane journey. I have eaten the food. I have watched the film. I have read the magazines in the seat pocket in front of me. I have drunk the free drinks. I have stood in line to get into the narrow room that is the toilet. I have arrived in New York City on a hot, Saturday night, with no idea of how to get to the apartment of a friend of a friend on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. I have no idea how to find the Upper East Side. The flight has arrived ten hours late so the friend of a friend will no doubt be wondering what has happened to me. Or will she? I step out of the terminal building. The night is stiflingly humid. Bright neon lights, raucous voices, the constant blaring of car horns. Saturday night in New York City. I stand with my bags and look all around me. I am in the new American world. I should be frightened and disorientated. But I am not. I recognise the place, I feel at home here, but I don’t belong. I am of, and not of, this place.

The plane journey from London to Antigua passes in near silence. My mother and I read, and watch the film, but there is no discussion of any sort. Time is our friend. And now we are changing planes in Antigua. We watch, from the primitive construction that passes for a terminal, as the British Airways jumbo jet soars high and into the distance towards Barbados. And now we board the small, turbo-propped plane that will take us to St Kitts. Our birthplace. The place that neither of us has seen for twenty-two years. Time is now our enemy. My mother begins to talk. I look out of the window as the parched soil of Antigua slides away and is replaced by the impossibly deep blue of the Caribbean Sea. The water is still, like the surface of a mirror. My mother is trying to compress everything into one short flight. How can she explain a whole life in twenty minutes? She tries to repair inaccuracies, give information, to confess. And now she abandons her quest with the same confluence of grace and panic that marked the onset of this short conversational storm. The plane is descending to the past. I look out of the window. Tall sugar cane sways in the breeze. I note a thousand different shades of green. Roads snake carefully between neat, manicured fields. Cars trickle. A church. A town square. A cluster of houses carelessly thrown together. A child’s play town. I look across at my mother. There is much history still dammed up inside of her. Eventually the plane taxis to a halt. The ground staff opens the door and a hot blast of air rushes into the plane. I unbuckle my seat belt and prepare to stand. My mother remains seated, as though reluctant to take these final few steps. I am eager. I peer out of the window at the arrivals hall. Behind the glass there are anxious relatives who are keen to greet me. Relatives whom I had never heard of until a few minutes ago. I left this island twenty-two years ago as a four-month-old infant. I look now at the island of my birth. I recognise the place, I feel at home here, but I don’t belong. I am of, and not of, this place.

I am seven years old and everything is happening too fast. I kiss a girl outside school. On the cheek. A light kiss, but nevertheless the kind of kiss that seven-year-olds should not know about. A cluster of parents stand by and look on with horror. I am aware of the girl’s sudden surprise, of the parents’ outrage, but I walk past the parents. My sooty touch on their tiny Desdemona in the working-class streets of Leeds. I walk slowly, daring them to comment. And then, some few weeks later, I am walking down this same street and a dog notices me. I run. The dog runs after me. I run faster, and the dog runs faster, and I shout to the dog and to myself, ‘I am not a chocolate biscuit,’ and my legs continue to pound out hectic miniature strides. Eventually I run into the arms of an old lady doing her shopping. I am hysterical with fear and exhaustion and I blurt out the words, ‘A dog bit me.’ The woman knows I am making this up. There is no dog in sight. I am not a chocolate biscuit. The puzzled woman sees me for what I am. And then later, in the cinema, I sit by myself during the children’s matinee. Above the cinema there is a dance studio. Some weeks earlier my mother had enrolled me, but she was forced to withdraw her stubborn son when I refused to dance with girls. Now she is happy to give me sixpence so that I can walk down the hill and go to the cinema and sit by myself in the dark and watch whatever adventure or cartoon is being screened. And so I sit in the dark and imagine, for my imagination is my only true childhood friend. I like to write. I have fallen in love with adjectives; ‘glisten’, ‘glimmer’ and ‘glitter’ are my favourite words. And I love stories. At the end of the screening, I stand while the national anthem is played. I stand, a seven-year-old boy in a cinema at the bottom of a hill in Leeds, and I listen to the turgid tones of ‘God Save the Queen’. And then I step back into the streets and prepare to walk up the hill to my ‘home’. It is winter. My bare knees are cold, and I start to run, all the while keeping a wary eye out for dogs. Buses roar past me. On the pavement people move with heads bowed, shoulders hunched, pulling at cigarettes. I dance in and out of their footsteps. As they breathe their breath clouds. I am seven years old in the north of England; too late to be coloured, but too soon to be British. I recognise the place, I feel at home here, but I don’t belong. I am of, and not of, this place. History dealt me four cards; an ambiguous hand.

A life lived along the twin rails of reading and writing. The one act informing the other. And all the while a particular interest in the work of those who have been dealt the same ambiguous hand. Who am I? How do I explain who I am? How do I come to be here? Frantz Fanon lying in the shallow stony soil of Algeria. Ignatius Sancho standing behind the counter of his Mayfair grocer’s shop. On a hot summer’s day in St Paul de Vence, a grinning James Baldwin threads his way through the Frenchmen playing petanque and sits at ‘his’ table outside the café. The puzzled anxiety on the brow of a young John Coetzee in ‘white’ South Africa. All of them writing about their condition. Reading about their condition and then writing about my own. Developing a passion for literature. Developing a passion for transgression. A confused fifteen-year-old boy is confronted with the reality of Anne Frank and realises that he is not alone. He begins to recognise the laborious certainties of the old order. A life lived along the twin rails of reading and writing. The one informing the other. A passion for literature. Travelling furiously across borders and boundaries.

I am running near my home in New York City. I like to pass through Battery Park as the light is fading and look out towards the Statue of Liberty. As I run into the park I notice two slightly menacing young men in scruffy jackets and jeans walking towards me. I stop running and begin to walk. But they ignore me. They stop by the harbour wall. Then they both fall to their knees and begin to pray to the Statue of Liberty. As I walk by them, I recognise their football shirts. They are from Croatia. They are both of, and not of, this place. I sit on a bench at a civil distance from them and watch as they remain on their knees. The New World. A twenty-first-century world. A world in which it is impossible to resist the claims of the migrant, the asylum seeker, or the refugee. I watch them. The old static order in which one people speaks down to another, lesser, people is dead. The colonial, or postcolonial, model has collapsed. In its place we have a new world order in which there will soon be one global conversation with limited participation open to all, and full participation available to none. In this new world order nobody will feel fully at home. And then they both stand, cross themselves and walk off as though in search of a bar. I remain seated and watch others come and go. None kneels in prayer, but many stand and gaze at the Statue of Liberty. I too stand.

I am in West Africa. It is a bleak, yet beautiful dawn. I sit on a stone wall which forms the outer perimeter of my hotel, and I watch the Atlantic Ocean breaking over rocks some twenty yards away. I contemplate the long, painful journeys that the slave ships made across the Atlantic from this very shore. Daniel, a waiter from the hotel, understands my routine. He appears, as though from nowhere, and hands me a cup of black coffee. And then he speaks. ‘I am so sorry to hear about your princess. You must be very upset.’ I am puzzled, but I am soon informed that Daniel has been watching the CNN coverage of the news of the death of Princess Diana in Paris, an event that took place during the night. The new global conversational babble. These days we are all unmoored. Our identities are fluid. Belonging is a contested state. Home is a place riddled with vexing questions. My Croatian brothers on their knees in Battery Park. I encourage Daniel to sit with me and gaze upon the ocean. I want to tell Daniel that the seven-year-old boy who fell in love with adjectives has grown up. I want to tell Daniel that this boy has had to understand the Africa of his ancestry, the Caribbean of his birth, the Britain of his upbringing, and the United States, where he now resides, as one harmonious entity. He has tried to write in the face of a late-twentieth-century world that has sought to reduce identity to unpalatable clichés of nationality or race. He has learnt to accept his transgressive nature. But he knows that the world is changing. In this new world order of the twenty-first century we are all being dealt an ambiguous hand, one which may eventually help us to accept the dignity which informs the limited participation of the migrant, the asylum-seeker, or the refugee. As the laborious certainties of the old order continue to fade, and the volume of the global conversation increases, ambiguity embraces us. I want to tell all of this to Daniel. But Daniel sits for a while and then stands. He asks to be excused. Daniel beats a respectful retreat. He leaves his brother to grieve for his princess.





The United States




Introduction: The Burden of Race

It is over a decade now since I followed the austerely dressed young Ghanaian man around the W.E.B. Du Bois centre in Accra. He showed me Du Bois’s study, his books, his living area and then of course Du Bois’s final resting place in the grounds of the centre. A local film crew arrived to interview me as I sat in the shadow of the tomb. They were anxious to hear my first impressions of Ghana and they were equally keen that I speculate upon how their country might have appeared to Du Bois upon his arrival back in 1961. Surely he loved it on sight, which is why he renounced his American citizenship and took a Ghanaian passport? It must be the case that he fell in love with Africa, yes? My interviewer was a beautifully dressed woman in her middle years who, as the interview progressed, appeared to be increasingly perplexed by my reluctance to imagine myself into Du Bois’s state of mind upon his arrival in Ghana. The fact was, I was more concerned with Du Bois’s state of mind as he departed from the United States.

So many disillusioned African-American intellectuals and artists have, during the course of the past century, left their homeland with a one-way ticket tucked into their back pocket. I imagined that in 1961, as Du Bois stood on the deck of his ship and looked back at his country, he probably wondered about that most prophetic of his statements: in 1903 he had declared ‘that the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the colour line’. I wondered if the Africa-bound Du Bois felt that the problem had finally defeated him and forced him into exile. My interviewer lost patience and wound up the interview, but by now my mind was elsewhere entirely. As I speculated about the United States, I knew that ‘the colour line’ was a problem that was going to endure well into the twenty-first century. I imagined that, from the vantage-point of his ship, W.E.B. Du Bois could already see the degree to which the United States was sailing towards the kind of racial polarity, in thought and action, that would make it impossible to usher in an age in which sons of slaves and sons of former slave masters might sit down at the same table. In fact, the United States was in danger of drifting towards a situation in which there was a tacit understanding that a permanent division existed between the races.

Five years after my failed interview at the W.E.B. Du Bois centre, I sat in leafy Massachusetts, where I was teaching at the time, and along with the rest of the nation I watched as the football player turned media pitch-man O.J. Simpson was found not guilty of murdering his wife and the waiter Ron Goldman. Delivery of judicial decisions that are clouded by race is part of the American tradition; in fact, as recently as 1991 four white members of the Los Angeles Police Department were videotaped beating the black truck driver Rodney King. Incredibly enough, they were acquitted by a jury of ten whites, one Asian and one Hispanic, whose collective decision provoked serious rioting in Los Angeles. At the time of these riots I was on vacation in Florida. An elderly white man approached me as I read the newspaper by the pool of my Orlando hotel. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘but I just want you to know how disgusted I am by that verdict.’ I nodded, and would have asked him to sit and offered to buy him a drink, but he did a fair impression of an elderly Caucasian Carl Lewis as he scampered from sight. I smiled. At least he had tried to communicate. A few years later the verdict in the O.J. Simpson trial seemed to offer no such potential for the crossing of racial lines.

My white faculty colleagues, my white students, in fact the white populace of the Massachusetts college town appeared to believe one thing, and the black people I spoke with believed something entirely different. It was clear that two distinctly different narratives were being spun out of the same facts and the indecorous media circus which surrounded the trial encouraged this idea. The journalists mixed the three ingredients of race, violence and miscegenation into a cocktail familiar to any student of American history, and Johnnie Cochran merely stirred the concoction when he reminded the courtroom of the Scottsboro Boys, who, back in the 1930s, were falsely accused of rape by two white women. But other hands had stirred before him. His invocation of the spectre of Emmett Till, the young black boy brutally mutilated and killed for talking to a young white girl, and his reference to the much-televised beating of Rodney King were in accord with the prevailing climate. All the participants – lawyers, defendants, witnesses and family – debased themselves as they scrambled to construct their racially centripetal narratives.

Feeling both of, and not of, the nation is a cripplingly anxious condition that has long existed in American life. W.E.B. Du Bois eloquently outlined the problem in The Souls of Black Folk in the following terms: ‘One ever feels his twoness – an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.’ However, the problems associated with this feeling of ‘twoness’ have ranged far beyond the African-American world. How to be both an American and oneself is a vexed question which has troubled wave after wave of migrants. From the mid-nineteenth century until the middle part of the twentieth century, so-called ‘white’ migrants found themselves trapped in vicious stereotypes which threatened totally to undermine their sense of self. During their passage across the Atlantic they revelled in the ‘fact’ that a life beyond Europe meant that the stigma of their birthright of common blood and low class would soon no longer restrict their ability to achieve. However, upon arrival they discovered that prejudice had already marked them out as lazy, filthy, lascivious, thieving, drunken, criminal brutes, with deeply flawed characters, who as such would be denied access to full participation in this new

American society. They would be barred from schools, clubs, neighbourhoods and certain jobs. However, as time passed, Poles, Irish, Italians, Jews and other immigrants would, by dint of achievement and persistence, rise above this prejudice and take their place in American life as ‘white’ people. Their status as Americans would be confirmed behind the hyphen: they would be Polish-Americans, or Italian-Americans, or Jewish-Americans. Their ‘twoness’ would be acceptable. It has never been so straightforward for African-Americans who, until very recently, were ‘coloureds’ or ‘negroes’ or worse.

Given the African-American’s unique position in American life – his involuntary migration, his unrewarded labour, the longevity of his sojourn on American soil, his huge cultural contribution across the centuries – the continued existence of his sense of ‘twoness’ is surprising. However, the factor that is unique to African-American life is, of course, virulent racism. Institutionalised racism, in fact, so that white presidents, churchmen, professors, doctors, lawyers, felt they were exercising their moral duty when they insisted that African-Americans be recognised as constitutionally inferior. Thomas Jefferson, a man who fathered children with a slave, had no doubts about the matter. ‘It appears to me that in memory they are equal to whites. In reason much inferior and in imagination they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.’ Theodore Roosevelt was equally clear: ‘A perfectly stupid race can never rise to a very high plane; the Negro for instance has been kept down as much by lack of intellectual development as anything else.’ But despite their well-documented history of contempt, expressed verbally and physically, whites have always been fascinated by African-American life.

For much of the past century white interest in African-American life was regarded as an exotic pastime – perhaps a night-time trip to the Cotton Club, or secretly watching black boxers (as depicted in the opening scenes of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man), or furtive sexual encounters. However, these days whites no longer have to ‘slumit’ to participate, for the African-American contribution is mainstream in music, sport and the arts. Whitney Houston and Michael Jordan are many things, but ‘exotic’ is not one of them. Sadly, the movement of African-American culture from the periphery to the centre has not ushered in an era of racial tolerance. The whites cry, ‘They’re taking over our sports’, ‘They’re taking over the music scene’, ‘They’re even taking over golf and tennis’, while the African-American achievers, sensing continued patronage and racism, adopt an ‘in your face’ attitude fuelled by the vast sums of money they are making and informed by a keen sense of historical injustice. In the past the ‘white man’ was able to close the door on careers like those of Nat King Cole or Paul Robeson; today, modern capitalism decrees that Latrell Sprewell plays on, and who is going to stop Puff Daddy from recording? There is a stand-off; racial posturing is part of the cultural armour of today’s America.

In the past decade the discordant clamour of racial entitlement has increased in volume. The ‘Y’all gonna give it up or am I going to have to kick your ass and take it’ school has grown in direct proportion to white intransigence. The more abrasive and imbued with ‘attitude’ African-Americans become, the more irritated and resentful whites become, which in turn serves to justify the initial African-American hostility. American whites are increasingly being asked to deal with racial guilt, while African-Americans continue to stoop under the weight of racial fatigue, and both sides are angry. The black anger is assumed to be ‘articulated’ by gnats rappers, who in one generation have debased a black aesthetic form which used to proclaim ‘Ain’t No Mountain High Enough’ and dragged it down the slopes and into the gutter where ‘Bitchez Ain’t Shit but Hoes and Tricks’. These self-styled spokesmen of black disaffection glamorise violence, irresponsibility and sexism, chanting ‘Fuck the Police’ and ‘Slap the Bitches’. They root their discordant, self-loathing message in the white American consciousness as being one that has sprung from the well of African-American culture. Unfortunately, nearly two-thirds of rap music is bought by whites who can enjoy the freak show before scurrying off to graduate school or Wall Street. The fact is, of course, that gansta rappers bear no more relationship to African-American life than the Mafia does to Italian-American life, or flat-footed policemen do to Irish-American life. However, the association is encouraged and rewarded by capitalists, both black and white, who encourage these young men to turn their anger and violence on themselves, to flaunt authority, embrace indiscipline and vulgarity, taunt homosexuals and disrespect women, and the more they do so the more they will be rewarded because, after all, they are just being true to their primitive bad selves.

It is not only the world of rap music that is imbued with the crotch-clutching swagger of racial posturing. The ‘sister/girlfriend’ school of black women’s literature seems determined to tell Miss White Thang where to get off. The films of Spike Lee bray a not too subtle message, and there are a whole roster of television sit-coms which purport to reflect contemporary African-American life but which, in fact, do little more than make Amos ’n’ Andy look positively progressive. But it is not just the artists who are embracing an ‘aesthetic’ defined by race. Inside the academy we now have ‘progressive scholars of color’, as they often like to style themselves, with highly paid sinecures who earn fat appearance fees for delivering lectures with variations on titles such as ‘I’ll kick your ass, Whitey, but you’ll feel good while I’m doing so’. In New York City one tenured ‘professor of color’ still teaches his students that black people are sun people, and white people are colder, ice people, all the while masquerading as some form of multiculturalist while in essence he is little more than a monoculturalist buffoon. The sad fact is that students are expected to plough themselves into debt to listen to this nonsense, while the universities appear to be powerless to remove such people. Wherever one turns, the retreat to black essentialism is justified by the continued existence of white racism, as if the latter fact, as undeniably deeply rooted as it is, somehow justifies the former. The fact is it does not.

Racism is as American as Mom’s apple pie. The country was plagued with it in the 1940s when Richard Wright and James Baldwin left for France, and it was still endemic a decade later when W.E.B. Du Bois left for Ghana. These African-Americans, and countless others like them, left because they knew that as soon as the creative mind becomes infested with the politics of race, then the creative mind is no longer creative. At different times during the twentieth century Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, Alain Locke, William Gardener Smith, Frank Yerby, Chester Himes and others all sought some kind of temporary refuge away from the essentialising politics of race which plague the United States. By its very nature art anneals and looks for connections, not divisions. It revels in contradiction and ambiguity. However, to be an African-American artist in a country in which black and white find it difficult to speak to each other means that one is constantly being placed in the role of conversational supplicant. Either one explains oneself, which is more therapy than art, or one shouts. This has been, and to some extent continues to be, the environment in which the African-American artist is expected to create. In such a situation one either endures or escapes. These days the rappers have shown us a third option, which involves making capital out of this ‘stand-off. And for some white artists there is also the opportunity for them to profit from this divide. The white rapper Eminem seems to suggest a final ironic twist; the white appropriation of the black appropriation of black disaffection. Racial posturing comes full circle.

Ralph Ellison always used to claim that he wrote out of a tradition that stretched from Twain to Melville to Faulkner. He described it as an American tradition, but insisted that it was part Negro and that for him there was no contradiction. His ‘twoness’ was easily resolved by viewing himself as black, which for him meant being wedded to a distinct experience which cherished discipline, eloquence, grace and good manners. However, he also knew himself to be intrinsically a part of the larger culture. As such, when Ellison looked into the American mirror he did not see racial types, he viewed cultural achievement. For him identity politics, as practised in the academy, or nationalist politics, as practised in the street, were not only narrow by definition, but were tinged with the taint of victim studies and skirted dangerously close to arguing for an oppression-based mode of thinking. Ellison’s philosophy was clear. He understood that for African-Americans life beyond the auction block was blighted by racism, but this fact alone could neither encapsulate nor limit their humanity.


I would not counsel giving up the struggle against racism, you have to do that to stay alive… but the American-ness, along with the African-ness of the Americans is a far greater challenge… I want to throw my hands up in the air every time somebody reduces a complex question of culture to a matter of race.



Perhaps it is as well for Mr Ellison that he is no longer around to witness the present confusion. Race is scientifically a matter of a few physical characteristics that bear no relationship to intelligence or behaviour, despite the furtive attempts of some to prove otherwise. In fact, the genetic material that is responsible for our racial make-up accounts for less than 0.1 per cent of our human genetic map. However, while other parts of the African diasporan world begin to embrace fusion and hybridity, and recognise it as our quintessential human condition, Americans continue to ignore their cultural commonality and snipe at each other across the fence of race. Race posturing in the United States is now the national sport. There is money to be made from speaking the race dozens, from declaring ‘I am somebody’ as opposed to wondering who the other person is. Former President Clinton was right when he declared that ‘it sometimes feels like two nations, one black, one white’. But, as ever in a time of crisis, it is not going to be the task of politicians to solve this conundrum; that responsibility will fall on the shoulders of the artists. More than ever before, the United States needs a William Faulkner or a Ralph Ellison. It needs individuals whose vision is inclusive, culturally based, and who vigorously reject the self-righteous discourse of racial entitlement. Race matters. Sure it does, but not that much.


Native Son by Richard Wright

The year was 1978. I was a twenty-year-old, denim-clad backpacker who had just made his way across the United States by Greyhound bus. In common with others of my generation I was living cheaply, moving erratically from one place to the next, and I was hungry for experience. By the time my fatigued body reached the West Coast of the United States I was ready to sit down and reflect. I had ten days or so before I had to return to England, and Oxford, where I had one more year of studying before being set loose upon the world, hopefully clutching a bachelor’s degree in English. One Californian afternoon I wandered into a bookshop and bought a copy of Native Son by Richard Wright. I had heard of neither the author nor the novel, but, as I recalled in the introduction to my book The European Tribe (1987), my encounter with Wright had a profound – in fact, seminal – effect upon me.

The next morning I woke early. I walked down to the beach with the Richard Wright book, and pointed my deck chair towards the Pacific. It was a warm, but not hot, early October day. The atmosphere was a little muggy, barely holding the heat. When I rose from the deck chair it was dark and I had finished my reading by moonlight. I felt as if an explosion had taken place inside my head. If I had to point to any one moment that seemed crucial in my desire to be a writer, it was then, as the Pacific surf began to wash up around the deck chair. The emotional anguish of the hero, Bigger Thomas, the uncompromising prosodic muscle of Wright, his deeply felt sense of social indignation, provided not so much a model but a possibility of how I might be able to express the conundrum of my own existence… I had decided that I wanted to try to become a writer.

In short, it was the novel Native Son which led me to my vocation.

Two years before the appearance of Native Son (1940) Richard Wright published his first book, Uncle Tom’s Children, a collection of five stories which illuminate the miserable social and economic conditions that ensnared most African-American lives in the middle part of the twentieth century. Although the collection sold well and earned the author a reputation as a talent to watch, Wright was unhappy with the book’s reception. Uncle Tom’s Children evoked both pity and sympathy from its white readership, but Wright worried that by stirring up such emotions he had allowed white readers to assume that they were not in any way responsible for the situation that African-Americans found themselves in. As Wright states in his essay ‘How “Bigger” was Born’, he had ‘written a book which even bankers’ daughters could read and weep over and feel good about’. Richard Wright was a writer who, more than most writers, sat down at his desk with a clear political and social agenda in mind. To his way of thinking, the evocation of pity was both useless and dangerous. Wright decided that the ‘mistake’ of this first book would be rectified with the publication of his second. In his debut novel he would not offer his white readers the opportunity of an escape into either pity or sympathy. Wright was determined that he would make them face the difficult facts of African-American life for themselves and encourage them to accept their complicity in the misery of this American underclass. His novel would be ‘hard and deep’, and the narrative would move swiftly to its conclusion ‘without the consolation of tears’.

Richard Wright was born in Natchez, Mississippi in 1908, the first son of Nathan and Ella. There would soon be a brother, Leon (b. 1910), and the two boys were largely brought up by their mother, who struggled to keep them clothed and fed. Their father left home when Richard and Leon were young, and Ella and the boys travelled between Tennessee, Arkansas and Mississippi in search of food and shelter. The poverty, the abandonment by his father, and the peripatetic wandering left young Richard deeply scarred and cognizant of the fact that his life lacked any coherent structure or form. As though this were not humiliating enough, Wright’s childhood also involved his having to learn to negotiate the demeaning ‘rules’ and conventions of black/white relations in the South. In 1927, when he was nineteen, he left Memphis, Tennessee and moved north to Chicago in search of a better life, but big-city life proved to be just as problematic as life in the South. Wright arrived in Chicago at a time when the whole country had been plunged deep into the Depression and jobs were scarce. For a while Wright had no choice but to apply for temporary assistance, but all the time he continued to read assiduously and develop the habit of writing. Perhaps the most important aspect of Wright’s move to Chicago was the opportunity it afforded him to fall in with people who might help a poor Mississippi boy in his deeply-held desire to transform himself into a full-time writer.

Once in Chicago Richard Wright became active in the Communist Party, which was, at that time, one of the few groups of people who seemed to have the interests of African-Americans at heart. It was while Wright was under their ‘influence’ that he wrote Native Son, although he subsequently fell out with his ‘comrades’ and came to regard Communism as being largely antithetical to the African-American cause. Much of Wright’s subsequent personal and professional life involved his experimentation with various alternative philosophical frameworks within which he could think and act in order that he might address the problems of non-white peoples, not only in the United States, but in a pan-African and ultimately global context. However, in the 1930s it was the ideology of Communism that captured the young writer’s imagination and Native Son would be written with the controversial shadow of the ‘red’ brotherhood cast broadly across his desk. Wright’s beliefs certainly did not hurt the book’s reception or sales. Native Son was published on 1 March 1940 and it was the first novel by a black author to be chosen for the Book of the Month Club. Within the first three weeks the book had sold a sensational quarter of a million copies; within five months it had sold half a million copies and its author had become one of the most famous writers in America.

Six years later, in 1946, and shortly after the successful publication of his autobiographical memoir Black Boy, Richard Wright and his wife left the United States and visited France as official guests of the French government. In 1947 they returned to France, where they settled permanently. It has often been suggested that the difficulties which Wright experienced trying to buy a house in supposedly liberal’ Greenwich Village, New York led directly to his eventual departure. These difficulties were not helped by the fact that Wright’s wife, Ellen, was white. However, the reasons for Richard Wright’s departure cannot be tied to any single incident. He was a man who felt, like many African-Americans before and since, that he would find it easier to develop and flourish as an artist if he placed himself beyond the tempestuous racial climate of the United States. Wright believed that a change of perspective might aid him in his attempts to slip the restrictive noose of the label ‘Negro’ artist and in his efforts to achieve recognition as a ‘universal’ artist. He also felt that his wife and six-year-old daughter might be safer, and enjoy a better family life, once clear of the racism and violence of the United States.

For the remaining thirteen years of his life, Richard Wright based himself in Paris, where he continued to write both fiction and non-fiction. He became the leading figure in the African-American expatriate community in Paris in the 1950s, a community which at various times included Quincy Jones, James

Baldwin, Beauford Delaney, Josephine Baker, Chester Himes and many others. He befriended Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Andre Malraux and Andre Gide, and for a while he was the darling of the French literary establishment. Wright also travelled extensively, producing works set against the backdrop of Spain, West Africa and the Far East. However, his writing never again achieved the commercial or critical success of the work he had produced in the United States between 1938 and 1947. In the early 1950s Ralph Ellison and James Baldwin began to publish; it became clear that a new generation of writers was emerging who seemed to be rejecting much of the polemical thrust of Native Son and Wright’s other work, in favour of a more self-conscious literary product. James Baldwin’s influential essay ‘Everybody’s Protest Novel’ (1949) yokes Native Son together with Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Baldwin goes on to castigate both novels for reducing human complexity to stereotype.

The basic point behind Baldwin’s attack was that he viewed Native Son as more political tract than novel. According to Baldwin, the novel was conceived of not by dwelling upon character and letting a concern with character drive and determine the plot. To Baldwin’s mind it is a novel with an agenda which the author has somewhat clumsily imposed upon his characters, and by extension his readers, from the lofty vantage-point of his ideological ivory tower. In fact, many critics believe the plot of Native Son to be too schematic, the central character too all-knowing and the melodramatic conclusion to be essentially unconvincing. However, whatever structural or ideological weaknesses may exist in the novel, these cannot diminish the power of the remarkable spell which Native Son has managed to cast over successive generations of readers, nor can these perceived ‘weaknesses’ undermine the almost unbearable narrative tension which Richard Wright manages to achieve.

The central character in Native Son is a twenty-year-old black man named Bigger Thomas. He lives in a single cramped room on the South Side of Chicago with his mother, his younger sister and his brother, Buddy. Bigger and Buddy share a bed.

The room is rat-infested, money is tight, there is no allowance for privacy, arguments are rife and the rent is high. Bigger’s mother finds some solace in her religion, but for the sister and younger brother it is clear that their future is gloomy. For Bigger it is already too late. Bigger keeps a gun and a knife and he has already carried out a series of robberies with his gang friends. Now the gang are contemplating the unthinkable; ‘crossing over’ the colour line and robbing a white man.

At the outset of the novel Bigger provokes an argument with, and then viciously attacks, one of his best friends. He then takes his knife to a pool table and slashes it in a manner that suggests he is hell-bent on destruction; put simply, he is out of control. It would appear that resorting to violence is the only way in which Bigger is able to articulate his despair at the racially charged inequity which daily threatens to consume his life. Bigger is offered a job as a chauffeur by a Mr Dalton, the head of a wealthy white family who have given over five million dollars’ worth of philanthropic donations in an effort to ‘help’ the negroes. However, the generosity of the Dalton family makes Bigger feel uneasy. The ambiguities that envelop their charitable contributions become clear when we discover that the Dalton family owns the over-priced slum room in which Bigger and his family live. In fact, the Daltons have made their money by being slum landlords to the African-American community on the South Side of Chicago.

Mary Dalton, the pretty young daughter of the family, is presently associating with Communists, much to the distress of her parents. She and her ‘red’ boyfriend, Jan, attempt to befriend Bigger. They make Bigger take them to a black restaurant so they can eat chicken with ‘authentic’ blacks, but their gestures of ‘friendship’ only arouse in Bigger deep feelings of anger and violence, for he feels that he is being patronised. While it is clear to Bigger that the hostile whites do not understand him, and never wish to do so, the supposedly liberal whites appear to Bigger to be equally myopic in their understanding of ‘his’ problems. If anything, his feelings of hostility towards the liberals are more urgently felt than his feelings of fear towards the bigots. Eventually Bigger descends to violence of the most perverse kind as he allows himself to be consumed by the hate, anger and frustration which have been daily gnawing away at his young life.

Clearly there is a huge dichotomy between the morally unspeakable actions of Wright’s hero, Bigger Thomas, and the sympathy that we nevertheless feel for him. Wright’s ability to have us empathise with this man in his loneliness, and his skill in enabling us to understand what has motivated Bigger’s brutality, is the great achievement of the novel. Wright has written a novel about an outlaw who undoubtedly derives some degree of pleasure and relief from killing, yet the reader gradually learns to recognise some glimmer of truth in the cliché ‘society’s to blame’. In his first book Wright had worried that pity would be the overwhelming emotion the reader would be left with. In Native Son there is no such danger. Bigger Thomas conforms to the worst stereotype of the black murderer and rapist. He may be a victim of his circumstances, but Bigger is proactive and he relishes the destructive force that he unleashes, for he grows to understand that whites cannot control it. In other words, Bigger Thomas makes the unsettling discovery that it is the act of violence itself that, in fact, sets him free. The reader is horrified and outraged by the events and revelations of the novel, but held captive by a narrative which suggests that both blacks and whites are likely to be ensnared in a nightmare of savagery and physical and emotional pain unless somebody addresses the problems of American racism.

The novel’s first section, ‘Fear’, and the second section, ‘Flight’, both move with the speed and compulsion of a thriller. However, the final section, ‘Fate’, is riddled with unlikely set pieces behind which one can clearly hear the voice of the author. As has already been established, Richard Wright had a political point to make, and as he tries to make his point the structure of the novel becomes aesthetically clumsy and increasingly burdened with improbability. Bigger Thomas, now incarcerated and facing the death penalty, is represented by Boris Max, a Jewish Communist lawyer who understands and sympathises with African-American people. Bigger is not only hostile towards Max, he is hostile towards Jan, Mary’s Communist boyfriend, whom Bigger has unsuccessfully tried to frame for murder. Jan forgives him, but Bigger’s hostility towards all things white encompasses these two ‘good’ men who are trying to save him from execution. When, at the conclusion of the novel, it becomes clear that Bigger will die, he somewhat unconvincingly recognises the goodness of both Max and Jan. Suddenly this angry, violent, young man ‘understands’ that there are good white people as well as bad ones. It all rings somewhat untrue.

The immediate and enduring power of Native Son is obviously tied, both then and now, to the drama of race in America. Two groups of people face each other. One group is black and one group is white. One group’s path to economic, social and political power remains largely blocked. One group of people dominates the other and some among this dominant group continue to invoke all manner of vague historical reasoning to justify their privileged position. In the pages of Native Son Richard Wright reminds us that the dominated group will continue to seize upon the ‘moral’ authority of violence as the only means of true expression unless both groups begin voluntarily to overhaul this lamentable system. Until this happens many lives will be destroyed and much suffering will be engendered. Wright’s novel is a plea for the system to be dismantled by the kind of ‘mature’ communication which Bigger and Max eventually achieve; black and white fighting together for the same end against an unjust system. However, being the political animal that he was, and possessing an unquenchable ambition to be recognised as a ‘universal’ as opposed to a ‘Negro’ artist, Wright was never going to be content to view the ‘struggle’ in purely racial terms. In his essay ‘How “Bigger” was Born’ Wright attempts to place Bigger in a larger context.

The difference between Bigger’s tensity and the German variety is that Bigger’s, due to America’s educational restrictions on the bulk of her Negro population, is in a nascent state, not yet articulate. And the difference between Bigger’s longing for self-identification and the Russian principle of self-determination is that Bigger’s, due to the effects of American oppression, which has not allowed for the forming of deep ideas of solidarity among Negroes, is still in a state of individual anger and hatred.

Mercifully, the text of Native Son remains unencumbered by such pedantry.

In December 1960 Richard Wright died of a heart attack. He was still a relatively young man of fifty-six. Although there was immediately some controversy about his death, and speculation as to whether or not it involved foul play, what was tragically clear was that one of the most important American literary careers of the twentieth century had come to a premature end. Most of the obituaries, while commenting on his literary exile in Paris, and his poor beginnings in Mississippi, began their analysis of his writing by referring to his masterwork, Native Son. Today, some forty years after his death, some fifty years after Baldwin’s famous essay, and sixty years after the novel was first published, Wright’s critics and commentators still joust over the aesthetics of this problematic novel. One thing, however, that nobody ever seems to disagree about is the novel’s extraordinary narrative power. This is what attracted readers back in 1940 and transformed Native Son into one of the great literary bestsellers of all time, even though the subject-matter was, to say the least, disturbing for both black and white readers alike.

I have never returned to the California beach where, over twenty years ago, Richard Wright’s Native Son fuelled my ambition to be a writer. I have, however, regularly visited Paris and sought out Wright’s final resting place in Pere Lachaise cemetery where his ashes are interred. I have also regularly walked past 14 rue Monsieur le Prince where Wright lived during his years in Paris. These small pilgrimages have helped me to remain close to an author to whom I will be forever indebted. The final irony, of course, is that I now live in Greenwich Village, only a few short blocks from Charles Street where, back in the mid-1940s, the great American writer Richard Wright endured much difficulty and unspeakable humiliation trying to live and write as a free man in the country of his birth. With chin held high, Richard Wright chose to leave for France; this ‘native son’ was not going to allow the United States to turn him into a ‘Bigger Thomas’.
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