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“I INVESTIGATE THE SUN": AMIRI BARAKA IN THE 1980s

by James A. Miller

They like to create the impression that Amiri Baraka and
LeRoi Jones are two different people. They like to say the only
thing I've done of value has been as LeRoi Jones “when you were
with us in Greenwich Village. After that you ceased to exist.”?

Since Amiri Baraka’s public “conversion” to Marxist-Leninism in 1974, the trajec-
tory of his art and politics has apparently propelled him beyond the attention of an
audience which has grown both tolerant of his tendency to shift identities in public
and skeptical — perhaps even cynical —about the duration of his ideological com-
mitments. In addition, many writers and critics do not like what happened to LeRoi
Jones, the promising young author of Preface to a Twenty Volume Suicide Note, The
Dead Lecturer, and Dutchman. Popular opinion often suggests that Baraka's
politics — first his black nationalism and, definitely, his Marxist-Leninism — have had
disastrous consequences for his art, that his art — to paraphrase Henry Louis Gates,
Jr. —has tumbled from its sources in Yeats, Eliot, Williams and Olson to agitprop.2
Despite Baraka's insistent Marxist stance (and his “new” politics are now twelve years
old), fundamental lines of aesthetic — and ideological — continuity link his most recent
writing to the overall thrust of his art since the mid-1960s. Baraka'’s poetry of the past
decade therefore should not be seen as a sharp disjuncture, a decisive break with his
earlier aesthetic/political practices, but as a consolidation and refashioning — a revi-
sion — of the concerns which have preoccupied him throughout his public career.

Baraka’s development from black cultural nationalism and Pan-Africanism to
Marxist-Leninism, described in detail in his autobiography,? constitutes the immediate
backdrop for the latest stage of his artistic and political odyssey. As a black cultural
nationalist, strongly influenced by the doctrines of Maulana Ron Karenga, Baraka
had assumed, by the late 1960s, the persona of the poet-priest (as opposed to the poet-
warrior of his “Black Arts” phase), one who —in Kimberly Benston’s words — main-
tained a “firm belief in the divine sanction of poetic activity”4—as in “All in the
Street”:

Listen to the creator
speak in me now. Listen, these words
are part of God's thing. | am a vessel,

a black priest interpreting

the present & future for my people
Olorun — Allah speaks in and

thru me now . . . He begs me to
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pray for you—as I am doing — He
bids me have you submit to
the energy . . . .5

Baraka's repudiation of Black cultural nationalism as “subjective mystification”
which leads to “mysticism, metaphysics, spookism, etc., rather than dealing with
reality” (p. 238), required him to revise his definition of the function of black poetry
and to dismantle his poetic persona as well. In his introduction to Hard Facts, Baraka
calls for a poetry “that directly describes the situation of the people and tells us how we
change it,” “an art that speaks to, after 1st learning from, those same dynamic working
masses” (p. 236). Although Baraka’s brief manifesto seems to echo Maulana Karenga'’s
demand for black art which “must expose the enemy, praise the people and support
the revolution,”¢ he distances himself from Karenga’s doctrines in his appeal to the
authority of Marxist-Leninism as the basis of his credo. Baraka’s aesthetic and
ideological re-orientation allowed him to extricate himself from what he now sees as
the pitfalls of black cultural nationalism: its tendency to become reactionary, serving
the interests of the “newly emerging Black bureaucratic elite and petty bourgeois” at
the expense of the black working class; its unscientific emphasis on whites as the cause
of racial oppression rather than the system of monopoly capitalism; its refusal to
address the class basis of American society or the class dynamics of the black commu-
nity. Baraka'’s shift towards a radical political perspective freed him from the con-
straints of an ideologically moribund political movement, allowing him — as Werner
Sollers notes —to vilify and excoriate former allies and associates who had
betrayed — in Baraka’s eyes — the promise of the black liberation movement: “Black
politicians and businessmen, writers and teachers, who had often accepted some
tenets of Baraka’s Black nationalist message but were, in Baraka's view, still far from
making life any better for the majority of Black Americans.”” At the same time,
however, Baraka’s work retained its revolutionary and apocalyptic fervor, displacing
the persona of the poet-priest with that of —in Lenin’s terms — one of the “advanced
workers”: “those who can win the confidence of the laboring masses, who devote
themselves entirely to the education and organization of the proletariat, who accept
socialism consciously, and who even elaborate independent socialist theories.”#

This is the persona Baraka assumes in “Like, This Is What I Meant”:

So that even
in our verse, we are transported
by the billion voiced mass
chanting revolutionary slogans
as they sweep forward to
crush
the piss faced
bourgeoisie
(p. 295)

Despite Baraka's habit of vociferously denouncing aesthetic and/ or political dogma
with which he has previously been identified, his political shift from black cultural na-
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tionalism to Marxist-Leninism — as was the case in his decision to abandon Greenwich
Village in 1965 — was not an abrupt one, but a gradual outgrowth of his responses to
national and international debates about the future of the black liberation struggle.
From this perspective, the poems collected in Hard Facts are a record of Baraka’s at-
tempt to re-orient himself ideologically, an exorcism of his personal and political
demons — similar to the way in which the poems in Sabotage (1961-1963) and Target
Study (1963-1965) represent Baraka's attempt to free himself of the influences of his
Greenwich Village phase.

Shaped by the ideological fervor of a recent convert, the poems in Hard Facts chart
Baraka's motion towards a voice more in tune with his political beliefs. The
bourgeoisie has always been a particular target of Baraka’s animosity, but his gift for
personal invective achieves new heights in his polemical assaults on black cultural na-
tionalism and the emerging black bourgeoisie of the 1970s.

“Niggy the Ho" is a scurrilous attack on Nikki Giovanni, who Baraka targets for
compromising with mainstream American values while “Today” is a more generalized
critique of “reactionary middle class idealists”:

Abstract metaphysical shit talking bores
counter revolutionary, selfish, unserious pseudo
imitators, red baiters, poets forever in residence
Black studies pimps in interesting tweed jackets
Frauds in leopard skin, turbaned hustlers w/skin
type rackets, colored capitalists, negro
exploiters. .
(pp. 252-53)

Baraka reserves his greatest scorn, however, for black politicians like Newark’s
black mayor, Kenneth Gibson, whom Baraka had helped to elect to his first term as
mayor, and for members of the Congressional Black Caucus — to whom Baraka began
to refer to as “caucus-ians.” “At the National Black Assembly” is Baraka’s satiric view
of the dissension and political maneuvering which occurred at the National Black
Political Convention in Little Rock, Arkansas in 1974:

“EEK
a nigger

communist,” the lady democrat
nigrita squeeked, eek
an “avowed”
nigger
communist, & almost swooned. . . .
(p. 259)

Baraka’s rhetorical techniques in these poems — his satiric thrusts, his attention to
the cadences of individual lines, his predilection for explicit statements — are familiar
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ones in his poetry, but some of the poems in Hard Facts reflect his search for different
forms to express his artistic and political beliefs. In several interviews during the late
1970s, Baraka cites Lu Hsun, the Chinese writer, as a model of the revolutionary
techniques he would like to pursue in his own writing — an approach which combines
poetry with revolutionary observation.® Baraka's efforts in this vein seek a deliber-
ately wider line and a rhythm shaped by the ideological requirements of the statement
itself. Nevertheless, a poem like “The Dictatorship of the Proletariat” stumbles because
its ideological content rests on a recapitulation of language (and a view of capitalism)
more appropriate to the proletarian poetry of the 1930s than it is to contemporary
American society:

The Workers must own what is necessary
for the whole of society to live. There is enough wealth for
everybody, the world is literally unimaginably rich, yet the
masses of people are landless paupers with nothing to sell but

the muscles in their arms. . . .
(p. 264)

On the other hand, “Das Kapital,” Baraka’s riff on Marx’s critique of the free enter-
prise system, is a powerful evocation of human misery in the midst of capitalist
accumulation:

These old houses
crumble, the unemployed stumble by us straining, ashy fingered,
harassed. The air is cold
winter heaps above us consolidating itself in degrees. We need

a aspirin or something, and pull our jackets close. . . .
(p. 266)

Poems like “A New Reality Is Better Than A New Movie,” “The Dictatorship of the
Proletariat,” and “Class Struggle” not only favor explicit political statements but tend
to sacrifice an emphasis on rhythm, cadence and phrasing for a more deliberately pro-
saic line — expressing Baraka'’s belief that:

A poem is

the naked advice

of the heart — tho, and this

shd be noted

noter

our statement of life, summation of reality
shd try to make people progress

our life here go forward. . . .1°

At another level, Hard Facts represents the first stage in Baraka's attempt to locate a
revolutionary tradition in Afro-American literature and culture, one which he ar-
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ticulates more fully in his essays, “The Revolutionary Tradition in Afro-American
Literature” and “Afro-American Literature and Class Struggle.” 11

A poem like “When We'll Worship Jesus” evokes the Langston Hughes of Good
Morning, Revolution in Baraka’s denunciation of Christianity —and all religion — as
an opiate which distracts oppressed people from struggling to change their material
circumstances:

you worship jesus
need to bust jesus (4 check
out his spooky brother
allah while you heavy
on the case
cause we ain gon worship jesus. . . .
(p. 244)

“A Poem for Anna Russ and Fanny Jones” (dedicated to his grandmothers) is
reminiscent of Richard Wright's fine short story, “Bright and Morning Star,” in its
transposition of the symbols of Christian faith of an older generation into a materialist
conception of reality:

This is the world. We are in it. We can live and survive

at a higher level. We can advance all life to a higher ground.
And the quiet grandmothers

died
and went to “heaven” could take note of the same feeling cause
that's what they had to

mean
if the metaphysical cloak their times had draped on the world
was translated. . . .

(p. 277)

Just as Baraka argues for a revolutionary tradition in Afro-American literature, ex-
tending from the slave narratives through W. E. B. DuBois, Langston Hughes,
Richard Wright, and the positive aspects of the Black Arts Movement — establishing
himself as heir to this tradition in the process —he articulates a similar tradition in
Afro-American music, from the blues to the contemporary avant-garde. One consist-
ent pattern in Baraka’s career has been his use of black music — as ethos, theme and
technique — as a means of resolving the tensions within his work.12

This impulse re-emerges in the concluding poem of Hard Facts, “For the Revolu-
tionary Outburst by Black People”:

peasantized, proletarianized

our banjo turns to flights of horns
trumpet piercing sax rolling

Blind Louie Trane
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Ojay Ra put up our Dukes

Hyper articulate submerged

moans glimmer bluely

in the real destruction & reemergence

of religion beyond grease lies and bankbook tears

When Bebop showed
all Gods ceased to exist. . . .
(p. 271)

Baraka's skillful synthesis of Marxist concepts and musical allusions in this passage,
his elliptical phrasing, is a less self-conscious expression of his ideological com-
mitments than poems like “The Dictatorship of the Proletariat” and “Class Struggle,”
paving the way for a sequence of poems which celebrate black music and the black
musician as the most accurate expressions of the socio-economic and aesthetic matrix
of Afro-American life. In Poetry for the Advanced, poems like “Pres Spoke in a
Language,” “Spring Song,” and, particularly, “Am/Trak,” are all expressions of the
synthesis Baraka seeks to achieve between the “advanced and the most popular,” the
revolutionary traditions of Marxist-Leninism and the revolutionary impulses of Afro-
American popular music.

For Baraka, the music of John Coltrane, at its best, represents the touchstone of
contemporary Afro-American political and cultural sensibility; as he writes in
“Am/Trak":

Trane was the spirit of the 60's
He was Malcolm X in New Super Bop Fire. . . .
(p. 336)

The music of John Coltrane therefore provides an essential context (and subtext) for
the black revolutionary outburst Baraka envisages. “Spring Song” celebrates the in-
evitable unfolding of human life towards a higher stage of existence:

You is not a german philosopher, long

dead, but a living black comrade counted on by many folks to
keep on steppin.

And not just step step half steppin but stridin, like striding.
long ground-

hungry, distance-raising strides. The sun behind us, the day
turned red. He

lifts his head, off his chest, the wind wakes him cold, the
next hurdle

looms, on five, his leg shoots up automatically, and the wind,
sun, ground,

sky, shouts of other comrades, the mass of people surging forward
too, remind
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him of Trane — yeh Trane — you know that solo — Bee Dooo
Bee Dooo
Dooooo Dooo Dooo  (Giant Steps)
(p. 328)

“Am/Trak” is a poetic biography of John Coltrane, but the poem concludes with an
evocation of Baraka’s arrest and imprisonment during the Newark rebellion of July
1967, an event which coincided with the death of John Coltrane:

Meditations
Expressions
A Love Supreme
(I lay in solitary confinement, July 67
Tanks rolling thru Newark
& whistled all I knew of Trane
my knowledge heartbeat
& he was dead
they
said.
And yet last night I played Meditations
& it told me what to do
Live, you crazy mother
fucker!
Live!

& organize

yr shit

as rightly

burning!

(pp. 336-37)

Baraka's renewed insistence upon black music, within its socio-historical context, as
the aesthetic and ideological underpinning of his art, has had subtle but significant im-
plications for his poetic performances. Since his initial oral performance with the New
York Art Quartet (Roswell Rudd, John Tchcai, Lewis Worrell and Milford Graves) in
1965, Baraka has increasingly sought to incorporate black music into his poetic per-
formances, seeking not only musical metaphors for black life but, finally, a fusion
with black music itself — following Larry Neal’s injunction that “the poet must become
a performer, the way James Brown is a performer —loud, gaudy and racy. He must
take his work to where his people are. . . . He must learn to embellish the context in
which the work is executed; and, where possible, link the work to all usable aspects of
the music.” 13 For Larry Neal, “The text could be destroyed and no one would be hurt
in the least by it. The key is in the music. . . ."24 Since the mid-1960s, Amiri Baraka’s
poetry has increasingly moved toward a poetry which breaks free of the limitations of
the printed word, defining itself in terms of the immediate auditory appeal of oral per-
formance. His experiments with sound and music, however, have been shaped by the
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personal and ideological imperatives of his political moment. During his involvement
with Spirit House in the late 1960s, Baraka produced Sonny’s Time Now, reading his
famous poem, “Black Art,” accompanied with music by Sonny Murray on drums,
Albert Ayler on tenor sax, Don Cherry on trumpet and both Henry Grimes and Louis
Worrell on bass.’ Black and Beautiful: Soul and Madness had Baraka reading his
poetry with a group of vocalists whose range extended from doo-wop to contem-
porary soul music.® A Black Mass, Baraka's dramatic re-working of the myth of
Yakub, was performed to musical arrangements by Le Sun Ra and music by his Myth-
Science Arkestra.l” It's Nation Time,8 produced at the height of Baraka’s cultural na-
tionalist phase, assembled a formidable array of male and female voices as African
drummers; “new” musicians in the form of Reggie Workman, Gary Bartz, Idries
Muhammed and others; and a rhythm & blues group — reflecting Baraka’s attempt to
provide ideological coherence to the diverse tendencies in Afro-American music under
the rubric of “African Unity Music.” After his political conversion to Marxist-
Leninism, Baraka organized a new group, “The Advanced Workers,” a Newark band
which played music ranging from soul and rhythm and blues to jazz as an accompani-
ment to Baraka's spoken texts. Baraka's most recent recording, New Music-New
Poetry (with David Murray on tenor sax and bass clarinet and Steve McCall on
drums) 1 represents yet another step in his ideological development. While perform-
ances like “The Last Revolutionary” (for Abbie Hoffman) and “Against Bourgeois Art”
continue Baraka’s quarrel with some of the unresolved issues of the 1960s, poems like
“Dope,” “Class Struggle in Music” and, particularly, “In the Tradition” (after Arthur
Blythe's album) capture the fusion of politics and aesthetics Baraka seeks to achieve.
In its sweeping view of Afro-American history, its celebration of Afro-American per-
formance in literature, music and the visual arts, its attempt to articulate a totalizing
vision rooted in the dialectical motion of Afro-American life, “In the Tradition”
aspires to epic dimensions, pointing toward Baraka's most recent poetic sequence,
“Whys/Wise.”

In his introduction to “Whys/Wise” in The Southern Review, Baraka defines his
latest poetic sequence as a “long poem in the tradition of the Griots . . . the African
Singers-Poets-Historians . . . who are the root of our African-Amer Oral
Tradition,” 20 but he also locates the poem within a specifically American tradition of
literary epics represented by Melvin Tolson’s Libretto for the Republic of Liberia,
William Carlos Williams's Paterson and Charles Olson’s The Maximus Poems. Still in
the process of composition, the “Whys/Wise” poems crystallize the motion of
Baraka's development over the past twelve years. Baraka has traveled a considerable
ideological distance during this period and his work, as always, is a public testimony
to the contradictions which have beset him along the way, but the “Whys/Wise”
poems suggest that Baraka, for now, is where he wants to be, moving forward in the
world armed with both curiosity and wisdom:

You see, I investigate the sun, for people with hard
dirty hands. I find out what its fire and brightness means.
For the old lady
polishing floors up on the hill for the permanently smiling,
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I support her

music, as it trembles against that dazzling flo’ I give her
Ra or if she want

BB King, I bring that back as well, do tell, I investigate the
sun. Call me

agent proxy paid representative, a lobbyist for those without
lobbies. . . .22

Notes

. Audreen Buffalo, “A Revolutionary Life Together: Amina and Amiri Baraka Talk Frankly About

Their Life and Marriage,” Essence, 214.

. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., review of The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones, New York Times Book

Review, March 11, 1984, 11. See also Greg Tate’s review, “Growing Up in Public: Amiri Baraka
Changes His Mind,” Village Voice, October 2, 1984, pp. 41-43.

. Amiri Baraka, The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones (New York: Freundlich, 1984).
. Kimberly W. Benston, Baraka: The Renegade and the Mask (New Haven: Yale University Press,

1976), p. 144.

. Selected Poetry of Amiri Baraka/LeRoi Jones (New York: Morrow, 1979) 212-13.
. Ron Karenga, “Black Cultural Nationalism,” ed. Addison Gayle, Jr. The Black Aesthetic (Garden

City: Anchor, 1972) 32.

. Werner Sollers, Amiri Baraka/LeRoi Jones: The Quest for “Populist Modernism” (New York:

Columbia, 1979) 225.

. Quoted in Selected Poetry, 276.
. Kimberly W. Benston, “Amiri Baraka: An Interview,” Boundary 2, 6 (1978) 303-16. See also the in-

terview in Werner Sollers, 247-61.

. "A Literary Statement on Struggle,” Boundary 2, 322.
. Amiri Baraka, Daggers and Javelins: Essays, 1974-1979 (New York: Quill, 1984) 137-48 and 310-34.
. See Nathaniel Mackey, “The Changing Same: Black Music in the Poetry of Amiri Baraka,” Boundary

2, 355-86.

. Larry Neal, “And Shine Swam On,” eds. LeRoi Jones and Larry Neal, Black Fire (New York: 1968)

655.

. Neal, 653.

. Sonny's Time Now, Jihad Production, Newark, 1967.

. Black and Beautiful: Soul and Madness, Jihad Productions, Newark, 1967.

. A Black Mass, Jihad Productions, Newark, 1968.

. It's Nation Time, Motown Record Corporation, 1972.

. New Music-New Poetry, India Navigation Company, New York, 1981.

. The Southern Review, 21 (1985): 801. See also Forward: Journal of Socialist Thought, 18 (1985):

109-16 (for “Whys/Wise").

. Southern Review, 811.



	Article Contents
	Issue Table of Contents

