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I'write what I have recently begun to call village literature, fiction that is really for the vil-
lage, for the tribe. Peasant literature for my people, which is necessary and legitimate but
which also allows me to get in touch with all sorts of people. I think long and carefully
about what my novels ought to do. They should clarify the roles that have become
obscured; they ought to identify those things in the past that are useful and those things
that are not; and they ought to give nourishment. I agree with John Berger that peasants
don’t write novels because they don't need them. They have a portrait of themselves from
gossip, tales, music, and some celebrations. That is enough. The middle class at the begin-
ning of the industrial revolution needed a portrait of itself because the old portrait didn’t
work for this new class. ... The novel served this function then, and it still does. It tells
about the city values, the urban values. ... There has to be 2 mode to do what the music did
for blacks, what we used to be able to do with each other in private and in that civiliza-
tion that existed under the white civilization. I think this accounts for the address of my
books. I am not explaining anything to anybody. My work bears witness and suggests who
the outlaws were, who survived under what circumstances and why. ...All that is in the
fabric of the story in order to do what the music used to do. The music kept us alive, but
it’s not enough anymore. My people are being devoured. Whenever I feel uneasy about my
writing, I think: what would be the response of the people in the book if they read the
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book? That’s my way of staying on track. Those are the people for whom I write.




