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Jazz and the White Critic

Amiri Baraka
Excerpt from "Jazz and the White Critic", 1960

Most jazz critics have been white Americans, but most important jazz musicians have not
been. This might seem a simple enough reality to most people, or at least a reality which can
be readily explained in terms of the social and cultural history of American society. And it is
obvious why there are only two or three fingers' worth of Negro critics or writers on jazz, say,
if one understands that until relatively recently those Negroes who could become critics, who
would largely have to come from the black middle class, have simply not been interested in the
music. Or at least jazz, for the black middle class, has only comparatively recently lost some of
its stigma (though by no means is it yet as popular among them as any vapid musical product
that comes sanctioned by the taste of the white majority). Jazz was collected among the
numerous skeletons the middle-class black man kept locked in the closet of his psyche, along
with watermelons and gin, and whose rat ding caused him no end of misery and self-hatred. As
one Howard University phi losophy professor said to me when I was an undergraduate, "It's
fantastic how much bad taste the blues contain!" But it is just this "bad taste" that this Uncle
spoke of that has been the one factor that has kept the best of Negro music from slipping
sterilely into the echo chambers of middle-brow American culture. And to a great extent such
"bad taste" was kept extant in the music, blues or jazz, because the Negroes who were
responsible for the best of the music were always aware of their identities as black Americans
and really did not, themselves, desire to become vague, featureless, Americans as is usually the
case with the Negro middle class.

...The major flaw in this approach to Negro music is that it strips the music too ingenuously of
its social and cultural intent. It seeks to define jazz as an art (or a folk art) that has come out of
no intelligent body of sociocultural philosophy.

We take for granted the social and cultural milieu and philosophy that pro duced Mozart. As
Western people, the socio-cultural thinking of eighteenth-century Europe comes to us as a
legacy that is a continuous and organic part of the twentieth-century West. The socio-cultural
philosophy of the Negro in America (as a continuous historical phenomenon) is no less specific
and no less important for any intelligent critical speculation about the music that came out of it.
And again, this is not a plea for narrow sociological analysis of jazz, but rather that this music
cannot be completely understood (in critical terms) without some attention to the attitudes
which produced it. It is the philosophy of Negro music that is most iniportant, and this
philosophy is only partially the result of the sociological disposition of Negroes in America.
There is, of course, much more to it than that.

Another hopeless flaw in a great deal of the writing about jazz that has been done over the
years is that in most cases the writers, the jazz critics, have been anything but intellectuals (in
the most complete sense of that word). Most jazz critics began as hobbyists or boyishly brash
members of the American petite bourgeoisie, whose only claim to any understanding about the
music was that they knew it was different; or else they had once been brave enough to make a
trip into a Negro slum to hear their favorite instrumentalist defame Western musical tradition.
Most jazz critics were (and are) not only white middle-class Americans, but middle-brows as
well. The irony here is that because the majority of jazz critics are white middlebrows, most
jazz criticism tends to enforce white middle-brow standards of excellence as criteria for
performance of a music that in its most profound manifestations is completely antithetical to
such standards; in fact, quite often is in direct reaction against them. (As an analogy, suppose
the great majority of the critics of Western formal music were poor, "uneducated" Negroes?) A
man can speak of the "heresy of bebop" for instance, only if he is completely unaware of the
psychological catalysts that made that music the exact registration of the social and cultural,
thinking of a whole generation of black Americans. The blues and jazz aesthetic, to be fully
understood, must be seen in as nearly its complete human context as possible. People made
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bebop. The question the critic must ask is: why? But it is just this why of Negro music that has
been consistently ignored or misunderstood; and it is a question that cannot be adequately
answered without first understanding the necessity of asking it. Contemporary jazz during the
last few years has begun to take on again some of the anarchy and excitement of the bebop
years. The cool and hard bop/funk movements since the '40s seem pitifully tame, even
decadent, when compared to the music men like Omette Coleman, Sonny Rollins, John
Coltrane, Cecil Taylor and some others have been making recently. And of the bop pioneers,
only Thelonious Monk has managed to maintain without question the vicious creativity with
which he first entered the jazz scene back in the '40s. The music has changed again, for many
of the same basic reasons it changed twenty years ago. Bop was, at a certain level of
consideration, a reaction by young musicians against the sterility and formality of Swing as it
moved to become a formal part of the mainstream American culture. The New Thing, as recent
jazz has been called, is, to a large degree, a reaction to the hard bop .funk-.groove-soul camp,
which itself seemed to come into being in protest against the squelching of most of the blues
elements in cool and progressive jazz. Funk (groove, soul) has become as formal and cliched
as cool or swing, and opportunities for imaginative expression within that form have dwindled
almost to nothing.

...There have been so far only two American playwrights, Eugene O'Neill and Tennessee
Williams, who are as profound or as important to the history of ideas as Louis Armstrong,
Bessie Smith, Duke Ellington, Charlie Parker or Ornette Coleman, yet there is a more valid
and consistent body of dramatic criticism written in America than there is a body of criticism
about Negro music. And this is simply because there is an intelligent tradition and body of
dramatic criticism though it has largely come from Europe, that any intelligent American
drama critic can draw on. In jazz criticism, no reliance on European tradition or theory will
help at all. Negro music, like the Negro itself, is strictly an American phenomenon, and iwe
have got to set up standards of judgment and aesthetic excellence that depend on our native
knowledge of the underlying philosophies and local cultural references that produced blues and
jazz in order to produce valid critical writing or commentary about it. It might be that there is
still time to start.

Excerpted from The Jazz Cadence of American Culture, O'Meally, Robert, ed. New York:
Columbia Press, 1998. 137.
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