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Abstract

The  dissertation  traces  the  uneasy  marriage  between  ideology  and  aesthetics  in  African 
American  literature,  and  its  reflections  in  Charles  Johnson’s  short  fiction.  The  historical 
introduction is an attempt to reevaluate the tradition of ideological self-policing in African 
American literature. Its central thesis resides in the claim that African American literature and 
its  critical  reception  has still  retained some of this  ideological  template,  in  a manner  and 
degree that throws it out of sync with the mainstream trajectory of American literature. This 
lingering anachronism cannot be legitimately attributed to a single causative circumstance, yet 
one of the more obvious explanations for this residual trend is the living memory of overt 
discriminatory practices  in many parts  of the United States,  which is  why the centrifugal 
literary discourses of assimilationism and protest fiction are still very vibrant.

This  simple  argument  alone  provides  a  sufficient  basis  for  contextualizing  and 
understanding the thesis that ideological writing still inadvertently manages to find its way 
into African American fictional pursuits. This is also underscored by the observable fact that 
even  the  critical  reception  of  African  American  writing  is  often  guided  by  extra-literary 
criteria, a process which can be seen as a continuation of the self-policing trend that has had a 
long and turbulent history in black American writing and is best understood as a reflexive 
communal response to the ubiquitous white gaze.

The  analytical  part  then  proceeds  from  that  premise  in  order  to  examine  a 
representative  section  of  short  fiction  by  Charles  Richard  Johnson,  an  African  American 
writer  and  critic,  graphic  artist  and  screenwriter,  philosophy  professor  and  practicing 
Buddhist, who ranks among the most articulate and erudite public advocates of non-partisan 
black writing in America. The analysis will scrutinize a segment of Johnson’s short fiction 
which overtly displays features of ideological racialist writing. These overtly formulaic stories 
will be assessed against standard racial typologies, and against Theodor Adorno’s and Roland 
Barthes’s taxonomy of tendentious or autonomous ideologically committed writing. The aim 
is not to demonstrate that Charles Johnson the writer does not abide by the non-partisan tenets 
promoted by Charles Johnson the scholar and critic. On the contrary, the scrutiny will seek to 
rehabilitate Johnson’s claim on authorial autonomy by going beyond the literal frame of the 
stories in search of allusive connotations.


