CULTURAL STRANGULATION:
BLACK LITERATURE AND THE
WHITE AESTHETIC
Addison Gayle, Jr.

“This assumption that of dall the hues of God, whiteness is in-
herently and obviously better than brownness or tan leads to
curious acts. . . >

W. E. B. DuBois

The expected opposition to the concept of a “Black Aesthetic”
was not long in coming. In separate reviews of Black Fire,
an anthology edited by LeRoi Jones and Larry Neal, critics
from the Saturday Review and the New Yoik Review of
Books presented the expected rebuttal. Agreeing with Ralph
Ellison that sociology and art are incompatible mates, these
critics, nevertheless, invoked the cliches of the social ideology
of the “we shall overcome” years in their attempt to steer
Blacks from “the path of literary fantasy and folly.”

Their major thesis is simple: There is no Black aesthetic
because there is no white aesthetic. The Kemer Commis-
sion Report to the contrary, America is not two societies but
one. Therefore, Americans of all races, colors and creeds share
a common cultural heredity. This is to say that there is one
predominant culture—the American culture—with tributary
national and ethnic streams flowing into the larger river. Lit-
erature, the most important by-product of this cultural mono-
lith, knows no parochial boundaries. To speak of a Black
literature, a Black aesthetic, or a Black state, is to engage in
racial chauvinism, separatist bias, and Black fantasy.

The question of a white aesthetic, however, is academic.
One has neither to talk about it nor define it. Most Ameri-
cans, black and white, accept the existence of a “White Aes-
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thetic” as naturally as they accept April 15th as the deadline
for paying their income tax—with far less animosity towards
the former than the latter. The white aesthetic, despite the
academic critics, has always been with us: for long before
Diotima pointed out the way to heavenly beauty to Socrates,
the poets of biblical times were discussing beauty in terms
of light and dark—the essential characteristics of a white and
black aesthetic—and establishing the dichotomy of superior
vs. inferior which would assume body and form in the 18th
century, Therefore, more serious than a definition, is the
problem of tracing the white aesthetic from its early origins
and afterwards, outlining the various changes in the basic
formula from culture to culture and from nation to nation.
Such an undertaking would be more germane to a book than
an essay; nevertheless, one may take a certain starting point
and, using selective nations and cultures, make the critical
point, while calling attention to the necessity of a more com-
prehensive study encompassing all of the nations and cultures
of the world.

Let us propose Greece as the logical starting point, bearing
in mind Will Durant’s observation that “all of Westem Civi-
lization is but a footnote to Plato,” and take Plato as the
first writer to attempt a systematic aesthetic. Two documents
by Plate, The Symposium and The Republic, reveal the twin
components of Plato’s aesthetic system.

In The Symposium, Plato divides the universe into
spheres. In one sphere, the lower, one finds the forms of
beauty; in the other, the higher, beauty, as Diotima tells
Socrates, is absolute and supreme. In The Republic, Plato
defines the poet as an imitator (a third-rate imitator—a point
which modern critics have long since forgotten) who reflects
the heavenly beauty in the earthly mirror. In other words,
the poet recreates beauty as it exists in heaven; thus the poet,
as Neo-Platonists from Aquinas to Coleridge have told us, is
the custodian of beauty on earth.

However, Plato defines beauty only in ambiguous, mystical
terms; leaving the problem of a more circumscribed, secular
definition to philosophers, poets, and critics. During most of
the history of the Western world, these aestheticians have
been white; therefore, it is not surprising that, symbolically
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and literally, they have defined beauty in terms of whiteness.
(An early contradiction to this tendency is the Marquis De-
Sade who inverted the symbols, making black beautiful, but
demonic, and white pure, but sterile—the Marquis is consid-
ered by modern criticism to have been mentally deranged.)

The distinction between whiteness as beautiful (good) and
blackness as ugly (evil) appears early in the literature of the
middle ages—in the Morality Plays of England. Heavily in-
fluenced by both Platonism and Christianity, these plays set
forth the distinctions which exist today. To be white was to
be pure, good, universal, and beautiful; to be black was to
be impure, evil, parochial, and ugly.

The characters and the plots of these plays followed this
basic format. The villain is always evil, in most cases the
devil; the protagonist, or hero, is always good, in most cases,
angels or disciples. The plot then is simple; good (light)
triumphs over the forces of evil (dark). As English literature
became more sophisticated, the symbols were made to cover
wider areas of the human and literary experience. To love
was divine; to hate, evil. The fancied mistress of Petrarch
was the purest of the pure; Grendel’s mother, a creature from
the “lower regions and marshes,” is, like her son, a monster;
the “bad” characters in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales tell dark
stories; and the Satan of Paradise Lost must be vanquished
by Gabriel, the arigel of purity.

These ancients, as Swift might have called them, estab-
lished their dichotomies as a result of the influences of Neo-
Platonism and Christianity. Later, the symbols became
internationalized. Robert Burton, in The Anatomy of Mel-
ancholy, writes of “dark despair” in the seventeenth century,
and James Boswell describes melancholia, that state of mind
common to intellectuals of the 17th and 18th centuries, as
a dark, dreaded affliction which robbed men of their creative
energies. This condition—dark despair or melancholia—was
later popularized in what is referred to in English literature
as its “dark period”—the period of the Grave ¥Yard School of
poets and the Gothic novels.

The symbols thus far were largely applied to conditions,
although characters who symbolized evil influences were also
dark. In the early stages of English literature, these characters
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were mythological and fictitious and not representative of
people of specific racial or ethnic groups. In the 18th century
English novel, however, the symbolism becomes ethnic and
racial.

There were forerunners. As early as 1621, Shakespeare has
lago refer to Othello as that “old Black ewe,” attaching the
mystical sexual characteristic to blackness which would be-
come the motive for centuries of oppressive acts by white
Americans. In The Tempest, Shakespeare’s last play, Caliban,
though not ostensibly black, is nevertheless a distant cousin
of the colonial Friday in Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe.

Robinson Crusoe was published at a historically significant
time. In the year 1719, the English had all but completed
their colonization of Africa. The slave trade in America was
on its way to becoming a booming industry; in Africa, Black
people were enslaved mentally as well as physically by such
strange bedfellows as criminals, businessmen, and Christians.
In the social and political spheres, a rationale was needed,
and help came from the artist—in this case, the novelist—in
the form of Robinson Crusoe. In the novel, Defoe brings to-
gether both Christian and Platonic symbolism, sharpening
the dichotomy between light and dark on the one hand, while
on the other establishing a criterion for the inferority of
Black people as opposed to the superiority of white.

One need only compare Crusoe with Friday to validate
both of these statements. Crusoe is majestic, wise, white and
a colonialist; Friday is savage, ignorant, black and a colonial.
Therefore, Crusoe, the colonialist, has a double task. On
the one hand he must transform the island (Africa—unpro-
ductive, barren, dead) into a little England (prosperous,
life-giving, fertile), and he must recreate Friday in his own
image, thus bringing him as close to being an Englishman
as possible. At the end of the novel, Crusoe has accomplished
both undertakings; the island is a replica of “mother Eng-
land”; and Friday has been transformed into a white man,
now capable of immigrating to the land of the gods.

From such mystical artifacts has the literature and criti-
cism of the Western world sprung; and based upon such nar-
row prejudices as those of Defoe, the art of Black people
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throughout the world has been described as parochial and
inferior. Friday was parochial and inferior until, having de-
nounced his own culture, he assimilated another. Once this
was done, symbolically, Friday underwent a change. To deal
with him after the conversion was to deal with him in terms
of a character who had been civilized and therefore had
moved beyond racial parochialism.

However, Defoe was merely a hack novelist, not a thinker.
It was left to shrewder minds than his to apply the rules of
the white aesthetic to the practical areas of the Black literary
and social worlds, and no shrewder minds were at work on
this problem than those of writers and critics in America.
In America, the rationale for both slavery and the inferiority
of Black art and culture was supplied boldly, without the
trappings of 18th century symbolism.

In 1867, in a book entitled Nojoque: A Question for a
Continent, Hinton Helper provided the vehicle for the cul-
tural and social symbols of inferiority under which Blacks
have labored in this country. Helper intended, as he states
frankly in his preface, “to write the negro out of America.” In
the headings of the two major chapters of the book, the whole
symbolic apparatus of the white aesthetic handed down from
Plato to America is graphically revealed: the heading of one
chapter reads: “Black: A Thing of Ugliness, Disease”; another
heading reads: “White: A Thing of Life, Health, and
Beauty.”

Under the first heading, Helper argues that the color black
“has always been associated with sinister things such as
mourning, the devil, the darkness of night.” Under the sec-
ond, “White has always been associated with the light of day,
divine transfiguration, the beneficent moon and stars .
the fair complexion of romantic ladies, the costumes of Ro-
mans and angels, and the white of the American flag so
beautifully combined with blue and red without ever a touch
of the black that has been for the flag of pirates.”

Such is the American critical ethic based upon centuries
of distortion of the Platonic ideal. By not adequately defining
beauty, and implying at least that this was the job of the
poet, Plato laid the foundation for the white aesthetic as
defined by Daniel Defoe and Hinton Helper. However, the
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uses of that aesthetic to stifle and strangle the cultures of
other nations is not to be attributed to Plato but, instead, to
his hereditary brothers far from the Aegean. For Plato knew
his poets. They were not, hie surmised, a very trusting lot and,
therefore, by adopting an ambiguous position on symbols, he
limited their power in the realm of aesthetics. For Plato,
there were two kinds of symbols: natural and proscriptive.
Natural symbols corresponded to absolute beauty as created
by God; proscriptive symbols, on the other hand, were sym-
bols of beauty as proscribed by man, which is to say that
certain symbols are said tc mean such and such by man him-
self.

The irvony of the trap in which the Black artist has found
himself throughout history is apparent. Those symbols which
govern his life and art are proscriptive ones, set down by
minds as diseased as Hinton Helper’s. In other words, beauty
has been in the eyes of an earthly beholder who has stipulated
that beauty conforms to such and such a definition, To re-
turn to Friday, Defoe stipulated that civilized man was what
Friday had to become, proscribed certain characteristics to
the term “civilized,” and presto, Friday, in order not to be
regarded as a “savage under Western eyes,” was forced to
conform to this ideal. How well have the same stipulative
definitions worked in the artistic spherel Masterpieces are
made at will by each new critic who argues that the subject
of his docioral dissertation is immortal. At one period of his-
tory, John Donne, according to the critic Samuel Johnson, is
a second rate poet; at another period, according to the critic
T. 5. Eliot, he is one of the finest poets in the language. Dick-
ens, argues Professor Ada Nisbet, is one of England’s most
representative novelists, while for F. R. Leavis, Dickens” work
does not warrant him a place in The Great Tradition.

‘When Black literature is the subject, the verbiage reaches
the height of the ridiculous. The good “Negro Novel,” we are
told by Robert Bone and Herbert Hill, is that novel in which
the subject matter moves beyond the limitations of narrow
parochialism. Form is the most important criterion of the
work of art when Black literature is evaluated, whereas form,
almost non-existent in Dostoyevsky's Crime and Punishment,
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and totally chaotic in Kafka’s The Trial, must take second
place to the supremacy of thought and message.

Richard Wright, says Theodore Gross, is not a major Amer-
ican novelist; while Ralph Ellison, on the strength of one
novel, is. LeRoi Jones is not a major poet, Ed Bullins not a
major playwright, Baldwin incapable of handling the novel
form—all because white critics have said so.

Behind the symbol is the object or vehicle, and behind the
vehicle is the definition. It is the definition with which we
are concerned, for the extent of the cultural strangulation of
Black literature by white critics has been the extent to which
they have been allowed to define the terms in which the
Black artist will deal with his own experience. The career of
Paul Laurence Dunbar is the most striking example. Having
internalized the definitions handed him by the American
society, Dunbar would rather not have written about the
Black experience at all, and three of his novels and most of
his poetry support this argument. However, when forced to
do so by his white liberal mentors, among them was the pow-
erful cntic, William Dean Howells, Dunbar deals with
Blacks in terms of buffoonery, idiocy and comedy.

Like so many Black writers, past and present, Dunbar was
trapped by the definitions of other men, never capable of
realizing until near the end of his life, that those definitions
were not god-given, but man-given; and so circumscribed by
tradition and culture that they were irrelevant to an evalua-
tion of either his life or his art.

In a literary conflict involving Christianity, Zarathustra,
Friedrich Nietzsche’s iconoclast, calls for “a new table of the
laws.” In similar iconoclastic fashion, the proponents of a
Black Aesthetic, the idol smashers of America, call for a set
of rules by which Black literature and art is to be judged and
evaluated, For the historic practice of bowing to other men’s
gods and definitions has produced a crisis of the highest mag-
nitude, and brought us, culturally, to the limits of racial
armageddon. The trend must be reversed.

The acceptance of the phrase “Black is Beautiful” is the
first step in the destruction of the old table of the laws and
the construction of new ones, for the phrase flies in the face
of the whole ethos of the white aesthetic. This step must be
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followed by serious scholarship and hard work; and Black
critics must dig beneath the phrase and unearth the treasure
of beauty lying deep in the untoured regions of the Black
experience~regions where others, due to historical condition-
ing and cultural deprivation, cannot go.
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