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ABSTRACT 


The lower-class theme that predominates in 

the Harlem novel stems from the desire of the black 
novelist of the Twenties to give aesthetic and 
social sanction to folk-life as a solution to the 
American race problem. The thesis begins with 
a broad survey that attempts to recreate the cul
tural mood and artistic effervescence of an era 
that unleashed an unprecedented outpouring o~ black 
talent. Part One is concerned with the affirma
tive aspects of the ideal of folk-life. The 
originality of this study resides partly L~ its 
analysis of black folk values and in their descrip
tion as a kL~d of racial or group soul. Part 
Two, which focuses on the critical aspects of the 
above ideal, explores the historical origi-ns ~~d 
the fictional expression of the resistance to white 
A~erican culture. And Part Three examines reserva
tions toward the ideal by dissenting Harlem novel
ists through a new interpretation of the "passing" 
theI:le .. 
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REsm·1E 

La preoccupation. avec. les .basses classes, 

qui est Ie trait sailIant dw roman noir .~ericain 

des anm3es I920, a son. origine dans Ie desir de 
certains intellectuels de ~romouvoir une solution 
cul.turelle au probleme racial. Servant d'intro
duction. a la presente etude de cette solution 

est une revue generale de l'epoque. Elle vise 

a recreer l'atmosphere essoufflee et dfeuphorie 
quia marqua la vie contemporaine et qui a vu . 
lteclosion. sans ~recedent du talent artistic noir. 
D'abord, on e.tudie I'aspect :gositi! de la solution .. 
Lroriginalite de cette demarche reside dans 
I'analyse des valeurs traditionnelles propres a 
la culture A!ro-americaine et dans l'interpretation 
de celles-ci c'omme l' essence de l' ame collec tive 
naire ... Ensuite, on. considere l'aspect negatii de 
la solution,. en. examinant les racines du senti!!lent 

anti-americain noir et son. expression. dans Ie type 
proletarien du roman. Harlem de l'epoque.. Enfin, 
par un procede nouveau et avec l'aide d'un autre 
type de roman contemporain, on tente de demontrer 

les iaihlesses inherentes a la solution culturelIe 
proposee .. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The subject of the present inquiry is Harlem Ren

aissance fiction. In this introductory chapter, the sub

ject is examined in a series of four discussions. The 

first discussion will relate the Harlem novel to a theo

retical formulation of the concept of social realism. The 

second will explore the embodiment of the co~cept in the 

Harlem novel by examining the latter's sociological a~d 

polemic character. The third will view the novel in terms 

of two aesthetic principles germane to social realism. The 

fourth discussion will specify and validate the subject

matter of the inquiry as well as outline its development .. 

. Serving as prologue to these discussions is this general 

review of the Harlem Renaissance. 

The Harlem Renaissance is a name generally assigned 
4 

to the Afro-A~erican cultural explosion of the Twenties. 

Its immediate causes lie in the political and economic events 

surrounding World \'lar I. On the one hand, lc::.rge numbers of 

Americans of European origin were hurrying back to their 

hO!nelands to assist in the war effort; and, as a result of 

the ar~l1ed conflict, t::ere was an almost complete stop in the 

flow of immigrants from the Old' rJorld to the New 'Horld 
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territories. OIl- the other,the subsequent involve~r:.ent of 

the United states in the war increased the demand ffild produc

tion of war supplies, thus. cree.ting a great shortage of labor, 

especially in the manufacturing a~d service industries of the 

North. Moreover, with the urgent delLand for manpmve1', the 

traditional movement of blacks from predor.nnantly rural areas 

of the southern states and islands to the urban industrial 

centers of the North received a "nevI and tremendous impetus_"I 

Nore than a million Negroes took part in this mass mOVei:1en t 

northwards. 

In addition to the need for manpower, the haFsh con

ditions to which blacks were subjected in the South helped fuel 

tMs:Qreat"Migration. These ,conditions were chiefly hard labor, 

the denial of basic political and economic rights, and the 

persistent attacks by anti-Negro groups like the Ku Klu~ Kla~.~ 

As a result of these misdeeds, the North took on the virtues 

of a promised land and was perceived Hin terms of a new vision 

of opportQ~ity, of social and economic freedom, of a spirit 

to seize ••• ttl notes Alain Locke.3 

Harlem, the Negro enclave of New York City, was the 

chief 'pole of attraction al!1ong northern urban areas. "Great 

numbers of these migrants headed for New York or eventually 

got there, and naturally the illQjority went up into Harlem," 

states James W. Johnson.4 For, in the 1920's, 
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New York was the leading American city in terms of cultural 

as well. as industrial. opportunities; and its expanding Negro 

community5 exerted a great influence on would-be migrants, 

yartly on account of its relatively great size and ancient 

6roots. These factors helped transform Harlem, where the ma

jority of the city's Negro comnunity lived, into a pre-eminent 

meeting-place: 

It has attracted ••• the West Indian, the 
Negro American; has brought together the 
Negro of the North .and the Negro of the 
South; the m~ from the city and the man 
from the town and village; the peasant, 
the student, the busL~ess man, the prof
essional ~an, the artist, poet, musician, 
adventurer ~~d worker"preache~ and crim
inal, exploiter ~~d social. outcast. Each 
group has come with its own separate mo
tives ~~d for its own special ends, but 
their greatest experience has been the 
fL~ding of one another.? 

And this Negro district, in virtue of its ethnic variety 

and representative population, quickly became the microcosm 

and symbol of the black world. 

Harlem also became the center of the Renaissance. 

The social interaction of the various ethnic elements within 

it, aided by the wealth and burgeoning prosperity of the sur

rounding metropolis, produced an ~~precedented group aware
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ness as well as a strong sense of collective and indi

vidual worth. In this respect, Alain Locke (the "origina

tor of the phrase, 'Negro renaissance' ,,)8 observed that 

"race sympathy and unity [had] determined a further fusing 

of sentiment and expe"rience, tt9 and that the Negro quarter of 

the city was permeated with a feeling of "racial awakening. nIO 

The latter was first and foremost a proletarian 

phenomenon. No other enlightened Negro observer of the Har

lem scene of the Twenties -- except, perhaps, the sociolo

gist, Charles S. Johnson II -- has articulated this fact 

with greater felicity than Alain Locke himself. He further 

perceived Ua new spirit ~hat wa~ alive in the massesuI2 

together with a ,"transformed and transforming psychology.n I 3 

Benjamin Brawley, also a Negro scholar and critic of the era, 

elaborates thus on the new personality which the latter had 

created: "To be blackI4 ceased to be a matter for explana

tion and apology; instead it became something to be adver

tized and exploited. nI5 

The dramatization of blackness was undertaken by 

talented and artiCUlate young' Negroes, who had been attracted 

to Harlem, like their peasant or rural counterparts, from 

various points in black America and the Caribbean, both before 

and after the mid-Twenties. Among them were two West Indian 
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fictionists, Eric Walrond and Claude McKay; the New Orleans 

trumpeter, Louis Armstrong; two Washi..'1gtonians, the drama

tist, Aubry Lyles and the bandleader, "Duke" Wellington. 

That their task was viewed with optimism in several quarters 

can be deduced from such observations as Alain Locke's and . 

Claude McKay's. The former was looking forward to seeing 

Harlem play the same role that uDublin ••• had played for 

Ireland or Prague for the New Czechoslovakia;"I6 and the lat

ter (so-called "forerunner" of the Renaissance)I? had thought 

of a number of cultural rebirths -- the Arabian, Irish, 

Russian and European -- in conceiving the possibilities of 

the Harlem Renaissance. I8 

As they sought to dramatize various aspects of 

blackness, the Afro-American writers and artists received 

support as well as criticism from the Negro press, parti

cularly the two main Negro publications (The Crisis, Onpor

tunity) and from white journalistic organs (Century, Scrib

ners) and publishing houses (Bani, Liveright Publishers). 

Moreover, Alain Locke's anthology of essays, The New Negro, 

which helped define and account for what was happening in the 

Negro world, was an additional source of encouragement and 

enlightenment in the mid-Twenties. 

The main cultural happenings of the Harlem Renaiss

ance were in the area of the performing arts (song, music 
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and dance) and literature (drama, poetry and fiction). 

In the United states as in Europe, black Ameri

can music (ragtime derivatives and jazz) increased in popu

larity. In Harlem, cabarets (Connie's Inn, the Cotton 

Club, Small's Paradise were among the most respectable) 

mushroomed, and Negro rhythms and tone combinations were in

creasingly adopted in the Old World countries. As a result, 

Negro music and song (mainly blues) became an international 

vogue. Hence the outstanding success of dance ba~ds (The 

Clef Club Musicians, The Memphis Students), revues (Shuffle 

Along, Blackbirds) and artists (Florence Mills, the three 

Miss Smith si~gers, Rola~d Hayes) as well as their influence 

on audiences at home and abroad. Moreover, the black vogue 

also aroused the interest of white composers and artists, 

and ma~y of them were inspired by Negro productions. Mil

haud's La Creat"ion du Monde, Ravel's "Piano Concerto i~ 

Dn and William Walton's La Fasade are but a few examples 

of works by white composers that bear imprints of Negro 

music. 19 

New York's reputation as a center for theatre and 

the stage helped the budding Negro drama greatly. Increas

ingly, plays with exclusive Negro casts, written by both 

black and white playwrights, were staged either in all-

Negro theatres -- the Alhambra (Harlem), the Howard (Washing
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ton), the Dunbar (Philadelphia) -- or in national ones 

(Broadway). Typical of such plays was Porg;y, which drama

tizes southern life among the fisher-folk of Catfish Row. 

Even more typical (the latter play is but a dramatized ver

sion of a black novel by a white writer, Du Bose Heyward) were 

Garland Anderson's melodrama, Appearances (1925) and the bet

ter-executed Harlem (I929). Written by J. RaPE and Wallace 

Thurman, the novelist, it is a compelling study of the impact 

of Harlem on a Negro family fresh from the South. 

As for poetry, it has been, with music and (to a lesser 

extent) dance, the principal art medium of the Harlem Renaiss

20ance. But, whereas dance and the other performing arts 

previously mentioned expressed to a great extent the gay and 

festive spirit of the Twenties, with jazz giving its name 

2I (to the age, the poetic medium gave vent as did fiction) 

chiefly to its reprehensible aspect. Hence, Harlem Renaiss

ance poetry usually portrays the darker side of that blackness 

described by Benjam~ Brawley preceedingly. 

The four representative poets of the period, with the 

exception.. or Jean Toomer, wrote more than three collections 

of verse about the reality of blackness in the world at 

large. Countee Cullen, in associating this reality with 

the god-head (as a result of his religious family background) 

and Africa t sought to give it universal meaning 
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and significance, in poems like "Heritage" and "Shroud 

of Color." 

Claude McKay handled the sonnet form nearly as skil

lfully as Cullen. but had greater recourse to the exotic 

stereotype of Africa (to be elaborated on later) for 

his themes.. Also, in describing nostalgically his Jam

aican homeland and the negative aspects of New York City 

life (in "North and South," "I Shall Return," "Harlem 

Shadows," and other poems), he succeeded in dramatizing with 

great poignancy two sides of blackness -- its rural idyllic 

beauty and urban squalor. 

Langston Hughes closer to Claude McKay than to 

Countee Cullen in his frank and brutal depiction of the 

darker side of blackness, as in such poems as Fine Clothes 

For the Jew, which recreates sympathetically the poignant 

ugliness that is so charac teristic o,f' Harlem Shadows .. 

But, like Cullen,. he probes the African roots of the Afro

American fnI am a Negra/Black as the night is black/black 

like the depths of my Africa") and, espeCially, explores 

the rhythms of blues and jazz,. which he incorporates in... the 

fabric of his poetry. 

Jean Toomer, the last major representative poet 
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of the Harlem Renaissance, has been acclaimed the most 

gifted man of fiction of the period.22 He 1,';rote Cane (I924), 

a fusion of poetry and prose written in a terse, symbolic 

style. L~ aane~ Toomer L~dulges in the extensive experimen

tation that characterizes the poetry of Hughes. But, ~.vhereas 

the latter (as we remarked) experi~e::lted with cuI elerlents 

that are :Jart a..'1c. parcel of the black experience, Toomer labored 

wi. th form and lar..guage for a "new idiorn,n LYJ. order to cele

br~te blacy..ness and his cvrn search for it. 23 

The foregoing channels of black cult~ral expression 

fal tered in. I929. The colla"0se of t':1e '{fall-Stree t stGck :,:arke t 

that year brought an abrupt end to an era of prosperi.ty 

al'ld excess ~dea s~sten~ce to the ~ar-

le:l ?enaissa:1ce. As Alain Locke had 'Oro s:.ad, the 

year of 1928,24 the New ITegr-o art tic r.lOve:l~en t lost a great 

number of i supporters in. the wake of the collapse.25 

Sughes descri~es the situation th~s: 

That was really the end of the gay t s 

of the New Negro era in Harlem, the period 
that begun to reach its e~d when the 
crash ca~e i~ 1929 a~c 'Nhite people 
much less !loney to spend en the:::selves, 

tic 

http:collapse.25
http:prosperi.ty
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on Negroes, for the depression brought 
everybody down a peg or two. And the Ne
groes had but few pegs to fall. 26 

The Harlem Renaissance has been accused of being 

an American fffad.,,27 This, in turn, has raised the prob

lem of assessing its quality. Ironically, among its critics 

are a number of its own literary spokesmen, as these ob

servations by McKay and Hughes indicate: 

I was surprised when I discovered that 
many of the talented Negroes regarded their 
renaissance more as an uplift organization 
and a vehicle to accelerate the pace 
and progress of smart Negro society.28 

The Negro writers of the twenties did not 
take themselves as seriously as the writers 
of the thirties -- the hungry era, when pro

29letarian authors were in vogue. 

This last criticism is extensively treated by Wallace Thur

man in his bitter, caustic satire (The L~fants of the 

S~ring) of the bohemian literary and artistic fringe of the 

Renaissance movement. Like the visionaries in Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's utopian work (The Elithedale Romance), the 

characters of this Harlem novel engage persistently in self

defeat through mediocrity and dissipation; and, thus, lay 

bare their tragic lack of talent or fail to carry it through 

http:society.28
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to fruition. 30 

The criticisms of these and other Harlem novelists, 

regarding the quality of their own artistic explosion, have 

given way to a variety of standpoints among post-Renaissance 

commentators. Examples of those holding diametrically opposed 

positions are Harold Cruse and Abraham Chapman. The first 

has discovered virtually no redeeming points, attributing 

this to the absence of a "cultural philosophy..,31 and 

to the disinterestedness of 'the black bourgeoisie in Negro 

art. On the other hand, the second, who views the Renaiss

ance in terms of its impact on succeeding artists and writ

ers (Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin),32 

concludes: "it is clear ••• the Negro ••• movement that 

welled up then was no flash in the pan, no literary dud. n33 

Other critics like N.I. Huggins and Robert A. Bone hold 

a more balanced position. Although deploring the excesses 

of the movement, the first views it with sympathy and under

standing, while the second has discovered in it Ita serious 

attempt by the Negro to i''lterpret his own group life ...34 

A more recent appreciation, that of Amritjit Singh, also 

strikes a balanced note. While conceding that the Harlem 

Renaissance output was hampered by a lack of commonly 

shared artistic perceptions, Singh nevertheless feels that 

it helped forge "some of the latter-day Afro-American con

cepts -- such as the Black Aesthetic. n3.5 

http:fruition.30
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Having surveyed. the Harlem Renaissance, I will now 

proceed to the four preliminary discussions on the Harlem 

novel initially announced. As I mentioned, the first dis

cussion involves a definition of social realism and the 

study of its relation to the Harlem novel. An analysis 

of social realism is provided by George Lukacs, the Hung

arian critic, in his Studies in European Realism. In it, 

he describes what he considers the fundamental elements of 

this concept -- wholeness and appropriateness of subject

matter. The former, he argues~ should underlie the creation 

of all fictional characters, while events and situations 

should act like "social determinants,,,36 molding and 

shaping those characters into types representative of the 

whole of society. He further argues that the writer of fic

tion should by all means draw his themes or subject-matter 

from those issues that are prominent or serious for his 

society, perceived as a number of warring components. 

For Lukacs, these qualities of literary realism are 

incompatible with at least two important tendencies in 

the modern novel -- the objectivism of the naturalistic 

school of Zola and the subjectivism of the psychologist 

school of Joyce. These he dismisses as extreme artistic 

conceptions which distort social reality. On the other 

hand, he finds the above aesthetic qualities in some nine
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teenth-century fiction, notably that of Honore de Balzac 

and of Leo Tolstoy. To him the works of these writers are 

characterized by an ideal all-roundedness and are built up

on "the burning problem of the community,,37 or "the great 

universal problems of their time .,,38 He therefore consid

ers them the latest standard-bearers in the great tradi

tion of social realism. 

It is, in my view, appropriate to associate the 

Harlem Renaissance novel with this tradition in the light 

of Lukacs· strictures. As we shall see, wholeness in 

creation and adequacy of subject-matter are basic consid

erations in this novel for both the novelist and critic. 

Hence, it may be asked: To what extent does the Renaissa~ce 

novel reflect this social realistic tradition or to what 

degree does it comply with the above twin stipulation of the 

realistic genre (comprehensiveness of treatment and promi

nent SOCial theme)? 

As a means of formulating an adequate answer, a 

study of the two basiC dimensions of the Harlem Renaissance 

novel the SOCiological and the polemic -- will be 

underta~en. The discussion of the sociological will cover 

in-group relations or the quality of social life among 

Negroes; and the polemic the nature of group intercourse 

or the impact of white American social attitudes on Negro 



- 14 

life. 

It is necessary to survey the socia-economic 

structure of the Negro community as a pre-requisite to the 

discussion of the sociological. I am here referring to 

the tripartite class system (lower, middle and upper class) 

that has been adopted as an analytical tool in Negro social 

history, at least since the beginning of the present 

century. The lower-class, with more than eighty per cent 

of the population, was made up of rural and newly arrived 

urban blacks employed in agriculture (farmers, tenants, 

day-laborers), industry (unskilled and semi-skilled work

ers) and domestic or service occupations (house-servants, 

porters, longshoremen). At the other end of the social lad

der was a tiny upper-class (about six per cent in size) com

posed of Negroes with a respectable family history, a high 

income, educational or social status arising from their 

function as business, intellectual or professional leaders 

in the black community. Between these two poles lay the 

middle-class, approxi~ately twelve per cent. It included 

Negroes with a primary or secondary education, college 

teachers, successful entertainers, and those holding minor 

municipal or civil service jobs in the urban areas. The 

Negro class structure of the period, then, resembled a stee
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ple.in. form. As such, it Vias substantially different from 

the white class str~ct~=e of the tL~es~ which carried a 

respectively smaller and larger lower and middle class. How-

eve r, iIi the black fic ti.::m. of the T'.venties and in the criti

cism associated with. it, these three classes are usually 

reduced to two -- a lower-class and an extended middle-class. 

~~e na:ie,. IT tal.ented tenth,1I originating from the black sc:ho

lar '!J.E .B. DuEois, frequently designates t!1e hard-core 

m.embers:)! this enlarged middle-class )9 Besides, the ter::ns 

"l::nver" and lI~p:;;::erll are common...:!.y used in. Renaissance Iitera

ture to take into accouut variations within each of the two 

classes, c.onsequent upon the L'1CreaSe in N'egro ~rba.'l li7ing, 

educati::m. and training. 

Furthermore, throughout the :period, class distinctions 

'Hi thin the Negro group '~'iere !lsually cut c.long col::;r lines 

or were reinforced by the::n. rms "black," "darkrt and, 

t.o a lesser exten.t, ltbro'Nn.~1! came associated '.'/i th tne lower-

class, because the :rllajority :Jf its :::lemoers ~ivere so :pigment 

and, generally, their origins c:!Uld be traced to field I'Tegroes 

of exclusively African descent on the Ar::erican slave :,:la.'1ta

':l.:;r:S. On the other hand t a fairer color. (::;ula.tto, Qus.droon 

or octoroon, for exan:.ple) was a prime factor in the attri

cution of middle-class status. ~he miscegL'1ation charac

terized the r ?art of the ~iddle-class its 

L'1 the slave era) vihen "c,,)1.L"1.tless aristocr s 
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••• tried valiantly to wash a whole race whiter than snow.,,40 

The resultant progeny of mix-bloods became privileged 

house-servants, enjoying a number of exclusive social ad

vantages, which the proximity to their masters conferred. 

Moreover, by the I920s, these class and color divisions 

within the Negro group had already crystalized into a per

manent system of caste that set a barrier to in-group inter

action and sympathy. Thus, the majority of the colored 

middle-class could not identify itself with the lower-class 

for, having accepted the valuations of skin color of the 

white group, it tended to view itself as superior to the 

darker lower-class -- a feeling that the better job oppor

tunities for fair-skinned Negroes as well as other social 

advantages only served to strengthen and perpetuate. On the 

other hand~ the lower-class viewed the middle-class with 

misgiving or dislike and as being no different from the 

white middle-class, whose manners and assumed values (thrift, 

industry, initiative, perseverance) it tried to pursue and 

emulate. The color question, centr~l to the study of the 

Harlem era, will be re-examined in later chapters. 

The above dichotomous class structure provided 

the base for Renaissance fiction. The so-called writers 
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of the "Harlem. School t 
u4I made up of the younger and,. 

fictionally, more radical els::::1snts of the Harlem Renaiss

anee, opted f:Jr the portrayal of the ec.onmrlically under

privileged.. T"'ney wrote the fo:::.k novel, "'lhich purported to 

represent the life of the folk Negro. Charles S .. Johnson,. 

soC.iologist and political 2,ctiYist of the period, describes 

that social type th~s: 

Within. the lower classes a tinction should 

be made oetween. t:'le f folk I-Tegro f a.'1d the rest 

of the population.. This distinction. is inrpor

taut and more cultural t:'la.'1. econ.omic;- it re
fers to the f81"1 i ly habits and values evolved 

by the Negro culture ~~der the titution. of 

slavery. Stripped cf their basic Africa.~ 

culture by the exisencies of life L."1. Anerica, 

they evolved a social life and culture of their 

O\Vl1. ll42 

These writers, for the most part, ac~uired their lower-class 

s;y-r:.pathy pa::-tly from their first ha.'1d kn.::;wle of this 

group vlith whom they lived or 'llcrked out of econor.:ic necess

i ty::r free VIllI.. Notable among them are Claude HcK'ay a.'1d 

Lcmgston Hughes, some.. of whose v.ritings cO:T.:1!I.on.ly reveal 

r.o.ere, c.:;min.g off the road like h'::f1ing 
birds, '.'Ie traiY'..:::.e31 ca.:.1e to rest a':'Ihile a.'1d 

ternize th cur friends in the city -

http:cO:T.:1!I.on.ly
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elevator runners and porters -- and snatch 
from saloon and cabaret and. home a few 
brief moments of pleasure, of friendship and 
of love. 43 

From a~ this pretentiousness Seventh Street 

was sweet ~elief, Seventh Street is the long, 
old, dirty street, where the ordinary Negroes 
hane out, folks with practically no family 
tree at all •••• I liked the barrel houses 
of Seventh Street, the ••• churches and 

44the songs.

The most typical models of the folk novel are 

Claude McKay's Banjo and Home to Harlem, and Arna Bontemps' 

God Sends Sunday. Milder forms of this type are Langston 

Hughes' Not Without Laughter, Wallace Thurman's The Blacker 

the Berry and McKay's Banana Bottom. These last novels 

are so identified because a relatively more prominent place 

is given in them to middle-class life. Their treatment of 

the middle-class, however, remains peripheral, in that 

it does not constitute the primary focus of attention; its 

role being essentially to help dramatize lower-class life. 

Whereas some writers of the Renaissance drew 

their themes from lower-life material, other writers issu

ing from a similar background, in terms of education and 

family Circumstances, decided to perpetuate the genteel 

tradition of the Old Guard novelists (I890-I920) by portray
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ing middle-class mores in what is generally labelled 

the apologist novel. This type of novel~ championed ;nainly 

by Walter 7fuite, Hella Larsen. and Jessie Fauset,. depicts 

the life of educated" '.vealthy or aspiring rTegroes. As a 

result, low'er-class. life has a function similar to that which 

middle-class life bears in the folk type of novel. Lower-

class life treated in the apologist novel either peripher

ally (The Fire in the Flint~ The Chinaberry Tree) or l;ke 

a faded reality of the past largely cut from the 

present (There is Confusion, Plum Bun). 

The decisiDn. by most Ne gro Renaissa.'1ce writers to 

restrict their fictional perspective to one or other of the 

social classes was questi::med by a nu:t::lber of cri t:i.cs in 

the literary controversy that ensued. A short review 

Qf the latter :i.s necessary here.. Not only will it bri!lg 

out, the con.flict; ng a!'gUL:lents underlying the t"'IO artistic 

viewpoints and some of the problems peculiar to Harlem Ren

aissance aesthetics. Such a !'9view will also throVi light 

upon m~ch that is to follow in this study .. 

In the debate,. the folk novelists argued the 

exclusive use of low-life ;natarial fiction. Claude ~:cKay, 

the r::ost agg!'essive of the !lrebell! writers, "llanted the 

?enaissance to create "things that would be typical 
4t:;

of their g::oup."'/ Langston 3:ughes" milder in te::roera:.::.en t 

http:te::roera:.::.en


- 20 

but no less a staunch defender of this position, felt 

that tithe masses had given. the race a heritage valuable 

tt46in itself -- a heritage it should be proud or. In an 

impassioned declaration on behalf of his colleagues, he 

declared: 

We younger Negro artists who create now in
tend to express our individual dark-skinned 
selves without rear or shame •••• We know 
we are beautiful•. And ugly too. 47 

Moreover, through journals like Fire, Indenendent and 

The New RepubliC, Wallace Thurman kept up the attack, ex

horting the Negro writer to sever relations with the old 

tradition that rejects uthe seamy or sordid side of life or 

the 'low down,' common, everyday, black life-stYle.,,48 

The elder wing of the Harlem Renaissance litera

ti -- conservative critics and race leaders for the most 

part -- maintained a diametrically opposed position to 

that held by the radical writers. They did, of course, 

realize the necessity for cultural affirmation through fict

ion and even supported it;49 but portraying the under

privileged was objected to on several grounds. W.S. Braith

waite and W.E.B. DuBois respectively deplored the presence 

of ttatavistic impulsesu50 and "minstrel characteristics,,5 I 

in the folk novel; and Benjamin Brawley denounced what 
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he thought were themes got uin dives or cabarets or 

with women of easy virtue.n52 Besides moral considera

tions, aesthetic ones constituted another reason for the 

rejection of low-life material. Benjamin Brawley, for 

instance, argued that the lush emotionalism of the Harlem 

School was producing second-rate novels. 53 Social con

siderations, too, were a major element in their opposition, 

as Claude McKay's comment on the attitude of his literary 

opponents indicates: 

Their idea is that Negroes in literature and 
art should be decorous and decorative. These 
nice Negroes think that the white public, 
reading about the doings of the comm.on 

Negroes, will judge them by the same stand
ards.54 

A statement by Jessie Fauset, a writer of the apologist 

novel, tends to support this opinion: "they must learn to 

write with a delineation so fine and distinctive that 

their portraits ••• will be ac=eptable to the white 

publisher and reader alike. 55 

A few Negro writers, however, rejected the ex

clusive lower-class or middle-class viewpoint in favor of 

a more comprehensive treatment of Negro life. Among them 

is the elder black writer of the turn of the century, 

Charles W. Chesnutt. While advocatin& absolute freedom 

http:alike.55
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in the selection of literary material, he nevertheless 

cautioned that "a true picture of life would include the 

,ood, the bad and the indifferent.n56 The much younger 

Renaissance novelist, Countee Cullen, thought similarly: 

We must-create types that are truly repres
entative of us as a people, nor do I feel 
that such a move is necessarily a ~enuflex
ioa away from true art.57 

As a result of this latter at.titude, there were fictional 

efforts that aimed at givin& a more balanced view of lower 

and middle class living. This mixed type of novel was 

written by Cull.en himself (One Way to Heaven) and by Ru

dolph Fisher (The Walls of Jericho, The Conjure-Man 

~). These novels, contrary to the two previously men

tioned types (the folk and the apologist), do display some 

degree of class sympathy generally, their intermediary 

characters functioning as a link bridgin~ the solitude of 

the two social classes. Moreover~, written by Jean 

Toomer, can also be considered a mixed novel. 58 Like the 

preceding works, it presents a panorama of Negro types and 

situations. However, it lacks the Troilus-and-Cressida 

type of plot structure so characteristic of the mixed 

novels above. Instead, the action proceeds Cinematically, 

in the form of a series of largely detached scenes or 

sketches of lower and middle class life. 

http:novel.58


23 

In the foregoing part of this discussion, I 

have attempted to circumscribe the sociological ele

ment of the 3:arlem Renaissan.ce novel,. which concerns 

class relations within the Negro group. I will now examine 

the novel's polemic quality or its treatment of black and 

whi te relations with.i..."l I,lJestern. society. The 1L."lderlying aim 

of the present discussion, as I have indicated ( • I~I3), 

is to deter"; ne the level of conformity in. this n·Jvel 

to a type Df social realism. 

The era of the 19208 saw the transformation of the gro 

novel in.to a +>tehicle of social protest cO!!lparable to that 

waged by the various organs of the :legro press" notablY 

Crisis and. OnDortu.:1i ty. Tl'1e new oood in the black nGilel 

arises from the negative socia-economic effects of the white 

caste system, which had. replaced the plantation system that 

governed ~aster-slave relations in America fer centuries. The 
~~ 

white cast syste:cl,. fran which the ITe caste system arGse,.~~ 

imposed a pattern of widespread discrimination ~"ld segre

gation upon. the black communities. In Jamaica some 
l .8ther "'Hest Indian ...arra.s, the colJred middle-class 80:::-.e

ti:r.:es succeeded i!l. evading the bad eff9cts of the 1,'Jilite 

caste by aligning itself ',eli th the white middle-class in 

ex~loitatiJn of the lower-c In the ted S tes, 

Xegro middle-class had also honed to by:pass those ef

http:Renaissan.ce
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fects through its tlco~or, breeding, gentility, wealth 

and prestige.n60 But its expectations had fal1en through, 

as the white group has traditionally regarded the Negro 

group as a monolithic entity and, therefore, has persist

ently been blind or insensitive to its internal color and 

class distinctions in the matter of human or civil rights re

eognition. 6I These injustices accruing from the wh2te 

caste system as well as efforts to cope with them by both 

white and black are traditionally referred to as the 

Negro problem. 

It is the novelists' efforts to gra~e with 

the adverse conditions of the Negro problem that impart to 

Renaissance fiction its polemic quality. Before examining 

the latter, I wil~ survey those conditions in the first 

decades of this century -- a period which roughly corres

ponds to the one that is now under study. 

W.E.B. DuBois writes bleakly of those conditions 

at the turn of the century: 

The bright ideals of the past,--physical 
freedom, political power, the trainL~g of 
the brains and the training of the hands, 
al~ these in turn have waxed and waned, until 
even the last grows dim and overcast. 62 

The situation just described worsened with the American war 

http:overcast.62
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effort. For the trek. to northern cities created new 

difficulties: the acceleration of the phenomenon of ghet

toization as well as increased recreational, occupation

al and residential discrimination in the urban indust

rial centers. Similarly, the optimism generated by 

American involvement in World War I was soon dealt a mor

tal blow, as tensions arose in the recruitment of black 

servicemen, who were generally relegated to stevedore 

positions or failed to obtain due promotional advancement 

at home and abroad. As a result, with the end of the war 

n ••• went most of the illusions and high hopes American 

Negroes had telt would be realized," notes James W. John
63son. So optimism ~ave way to disappointment and 

outrage: 

A general feelin, of unrest, defiance, im
patience, and even bitterness, swept over 
black communities, and few Negroes were 
unaffected. 64 

These feelings soon erupted in sporadic outbursts of 

violence, notably in I9I7 and I919, in numerous American 

cities. 

Events such as these gave a new impetus to 

efforts by militant associations to find a viable solu

tion to the Negro problem. One extreme and minority group 

called for "complete amalgamation and cultural assimila

http:unaffected.64
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tion" with the dqminant white society.65 Another ex

treme but more import~~t group -- r~rcus Garvey's Universal 

Improvement Association. -- saw the only hope of survival 

in "withdrawal from America.."1 society a..'1d the creation 

of African States.,,66 A third, headed by Philli:9 A. Ran

dolph, viewed the destruction of Capitalism, through the COI!l

bined socialist action of whites and blacks, as the only 

hO:geful avenue or liberation.67 An intermediate and moderate 

solution, which.. called for improvement for blacks within the 

present capitalistic system, was advocated by the two most 

influential movements of Negro-white militancy -- the 

NAACP and the National Urban League, respectively charcpi:ned 

by W.E.B. DuBois and Charles S. Johnson.68 

In... general,. the responses of the Renaissance novelists 

to the foregoing problems of the Negro in. white America.."1. 

society resemble as ;vell as differ from those held by the 

various milita..'1t groups just mentioned~ ~nus the Harlem 

School opted for isolationism, 'Nhereas the writers of the 

Old Guard or more conservative wing of the Renaissance 

settled for a oiddle-of-the-way position that r.:.ay best oe 

described as acco~modative. The isolationist solution 

proposed by the Harlem School novelists is more cultural 

than physical, as it differs from the se:paration -oreached by 

http:Johnson.68
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Marcus Garvey, which would have involved emigration to 

makeshift African colonies. Essentially, their isolation

ist ideology, as dramatized in the novels, is an outright 

rejection of white American and European culture in fa

vor of the native Negro culture. This extreme solution is 

thus rationalized by James W. Johnson: 

There is in us all a stronger tendency toward 
isolation than we may be aware of. There come 
times when the most persistent integration
ist becomes an isolationist, when he curses 
the white world and consigns it to hell. 
This tendency toward isolation is strong be
cause it springs from a deep-seated, natural 

desire -- a desire for respite from the unrem
itting, gruelling struggle; for a place in 
which refuge might be ta~en. We are again and 
again confronted by this question. It is ever 

present, though often dormant. 69 

The isolationist stand on the Negro question also drew 


Alain Lockets sympathy. However, he argued strongly against 


the separation of Negroes from the larger stream of Ameri


can life: 


But this forced attempt to build his Ameri
canism on race values is a unique social ex
periment, and its ultimate success is im
possible except through the fullest sharing 

of American culture and institutions.70 

http:institutions.70
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A~ain Locke's intervention prefigures one of the prac

tical difficulties the Harlem School writers were to en

counter in the fictional elaboration of this solution: the 

inevitable necessity of reconciling isolationism with every

day black life within the context of white society. 

Now the accommodative response of the Old Guard writers to 

the Negro problem will be examined, as I continue to explore the 

polemic dimension of the Renaissance novel's conformity to Luk

acs' type of social realism. This response is the fictional 

equivalent of the one held by the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People and the Negro Urban League. 

Since these more conservative writers had adopted the values of 

the white culture, which they continued to reproduce within 

the confines of their own select Negro sub-group~ they could 

not but have considered suicidal the isolationist ideology of 

the Harlem School. On the other hand, the New Negro cultural 

affirmation of the Twenties, coupled with a natural desire to 

be loyal to one's own ethnic identity, precluded the endorsement 

of an absolute rejection. of all elements of the native culture~ 

As a result, the solution to the Negro problem advanced by these 

'writers consisted in making the best of the two worlds. 

That is, they accepted certa~ values of the two cultures 

that were deemed worthy of retention; and they laboured 

to soften or even level the caste barriers between 
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whites and blacks that the intervening years from Em

ancipation to World War I had entrenched. Like the cul

tural absolutism of the Harlem School, this purely 

acculturative solution was not without raising serious 

difficulties for both writer and character within the 

fabric of the novel. I shall mention some of these later. 

More specifically, the polemic nature of Ren

aissance fiction stems from the literary efforts of the two 

schools of thought to communicate their respective solutions 

or attitudes regarding the problem of the color-line to 

their audiences. Generally, these efforts find expression 

through propa!anda and protest, whose characteristics vary 

from novel to novel. Basically, however, in the polemiC 

of the Harlem School, the writer usually turns his attention 

to the people of his own cultural group, whom he tries to 

convince of the validity and viability of isolationism; 

But, with the Old Guard writer, the protest and propaganda 

are directed toward the white group, his aim being 

to apprise educated whites of the existence 
of respectable Ne~roes, and to call their at
tention -- now politely, now indignantly 
to the facts of racial injustice.?I 

The necessity for the Renaissance writer to address himself 
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to one or other of the two soc groups is referred to 

by James W. Johnso~ as the problem of the double audience. 

Johnson further observes that 

.... it is a divided audience, an audience 
made u:p of two elements with differing and 
often opyosite and antagonistic paints 
of view.72 

The tendency to engage i~ polemiC has resulted i~ the 

appearance of four main character types in the Renaissance 

novel. One extreme type figures in the folk and mixed 

novels~ and invol~les a protagonist with exclusive lm......er-class 

sj'1llpathies or attachment,. coupled with a marked indifference 

sometimes bordering :n dislike -- for everything that savors 

of middle-class respectability,. white or black. Jake Brown. 

(Rome to Har1 em) ar:d Sam Lucas (One ':lay to Reaven) are 

the finest examples of this type. In the other extreme type,. 

the protagonist, 'Nho happens to be fair and middle-class, 

is so enam.ored of life beyond the color-Ii ne and so hateful 

of it ·.'Jithln his own as to commit an act of disloyalty 12y 

severing all s with his group. This situation (generally 

knovm. as tlpassingll73 ) is described extensively in the 

gist novels (p. I9). In the character ty~e, the 

J..'protagonist s~bscrites to \"ne of cultural 

(that i:::lcorporates the st eler':ents of cultures) 

adopts the role of advocate or martyr ::.n -;;he 
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Flint, There is Confusion). Richard Wri,ht identifies 

this type as 

the prime and decorus ambassadors who 
went a-beg,ing to white America, dressed 

" . 
in the knee-pants of servility, curtsying 
to show that the Negro was not inferior, 
that he was human, and that he had a life 
comparable to that of other people. 74 

Finally, there is a charact~r type on whom lower-class li:fe 

exercises a powerful influence. This type is described 

as having some middle-class upbringing, but he, neverthe

less, encounters difficulties -- sometimes light, some

times serious -- in his efforts to embrace or rediscover 

his native culture. These,then, are the four main charac

ter types of the Harlem Renaissance novel. 

Subsequent to the study of the sociological 

and polemic aspects of the Harlem Renaissance novel, an 

examination of its conformity to George Lukacs' brand of 

social realism follows. To begin with, I will apply to the 

novel one of Lukacs' two aesthetic criteria -- adequacy 

of subject-matter. 

I have already noted (pp. 12-I3) that realistic 

literature of the kind now being discussed calls for a 

social theme of high prominence and gravity. In my View, 

http:people.74
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Renaiss~~ce ~ovel does fulfill 

::'n i de"Oictio!l. 8~ tie :Tegro problem. ..; twas serL:)Us 

rse eve:lts 

sc (pp. 

26) 8..11.d -tn the persistence of anti-Xegro thought at tb.is 

~uro~e ~~d A~erica. , 
t was but the expression of c debate that 

to ratiJnallze the 

of to works 1 i ':;;:e 

es 'N .. Gcu2.d' s A.:-;:erica a Family Eatter ( ) and Dr .. 

\c J , 

which ~e~t racial controversy alive, ~n s 

ef~ ct inc 

TaT:]observations li~e Ge terts -1lJ. -.-1-,/ 

II race prob:e~ has long been an 

:.J.nderscore e seriousness 

a~ race relatiJns. e 

cne of the criteria of r c.;. soc l2s:..~e 

_ a~ tude. 

:L ".'Till !lew relate to a~oth9r cTi~~r-

iJn of social realis~. , as T 

earlier, stipulates 3uoject 
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should be treated comprehensively through the creation 

of types that are representative of soc ty. To what 

e , it may be asked, has this ted fuEy 

Ifegro problem of the T-l:enties? answer th':"S1uest

ion, we will have to review the disc bearing on the 

dual nature of the ~regro problem. Thus, the preceding 

disc on, I xentioned Denv ad three kinds :)f 

: one ~hich focuses on within 10'.'1er

c another -N:' middle-class 

1 e ( ... , ...ne 

b levels 0: stratification. over, :.t was said 

:'nvo:'ved :lse 

of only four character types with,. ;): coarse, a ted. 

of variations, as this inquiry o~t. 

""' .It t~eref':Jre obvic1J.s tl1at t~e r~en9..l3S81:ce 

n shcrt of the id.eal in te!' of fu.ll:::9ss 

of portrayal. Its de~iction of one cr 0 of 

t~o SOCial classes as well as ed nur::oer c.is.r

ac ter ty;;es betra~rs a cer:ai:1 narroi,vness 

its C 8ir.bi:1ed. renreS8Yl ta ti.Ju of lTIiddle c :StSS 

as a cO!!L,:endable atter::pt 
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to evade the limitations of the folk and apologist 

novels. The results of the attempt, however, have not 

always been completely successful, as in One Way to Heaven, 

in which the treatment of the two classes is but a sum

mary reproduction of some elements of the two other novels 

as well as of their character types. This narrow idealism, 

which is based on a sectarian view of Negro life, has 

evoked. the following remark from George C. Morse, a contem

porary observer: 

Thouch many novels have been writte~ about 
Ne(roes, there are none that can afford any 
just critic to say that this book is a true 
saga or depictio~ of the entire negro 
minority of America. Just as we await the 
great American novel, which we almost 
welcomed in Main street, we will await the 
novel that adequately satisfies our compreh
ension of the Negro and the problems that 
are peculiar to him.78 

Supporting this view is Sterling Brown, another contempo

rary writer of Negro life. In the first full-length lit

erary survey of the period, he mentions some areas of the 

Negro problem that have been overlooked: 

••• the Harlem (Renaissance) school, like 
the plantation tradition, neglected the 
servitude. Except for brief glimpses, the 
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drama of the workaday life, the struggles" 
the conflicts, are missing. And such de
finite features .•• as the lines of the 
unemployed, the overcrowded schools, the 
delinquent headed straight to petty crime. 
the surly resentment -- all of these seeds 
are conspicuously absent.79 

In the subsequent pages of this inquiry into lower-class 

life, the reasons (conscious or unconscious) for the exclu

sion of such important areas of the Negro problem from the 

novel will become progressively evident. 

In this fourth and last preliminary discussion, I will 

briefly indicate the area in the above survey of the Harlem 

Renaissance that is to be developed in this study, the man

ner in which the development is to take place" and the 

reasons for having settled on the chosen subject-matter and 

approach. 

This inquiry, as I have mentioned, will focus on the 

theme of lower-class life a subject which cuts across the 

entire length and breadth of Harlem Renaissance fiction. 

We have shown how this theme is present in varying degrees 

and in descending order of importance in the folk" mixed 

and apolog,ist novels. More specifically t this inquiry 

into lower-class Negro life will be concerned with the various 

aspects or. the folk culture and with its depiction in the 

Renaissance novel. 

http:absent.79
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Furthermore, this inquiry into the rTegro folk 

culture will comprise three separate studies: 1,Tegro 

Folk Values 7 Aut~-Fo~ Values~ and the Problem of 

identity. In. the first of these stud~es on the Ren.

aissance novel, the 'Posi t i"lTis tic nature of the values 

will be exa'llined.. These I have identified as the af:irm

ative, hedon-istic, hun:cristic, :nn.emonic, i:.naginative 

and the eX:9ressive.. The second study ,viII c<iscuss the 

assumption tnat the so-called \vhite values (derived 

from Protestantism, the educational system a~d the eco

. '+- .. .
rl.Om.J.C 'Process) conS",l"Cu"Ce a destructive social force 

for the Negro group_ And the third study will cover t'"'o 

drar~a i;:l"iTol"{led ·.v::eU ~'1. alien (a xe~ber ()f tb.s r~1iddle-

. ~class) discovers lower-class life. Hore ~rec:..se..LY, 

this last study 'Nill rationalize vari::ms responses that 

an. i.rresistible attractiGn to lower-class vallles eIouses. 

Moreover, throughout these related studies of Negro 

fOlk values, the frame of reference will contin!le to 

be A:ro-A~erican SOCial histGry and those aspects of Am

erican that ha7e had a detertining L'1fl:.lence on 

those val'J.es. 

It is necessary to justify the present inqlliry 

http:val'J.es
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into lower-class life in the Harlem Renaissance novel 

in view of the extensive criticism that the latter has 

undergone, since the 1920's, ~~d which has in part become 

evident in the foregoin, discussions. But, in spite of 

numerous literary studies on the era, there is still a de

plorable absence of in-depth, exclusive ~~alyses of the 

theme of lower-class life. This situation is all the more 

a matter for concern since, as we have observed, the latter 

theme predominates in the fiction of that period. As for 

the value approach to the study of this theme, its use 

is no less imperative. Above, I have mentioned how that 

theme finds expression through the dramatization of the folk 

culture. It is well-known that there exists an organiC 

relationship between culture and values. For, "man. cannot 

have culture if there are no values;"BO and it is impossible 

to describe culture ••• and at the same time exclude val

uBIues. This fact thus validates the proposed value method 

for examining the theme of lower-class life. The method 

finds additional validation in the frequent allusions to va

lues in Renaissance literary criticism. In a bitter attack 

on white literary attitudes toward the Negro, Alain Locke, 

for example, warns that black "values are not to be read by 

intrinsic but ••• extrinsic coefficients. u82 Charles I 
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Glicksberg, like Alain Locke (p. 27), cautions the Negro 

intellectual against "the accentuation of the racial to the 

neclect of other values.,,83 The concept of values also 

finds mention in more recent studies on the Harlem era. 

Gunnar Myrdal, for instance, alludes to "family habits and 

values evolved by the Negro cUlture;-n84 a'1d Robert A. Bone 

argues that the artistic effervescence of the I920's 

"helped ~he Negr~ to discover unsuspected values in his 

own folk culture,,85 as agai~st those of bourgeois America. 

It is the above-mentioned void in Renaissance 

criticism as well as the natural desire to interpret the old 

in a fresh manner that has prompted the present inquiry 

into the Harlem novel. 
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PART ONE: EMPHASIZING THE ORAL TRADITION 


Chapter I: Origins 




In the introductory chapter t I stated that 

some novelists of the Harlem Renaiss~~ce presented the 

folk values ~f black Americans as final solut to 
J...' ,., ...the rdog position. ",ney ne..:..a. 7Jestern. soc This 

rec ourse 'Nas adopted, as men.tioned, irl. the wake of disen

chantment the poor state of Negro over-all progress 

in the Americas., this inquiry will demonstrate, the 

responsibility this situation was put squarely on 

ca f S economic and religious instit~ti:::ms. Because of their 

aIle d role in te caste system, these 

titatian.s were acc'~sed by more radic novelists of 

.J- ... """.being co-artis~'1s cf the negroes f s re ...ar~av~on. 

No -,vender, therr, that tl1e ki nd of life issuing f::-om the 

adoption of black f·ol k values 

see, with its white cOU:."'lterpart within the fabri.c of 

novel. T:-~u.s the so-called re OtiS ~lal:les 

) as well as those already scribed as ecor:omic ( 

tion-, i.:.'1dustry, thrift) are ShC7Jn to diametric 

o:?pos to the aIle ues)f t 
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folk. culture. The dramatization of this opposition is 

fundamental to the Negro novel of the Twenties. In the 

main, it is to this o~position that the present inquiry 

wishes to address itself. As a means of analyzing 

the various aspects of this op~osition, I have adopted 

a three-sectional approach for the inquiry. Section I will 

cover exclusively the folk values that make up Aframerican 

culture. Section 2 will account for the rejection of 

white cultural values by the radical Harlem novelists. 

And Section 3 will examine the conflict arising from the 

reCiprocal attraction to both cultures. 

The fictional formulation of black values was 

greatly influenced by white intellectual opinion as expressed 

through raCial dogma and primitivism. In Chapter I, there

fore, I will examine the impact of these two cross-currents 

of Euro-American thought on the Negro novelists' view of 

their own culture. Chapter 2 will describe the values 

historically or in terms of the black experience in America. 

And Chapter 3 -- the last in this initial section -- will 

show how these values are dramatized by the folk protagon

ist. 

As mentioned above, the present chapter will 

be concerned with the influence of racial dogma on the radi



- 48 -


Ca~ Harlem writers. It should be noted at the outset 

that such an influence was largely indirect. First, 

race ideology influenced the older black intellectuals' 

view of their own culture; and, later, the younger writers 

of the Renaissance, through the reaction to it of their 

elders. 

The influence of racial dogma on the Old Guard 

writers is best seen in their response to the charges 

of black inferiority. These charges permeate early pseudo

scientific studies on race, like Fran~ois Bernier's in 

the seventeenth century I and Joh~~ F. Blumenback's (The 

Natural Variety of Mankind) in the eighteenth. They are 

also found in numerous non-scientific works, such as 

Voltaire's Le Negre de Surina~e and Thomas Jefferson's 

Notes on Virginia. 

These charges, moreover, arise from the prin

ciple of racial inequality that progressively won general 

acceptance in Europe and America during the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. According to this principle, 

the so-called pure races 2 were either superior or inferior 

to one another. Racial ladders were conceived on which 

was indicated the place of such traditional groups as 

whites and blacks. D.K. Chute and others placed the former 
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nat the head" of the ladder and, the latter, "at the 

bottom." 3 Besides, internal group differentiations were 

made wherein were specified the respective positions of 

the constituents of a given group_ Thus, within the white 

group, the northern Europeans (Anglo-Saxons, Germans, 

Scandinavians) were said to be superior to their southern 

and eastern counterparts (the Italians, Austrians, Poles). 

Notable among the exponents of such a view were William 

Z. 	Ripley (The Races of EUrope, I899), Count de Gobineau 

(Essay on the Inequality of Human Races, I853-55) and 

his disciples: Houston S. Chamberlain (Foundations of the 

Nineteenth Century, I899) and Madison Grant (The Passin& 

of the Great Race, I9I6). Similarly, within the non-white 

group, race exponents distinguished between a number of 

sub-groups: Mongolians (Finns and Tartars), ~~layans 

(Oriental peoples), Ethiopians or Africans and Americans 

or Indians. Prominent among those supporting these cate

gories were the Englishman, Robert K. Smith (The Races of 

~, I850) and the Alabama physician, Josiah Nott (Ty~es of 

Mankind, I855). 

The foregoing ideas on racial inequality find 

expression in a number of conceptions that underwent 

considerable modifications and improvement in the nine

teenth century, when anthropological speculation was at its 
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highest. As a prelude to the discussion of the black 

intellectual response to the charges of Negro inferiority, 

I will now review the nature of these racial conceptions. 

One of them, the germ theory of history, establishes a 

causal relationship between nature and race. Formulated 

by the holders of Nordic (northern European) supremacy 

and by Albert B. Hart, 4 this theory maintains that all 

human species underwent a pr~meval period of gestation dur

ing which their respective characteristics were formed 

under environmental conditions peculiar to their native 

habitat. The following remarks summarize the main argumenta 

underlying this theory: 

••• climatal and environing conditions prod
uce peculiar types of man; they tend, indeed, 
to bring the most diverse races into something 
like the same moral and intellectual state. 

It is not easy for those who have been bred 
in high altitudes (i.e., Caucasians) to con
ceive the way in which Nature effects ••• the 
equatorial races; the northern winter rather 
than the summer of Aryan lands has shaped their 
motives. The struggle with a rude Nature which 
our ancestors have endured in the ages while 
their race characteristics were making, has 
been one long war with winter trials. In the 
battle they have learned thrift, the habit of 

continuous labor, the consummate art of sparing 
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the moment's pleasure •••• It is very 
different with the intertropical man; there 
the nearly uniform temperature takes the 
need of much clothing, and makes heat un
necessary save for cooking food. Such. food 
as the fields or wilderness afford, is 
generally to be had at all times of the year 
•••• It was in these lands of endurL~g ease 
that our African people were cradled, while 
our savage and barbarian ancestors were 
combatting the winters in the stubborn 
fields of the high North. 5 

Another theory that is similar to the preceding 

establishes a correlation between temperament and climate. 

In the eighteenth eentury, Montesquieu, a French writer, 

mentions it in his Theorie des Climats: 

Les peuples des pays chauds sont timides 
Comme les vieillards Ie sont; ceux des 
pays froids sont courageux comme Ie sont 
les jeunes gens. 6 

Madame de Staal, another French writer, reasserts the 

association in De la Litterature, a nineteenth century 

romantic study: 

Les peuples du Nord sont moins occupes des 
plaisirs que de la douleur, et leur imag
ination n'en est que plus fecnnde. Le 
spectacle de la nature agit fortement sur 
eux; elle agit comme elle se montre dans 

leurs climats, toujours sombre et nebuleuse. 7 
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, the associa

tion reappeared in Ellen C. Semple's Influences of Geo

granhic Environment (I9II). In this work, the American 

disciple of German anthrogeographer, Frederick Batzel,8 

maps out temperamental charts not only for northern and 

southern Europeans, but for non-whites (mainly blacks) 

as well. 9 Besides, she found in the Negro Hdeeply 

ingrained race traits in which the instinctive and the 

impulsive predominated over the rational.nIO Similarly,~ 

G. Stanley Hall, in a comparative study of the Negro 

in Africa and America, referred to his "tropical imagina

tion,,,II while other writers discovered a "tropical exub

erancenI2 of temperament. 

The principle of racial inequality also derives 

from Charles Darwin's theory on evolution (On the Origin 

of the Snecies, 1859), itself a product of T.R. Malthus' 

Essay on the Principles of Population (I798).I3 Funda

mental to Darwin's enunciation is the belief that all plant 

and animal life become warring elements in a process of 

continued struggle for life in which the weaker species 

ultimately disappear and the stronger ones survive. 

This belief in natural selection, not in itself a direct 

statement on race, was made amenable to racial speculation 

http:I798).I3
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by Social Darwinists like John Fiske and Herbert 

Spencer. 14 

QUite obviously, these racial conceptions 

are not poles apart, but share some common elements. For 

example, the influence of nature on individual human types 

permeates the germ and climate theories, while the 

belief in physical struggle also underlies the latter 

theory and Darwinism. However, the influence of natural 

forces on human development seems to be more f~~damen-

tal to the germ than to the climate theory, as is the idea 

of struggle to Darwinism. 

In a continued effort to show the impact of 

racial dogma on the Renaissance novelist's view of his 

folk culture, I examined the inequality principle (com

prising the twin concepts of inferiority and superiority) 

and then the three theories through which these concepts 

find expression. This effort will be continued in the 

following discussion that explores the negative applica

tion of these theories to non-white minority groups in the 

Americas, particularly blacks. More preCisely, it will 

be shown how the concept of black inferiority was used to 

interpret various aspects of American Negro life. 

In America, white supremacists applied Darwints 
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survival-of-the fittest law to Indians and blacks. 

There had been a slow extinction of native American 

peoples on the slave plantations of South America (the 

Mayas and the Incas), the West Indies (the Caraibs and the 

Arawaks) and the United states (the Mohawks and the Moheg~ 

ans). Contrary to what befell these native Indian groups, 

Negroes had been able to resist, for the most part, alow 

extermination under slavery.> Some observers have attributed 

their resistance to a sturdier constitution and fertility.I5 

It is well-known that during the slave era, and the 

years immediately following it, the American black popu

lation was increasing more rapidly than its white counter

part. I6 This was due mainly to a very high birth-rate, 

which was neutralizing the negative effects of a high mor

tality rate. I880, however, marked the beginning of a 

depopulation process, which persisted until the end of the 

I930s, when the birth-rate began again to exceed the mor

tality rate to the point of offsetting the steady decline 

of previous decades. 

But the Negro population decline was more a 

reality of the cities. More and more ex-slaves and freed

men were pouring into them because of the increasing labor 

demand and the seemingly better economic prospects. In 

his important study of the American Negro problem t Freder

http:fertility.I5
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ick L. Hoffman notes this movement away from the rural 

areas: 

The tendency of the colored population to 
leave the country and congregate in the 
large Cities, either of North or South, is 
one of the most distinct phenomenon of the 
past thirty years. I? 

Rcrbert A. Bone further notes: "More than. two million people 

left the farm in these early·decades.nI8 In the aggregate, 

between 1860 and I9I O, the urban Negro population in the 

North and South increased from 5.I per cent to IO.4 and 

from 6.? to 22.0 per cent respectively.I9 Besides, by I930, 

the southern migration to the North had made a phenomenal 

jump to approximately I6 per cent from a low of 8 in I9IO.20 

The Negro population was, therefore, rapidly becoming a 

largely urbanized community. And this urban community was 

becoming more and more an acceptable criterion for determin

ing general growth prospects. 

In the urban centers of the North and South, the 

social conditions of the new Negro migrants grew from bad 

to worse, as the family structure collapsed under what 

E. Franklin Frazier has termed the "disintegrating forces 

of urban life .,,21 These negative forces, which wiLl be 

reviewed in the second part of the inquiry, are inherent in 

http:respectively.I9
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the white-caste system. In the urban centers, they 

brought about such ills as alienation, loneliness and 

unemployment. The effects of the family collapse just 

mentioned -- illegitimacy, desertion, juvenile delinquency 

and ~auperism -- boosted the already high level of disease 

and infantile mortality. Such a situation could not but 

please white supremacists concerned about the possibility 

of Negro numerical superiority.22 

Furthermore, white supremacists, applying the 

preceding racial conceptions to the Negro urban situation, 

attributed the above-mentioned social evils and the de

clining population trend they triggered to physical inadapt

ability. Among those sharing this opinion was Dr. R. Pearl: 

ItThe negro is biologically a less fit animal in the Ameri

can environment ••• than the white. n23 But the northern 

portion of the United states -- the so-called "land of the 

Caucasiansn24 -- was more frequently alluded to as proof 

of the inadaptability thesis, on account of its colder tem

perature, which was presumed to affect the Negro more 

adversely than the hotter southern climate. This view 

was shared by Robert F. Lee, the great Confederate General 

and by Alexis de Tocqueville, the French philosopher

historian, both of whom were believers in the germ and clim

http:superiority.22
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ate theories. The first held that Negroes were "not 

adapted to the environment of the Northern states,,25 and 

the second argued that they could "subsist more easily" in 

the South, "a territory which ••• seem ed more peculiarly 

destined for them.,,26 

Moreover, some believers in Social Darwinism 

interpreted the negative population growth in the urban 

centers as proof that the Negroes were losing the numerical 

battle within American society. Hence their dire prophe

cies of imminent black extinction. Such prophecies, abun

dant during the last quarter of the last century, continued 

unabated, at least up to the years immediately preceding 

the Renaissance. Thus, in 1893, Dr. Eugene R. Corson assert

ed: "The Negro race was destined to disappear, a victim of 

'the struggle for existence against a superior race.' ,,27 

In. The Color· Line, a few years later (1905), Prof. William 

B. Smith celebrated his "vision of the Negro race vanishing 

before its superior," because of its "accelerating rate of 

disease and death • .,28 An example of a late extinctionist 

is E.A. Ross, an eminent sociologist. In 1919, he made 

a similar prophecy: 11 In. the North the climate does not suit 

them," he argued, "and they tend to die out,n29 thus becoming 

a smaller percentage of the over-all American population. 
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White supremacists also applied the foregoing 

racial theories to the American Negro's economic perform

ance, the subject of Part 2 of this inquiry. Ris much lower 

achievement in the areas related to industry and material 

wealth such as education, employment and bUsiness -- was 

viewed as a manifestation of inborn inaptitude and not as 

the result of untoward social conditions. I have already 

indicated (p. 50) how the germ theory, in particular, had de

nied the people of African descent qualities normally asso

ciated with material success. One of those who applied 

this theory to the Negro's economic record was Alexander 

Tillinghast: uIn his motherla."ld the negro received a very 

poor heritage of industrial knowledge. n30 Others, like 

Senator Benjamin R. Tillman, an extreme southern raCist, 

applied the idea of social rivalry (originating in Social 

Darwinism) to the Negrots economic condition: "The old 

struggle of survival of the fittest is beginning in dead 

earnest, and it is not saying too much to predict that the 

negro must do better or 'move on. f ,,3I 

The foregoing are the racial ideas that the elder 

black writers had to react to in the decades preceding and 

coinciding with the Harlem Renaissance. To recapitulate, 

the application of these theories to the Negro American 

problem involved proving .the charge of inferiority 
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through urb~ demographic decline and an unsatisfactory 

econ.omic record. In. their reaction to this charge by 

white supremacists, these writers happened to define a 

view of' Negro culture. That view was to help the younger 

novelists define their own attitude toward that same culture. 

The discussion. that follows will be concerned with the 

various elements of the elder black intellectual response 

to the above ideas .. 

These black intellectuals, for the most part, accepted 

the general conclusions of the racial debate, in particular, 

the social struggle and individuation concepts; but con

sidered their application. to the black American's condition 

prejudicial or erroneous. To recapitulate~ the first 

concept partly refers to the vying for hegemony or supremacy 

-- considered a natural and inevitable process -- among 

different social groups; and the second to the idea of speci

ficity according to which every human species carries pecu
- . . 
±i~~ ~hd unchangeable characteristics as part of its natural 

inheritance ...32 Motivating the acceptance of these two con

cepts by the elder Negro writers was the almost universal con

viction that they were scientifically irrefutable and over

whelmingly conclusive.33 This conviction is evidenced in 

the flood of racial writing in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries of which these discussions can 

http:conclusive.33
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furnish but a pale reflection. 

I will now consider the acceptance and rejection 

of the above two concepts more at length in separate dis

cussions. Among those endorsing the concept of social strug

gle were W.E.B. DuBois and Archibald H. Grimke. In an 

article in the Proceedings of the Negro Academy, the first 

writer recognized the generally assumed inevitability of 

black-white confrontation: nWe are subject to the same natural 

laws as other races ... these people cannot live in the same 

territory without .... fatal collision.,,34 The second writer, 

in another article in the Proceedings of the Academy, arrives 

at a similar conclusion. To him the laws of nature were 

II inexorable" and "proved only for the survival of the fittest, fI 

in a world marked by "industrial struggle ~n~ commercial 

rivalries.,,35 

On the other hand, these older writers rejected the 

application of' the concept of social struggle to the black 

urban demographic problem.. This rejection involved 

refuting the claim of biological or physical weakness and 

of impending racial extinction.. The very idea of Negro 

depopulation was openly challenged in a number of quarters. 

Charles Gardner and Frederick Douglass (reputed ex-slave 

and prominent Civil Rights leader), for example, 
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continued to express optimism in Negro growth :prospects 

and even discounted the popular opinion that the blacks 

were losing ground to whites numeriCally.36 Thirteen 

years later, Kelly Miller expressed a similar skepticism. 

Replying directly to Richard L. Hoffman's devastating anti

Negro statistical attack, he pin-pointed apparent errors 

and inaccuracies in current black census procedures. 37 

As for the charge of Negro constitutional weakness, it was 

challenged, at the beginning of this century, by Archi

bald H. Grimke, who pointed out the Negroes· fL~e demograph

ic record in the pre-Civil War era: 

The negro did not succumb to ••• his en
vironment •••• [!t~ exhibited L"1stead ex
traordinary vitality and reproductive 
VigOr.38 

Moreover, unlike Douglass and Gardner alluded to above, 

Eugene K. Jones admitted the depopulation trend in the 

1920s, but indicated a progressive improvement in the mor

tality rate since 1912.39 At the end of the Renaissance 

era, W.E.B. DuBois' confidence seems to re-echo the general 

optimism of the black community as regards its numerical 

future: "We are physically able to survive," he argued, 

n ••• and yet remain the most prolific, origi~al element of 

America. n40 These words were uttered at a time when Negro 

http:VigOr.38
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population growth appeared to be revert;ng to its pre

I880 vitality. 

These black intellectuals not only rejected 

the negative application of the concept of social struggle 

to Negro demography. They also refused to apply the con

cept to the Negroes' economic lag and relative lack of 

material well-being. That is, they did not believe that 

the Negroes' inability so far· to match the whites' level of 

material organization and prosperity was evidence pointing 

to innate industrial inferiority, as white supremacists 

were charging. Basic to their refutation was that Negro 

economic progress since Emancipation days had been far from 

unsatisfactory, granting the relatively recent history of 

Afro-american business enterprise. Such a view was held by 

Charles Gardner,4I Arthur A. Schomburg,42 ~~d W.E.B. Du

Bois.43 Thus, refusing to ground the low level of Negro 

economic prosperity on a lack of competitive ability arising 

from an alleged inferior African inherit~~ce, these writers 

went on to attribute it to the adverse social conditions 

or attitudes fostered by the white caste system. Arthur 

Miller, for example, imputed the Negroes' industrial record 

to the hostility of white workers44 and cited their good 

performance under slavery as proof against the charge of in

nate economic inability.45 Pursuing this line of thought, 
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Archibald R. Grimke argued that the Negroes' normal 

progress was purposefully kept down -- through the denial 

of education and employment opportunities -- in order to 

perpetuate the notion of his innate inferiority.46 He 

therefore advised white America to give the black man a 

fair chance to prove what he is or what he is not: 

All. attempts to push and tie him down to 
the dead level of an inferior caste, to 
restrict his activity for the white race~ 
with regard to his possibilities for higher 
things, is ••• an economic blunder, pure 
and simple, to say nothing of the immorali 
ty of such action. Like water, let the Negro 
find his natural level ...... If nature has 
designed him to serve the white race 
forever, never fear. He will not be able 
to elude nature .•••• Let the Negro freely 
find himself, whether in doing so he falls 
or rises in the scale of life.47 

In the foregoing analysis, I have reviewed that 

part of the social struggle concept that was acce~ted 

and rejected by the Old Guard writers. Likewise will I 

examine their dual response to the individuation concept. 

As mentioned (p.53), the latter concept underlies the germ 

and climate theories. As with the social struggle concept, 
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the elder black writers admitted the general principle 

that all human groups differ essentially from one another. 

Thus W.E.B. DuBois wrote about the need for a broader 

humanity, which freely recognizes "physical differences 

of blood, color and cranial measurements. n48 But greater 

emphasis was placed on what he called lithe deeper .. . 
spiritual, psychical, differences" that to him were infini

tely more transc~nding.1149 In these latter differences, 

he saw the basis of nracial genius,,50 and IIidentity.1I5 I 

Also supporting the individuality idea was the London Pan 

African Conference of 1900, which recognized racial 

differences in "the color of" skin and the texture of the 

hair.,,52 Moreover, the foremost Negro national organiza

tion, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People, also "believed in Negro blood and •.• genius.n53 

Furthermore, in 1924, when. only two of the eighteen-odd 

novels of the Renaissance had been published, the idea was 

being suggested. in such allusions as Alain Lockers IIcharac

teristic traits,,54 and, three years later, in Kelly Hiller's 

"native genius.,,55 And, at the end of the era, the con

tinuing use of the term. IIgenius tf to describe Negro indi

viduality resurfaced in Benjamin Brawley's studies.56 

Of course, the terminology, like the concept of 

racial individuality itself, did not originate in the 
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:cTegro intellectual com~ur:i.tj·, but ~Ne~S concocted in 

race theoreticia~s 

as tb.ey teI!1;>tec. to ,ie fi.::e aIle ged group fe=er:.ces. 

Gunther, for exa:rple, had already re .rred to Ittte genius 

peculiar to the ~rordic race ;1157 R::cel't Beaut ';;ho eXCB-:J

tionally combined medical tice 7/:" th rae spec ti':,m, 
c:~ 

cmcs all'~ded to the Ilcharacter and genius of BctCn race; 11.-'

and 2:o71ard ';'J. Odum, one :)f foremcst c::ampions of the 

racial individuality idea, had observed t~at the Negroes 

rl' " +- ' •••..... lS1::'-...';.C "'::::..ve society of their 

3ut the endorse~ent racial L~dividuality 

by the Negro intelligents of ?re-Renaissa;~ce ti~es ex

te a. beyond the c'Jncept itself::::..nd i re~eti va ter:r:

inology. r~!ore i.::n;;orta...~t:y, =-t eJloraced va.rious q'J.a..L:'

t s -- characteristics, traits, tendencies, as they '!lere 

indiscrixLLately called had been assigned to the 

black white groups. ';:8 no t8 d ill discussi:::::ns 

on the ger::: a'1d cli:c::ate theories, to the black group -Has 

attributed the ITtem:;;eramentalrt (sensiti ty, sensuousness, 

:::)assion, emoti:n :)r instinct) a'1d to the 'lihi te grou:;: tbe 

IIme!'ltal" (intellection, creatil1ity, energy t foresigtt). 

TI:e black intellectua2.s also endorsed the vihite mal1.'s em-

b::;eii::rsnt of tem:perar.:ental qualities in Negro fol:::r arts 
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(song~ music~ da~ce and tale) and. its 

50 Charles S. Jor..nson asse=ts: 1fT:"le hU:llor of the neGro 
,. 

been reg2xCied as one of n.:.s 'nati.ve c~1aracteristics; f H O.l.. 

DuBois associates lithe developn:ent ,:d :Tegro gsni;.:;,s" 

r.n'ce s;'--,,,:,:,,,· ,.".- lI""e--o ",.,.."- ,,62_ _ "'..A.\.,;L.:.J v..... ........ oJ.. • ... ~ '" • 1:'.:1e' all:.lsion, he re,. t.J 


at least, the Xegro had no otLer il:.digenous fOrr:l of group ex

pressic·n a...'1U si::1ce was generally ostracized,. oecaase of 

caste restrictions, from participating white 
r.,. 

art.o.J A third example of the black wri 

fLYIition :Jf black individ.ualit:r ill terr:1s cf the te~?erEu:J.en-

tal and its c~ltural e~bcu~ents (folk 2..l:d. values) is 

",~=thur fl_. SChCClburg' s a.:..l:lsicn to t~e 

rilythm'f and ;t uJ..:.ar sc.ugs 11 

" 

Case of the social s 

the acceptance ·::if the concept of rs.cial 'vic.'.lc,li ty 1;,'J 

black inte2.1ectual leaders was ac:::ompcnl8a by the rejectL::m 

of its negat:..ve application to ~reg=oes ass:.:mp1:.l8n 

that the te~pera~ental c~aracteristics 

i~ferior to the·char~cteristics assigned to 

this rejection was the different-but-eq view shared. 

lead.ers of the ?fegro ccz:ununity, at least fro;n, E:e ::"ast 
".,... 

q'J.arter of the nineteenth cent'.lry.0) ~his view Vi3.S forcibly 
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s:tpressed in tee :::nanifesto of the Second ?an.-Africa...'l. 

Congress: 

....e abso:'~l~e uality of races -- ~hysical, 

;c ~ ti-cal a.::d 30c:'al -- is the fOu.:1di~:g st::ue 

of 7lOrld ::geace a..'1d huma.'l. advancement. ~ro one 
denies great differences of gift, ca::9acity 
and atta':n:1lent a:clcng individuals of all races,. 
but the voice of science, religion and ::9r~c

tical politics is one in denying the Gcd
appointed existence of super-r~ces, or of 
races naturally and inevitably a:1.d eternally 
inferior. 

T:'1at L""l the vast range of ti::e one group 
should ~~ its industrial tec~iQue, or social 
organization, or spiritual Vision, lag a few . 
hundred years behi~d another, or forge fitfully 
"'''''o~c.·~ ,_'"'r CC'/~A "'0t." .... __ ":<.oc':__ riedl·r_.~. ;.,.,... !",tJ.._ l.lc ,~J.J. __ .. _-' d-;_ .;0-"'0""~ \,.i. u _ _ +-no"C'ht 

deed a.'l.d ide ,is proof of the essential 
ric:C.l.ness and variety of human nature, rat1:er 
than Droof of the coexistence of demigods 
!O'<_nd ~:es -in }'Pl"'an .t."",....... 66~_ ct~ ~ ~~= _ ~~_~. 

The proscription by white supremacists of the 

temperamental element of what ::lay conveniently be called 

the passion-intellect dichotoo.y in 'Nestern thought act:.lally 

precedes the foregoing racial speculation. I have traced 

this dichotomy to the Aristotelian theory of the huma~ ~syche. 

Tcis theory states that the hiltlCL'l. scul is made up of two pctrts, 
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"a rational and an irratior:al ••• from which s:pri:::1g 

.!-' t' .I- '." 1 ,,67~~e appe lves ~~d aeSlres In genera . This theory 

f"...:.rtner states that -:he "irrati::mal," ',,,hieh is equivalent 

to the latter-day tem-peramental, ought to be "submissive 

8..J.'1d obedientll63 to the "ratiocal," its superior. Sllcn 

ideas concerning the psychological make-up of !:'lan have left 

their ;nark in. numerous '.'larks, incl :..l.ding medieval Thc::

istic philoso:phy, Shakespeare's drama (he paints great 

pic-:ures of the mL.'1d ac ti~:g en or super; ~ tending the bedy, 

or conversely, in such tragedies as ?'!acbeth a.:J.d Ki..n,2: Lee,:!:,), 

'r t' ',.)" t' r C" , . ., J.. t\,.,~'t·l'la na..'1le.l. ::law norne s llC lon n:.s neaa.-ana-near... ...~er:le 

is a reflection of the passion-intellect duality i..'1. '}[or~-{.s 

li~e T:'"le Scarlet :;:'etter 3.:::1d ':':1e ~ouse of Seven Gables). 

P.acist th i ::1.kers, i:t equati.:J.g tr.e "irrati::nal" ele:,:ent ';lith 

the terrrperar::le.!1tal, thought of :Tegroes as cO:::1stitut~·G.g a 

"child. race" t::at re~uired "the constant control of '{Ihites 

to keep it i:::1 check" 69 lest, as J. Goddard argues, its 

Gers should give vent to their 11 str·::mg sexual and. herd 

It is such a proscription of the temperan:.ental 

t~at the olG.sr ~\regro writers rejected. This rejecti::.!1 

acco~pan:'ed by a reversal of racial ~ea..'1ing. That is, 

·~vhi tes (:'r.. 

the preceding racial equation cr Jichotor.:y) '.'!ere transferred 
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to the temperamental, th~s makL~g it apgear more iigni

.' 
~t:efied or worthy. course 

of the 9resent discussion, this dual :'8'J'ersal on 

elder black i:ltellectuals ',':as not a re-a:fir~tion of 

doctrine of different-but-equal (p. 67), but a de facto 

declaration of Negro superi.Jrity. 

In the first form of reversal, two qualities 

normally associated with th~ mental -- creativity a.'1.d spiri

tuality -- were shifted to the tempera:1ental. T'ue direct 

result of this relocation was the perception of groes as 

f~'1.d~entally an artistic geo:91e, more sensitive to the 

beauties of the outside world t:-:ru'l whites, because.Jf the 

formers' alleged keener se~se.' 
?T 
~ Such a view of the black 

temperament is echoed ::JuBois and in Albert C. 3arnes. 

To tt.ese t'NO scholars, the ::legro was "an artist"72 and 

7~"a poet by tirth.""'; ~i!orecver. his new artistic role was 

reinforced by that of s9iritual guide Qr moral teacher. 

It was generally felt that the psychology of the black ma...1'l 

alone could make t:18 white IT..8.J."'l hap:9Y ar:d show hin t:1e 

val;;;.e of leisure)4 S:.:;.ch an opinion ','Jas :!lot only i:l

~

s:9i.red the need to dignify or rehabilitate t~e .oJ..ac.n:, 

identity. It vIas also t~e result of an unconscicus dislue 

http:S:.:;.ch
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for material pursuits and L~terests, bred by persistent 

alienation from the economic life of western societies. 

Negro writers also countered the charge of in

ferior racial traits by re-interpreting the germ theory. 

This action constitutes another form of reversal. In this 

second reversal, the idea of suffering is associated with 

the temperamental -- a measure which was meant to further 

retrieve the latter. Regarding this second reversal, I 

would like to mention two past observations. The germ theory, 

it will be remembered, makes the so-called superior racial 

traits dependent upon environmental hardships. Besides, 

white supremacists had attributed the alleged mental traits 

af whites to the northern European environment which, they 

held, was physically and intellectually more challenging 

than the African. Dispelling the myth that Africa was a 

land of "enduring ease,,,75 Negro academic leaders, from the 

beginning of this century, began to argue that the preceding 

statement was erroneous and that the inclemency of nature 

in Africa was, in fact, at least equal to that of northern 

Europe. This new association of Negro temperamental traits 

with elemental hardships tended to elevate these traits 

beyond those assigned to whites. In this respect, efforts 

aimed at giving the so-called 'dark continent' a new image 

and, through it, the temperamental, is evident in Benjamin 
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Brawley, who observed that "there ~a~ something 

elemental about the race J something that f!..0un~ its 

origin in the African forest, in the sighing of the night 

wind.,,?6 Charles I. Glicksberg was later to dub this 

last observation "a bit of anthropological nonsense."?? 

But DuBois was so delighted with it as to include it L~ 

his im~ortant study, The Gift of Black Folk. Moreover, 

DuBOis, himself, in The Souls of Black Folk, also twists 

the germ theory around, thus helping to alter the old racial 

view of Africa,78 in keeping with the new effort to revamp 

the temperamental: 

• • • the only race which has held at bay 
the life destroying forces of the tropiCS, 
has gained therefrom ••• a sense of beauty, 
particularly for sound and color, which 

79characterizes the race.

Furthermore, in the elder writer's mind, the socio

logical environment of the Americas became the extension of 

the physical environment of ancient Africa. And, just as 

the hardships associated with the latter were presumed 

to have produced transcending temperamental traits, so the 

sufferings inherent in American slavery were held to have 

spurred the development of these traits. Thus the last 

writer, ~eviewing the early history of Negro religious 
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emotion, oeserves: 

••• it was adayted, changed i::lte!1si
fied by the trag!c soul-life of the slave, 

:..t 
became the one true expression of a pe 'a 

~ ~ ~ ~ - 50 sorrow, Qespa~r, ana no~e. 

Similarly, Benjamin. Brs.'.vley writes: 

.... the plaintive quality t!lat ~s ever 

present in the negro voice is but the re
flection of a ~ackgrouud of tragedy •.•• 

There somethi...'1g grim a..'1d stern a':Jout it 
all, too, something that speaks of the lash, 
of tte child torn. from its mother's bosom, 
of the dead bedy riddled with bullets 
and S'Ninging all night from the lir:.b by 

the roadside.3I 

Tt . ..... l..S, there!ore, by transferrir:g such q'.1alities as creati

vity, spirituality and sufferi::.g from t~:e white to the :regro 

character that the rehabilitation of the tempera:ental was 

effected in the years prior to the 

This rehabilitation by the older :regro intellec t 

was also a declarati.·::m of superiority: 

The Negro leader, "'I.E.B .. DuBois, in bitter
ness and frustration over the ~rejudice 

against members of his race, responded at 

http:roadside.3I
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one ?O~t by appealiug to a counter-racism 
based upon the sunnosed superiority ~f 

groes to 'vhites:82 

I=onically, J also 15,:;e13 suc~ a charge against ~~ar-

cus Garvey, whose political :philosophy differed funda

~entally from his 25-27): IIhe sought ••• to 

oppose white supremacy a...'1d the white ideal by a crude 

and equally brutal black supremacy and blc.ck idea.1I83 The 

following facetious re:mark-by Arthur A. Schocrburg carries 

further proof of the prevalence of the superiority idea: 

The blatanteaucasia..11.. rac t with his 
theories and assumptions of race superiority 
and domin~ce has in turn bred his Ethiopian 
counter?art - the rash and rabid ar::ateur who 
has glibly tried to prove of the werld's 
geniuses to have en ?-fegroes and to trace 
the digree of nineteenth century A~eric~~s 

94from the (Africa11.) Queen of Sheba. u 

Schom.burg's remark also shows the extent to which idea 

of Negro pre-eminence had degener2,ted. 

This idea, moreover, which spread \vild :ire 

w:. thin the ~regro L"1tellectual com.m1L.'1i ty dur:'ng the first 

three decades of this century, was expressed superlatively 

in direct allusions to the temperamental or to the folk 

arts and values th:=cugh which (as I shall poL.'1t 

http:ucasia..11
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out) it finds expression. Charles S. Johnson's refer

ence to "unique culture traitsn85 is an example. A more 

direct allusion to black superiority is this remark by 

Barnes: "The white man ••• cannot com:!Jete with the Negro 

in spiritual endowment. n8G In yet another example, the 

pre-eminence assigned to temperamental traits is couched 

in derogative terms: "the coarse and evil wit" of whites 

uS7is compared to "the loving, ,jovial good humor of negroes.

Having reviewed the elder Negro writers' res

ponse to the racial speculation of the past centuries, I 

will now focus my attention on the effects of that response 

on the Harlem Renaissance writers. As I said earlier (pp. 

47-48), that response together with the cult of primi

tivism of the anti-rationalist movement helped shape the 

younger nov~lists' view of their own culture and identity. 

However, it would be quite erroneous to suggest that these 

younger black intellectuals got acquainted with white 

racial dogma only through their more mature counterparts. 

For a casual reading of their non-fictional writings 

indicates an independent familiarity with racial litera

ture. This knowledge is L~dicated, for example, in face

tious allusions to whites as "Nordics_,,88 A knowledge 

of racial literature is also evident in occasional refer
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enees to white suprem.acists and their works. 

of the latter are Claude ?vreKay's mention of Lothrop stod

dard's The Risi:''lg Tide]f Color89 a.'1d of ::Ierbert spencer90 

as weI:' as George Schuyler I s allusion to Franz Boas a..'1d to 

i-!s.dison Grant, a prominent race theoretician of the early 

twentieth cent'~ry}I The Old Guard or more conservative 

writers, therefore, did not pioneer the acquaintance of the 

younger Renaissance novelists with racial literature. 

they did was to com:nunicate to these novelists their own 

response to that literature through their 7iritings, social 

and literary contacts. Such a response, in turn, helped the 

position 

vis-a-vis their cult~re. 

Social contacts between the YOlli'1ger a4d elder 

~regro '.vriters ~.vere occasional, as Claude ~'~cKay 8....'1d Langston 

::rughes report in their autobiographies.92 r'~ore in:portantl~", 
the narlem novelists became familiar with their elders 

through the latters' publications and journalistic endeavors 

to 7:hich they sometimes contributed as colt:Y'"..nists, subscribers 

or co-workers. These publications include the principal 

black jJurnals of the period -- The Crisis and Or.rDort:..mity, 

and the burgeoning Journal of Negro Eistory.93 In this way, 

a great admiration emerged for the leaders of black intellec

tual oyinion, particularly for DuBois, whom George Schuyler 
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dubbed "the dean of the Aframerican. literati.n94 Hughes 

has paid tribute to DuBois t prose, comparing it with Paul 

Robeson's vocal skill and Jean Toomer's Cane.95 The 

strongest admiration for him, however, comes from McKay. 

After stating that his acquaintance with DuBois was 

occasioned by a chat with his Kansas state College teacher, 

following his arrival in the United States from his Jamaican 

homeland (I9I2), McKay goes.on to say: 

I did not feel _any magnetism in his per
sonality. But I do in his writings, which is 
more important •••• The book ~he Souls of 
Black FOI~ shook me lL~e an earthquake. 
Dr. DuBois stands on a uedestal illuminated 
in my mL~d.96 

This favorable opinion of the leading black intellectual 

seems to contradict what has been said hitherto about him 

in a number of remarks. In them were noted DuBois' spirited 

opposition and that of other elder v~iters to the Harlem 

School novelists' portrayal of lower-class life (pp.I9-20). 

But the above reference by McKay furnishes a clue to this 

apparent contradiction. As we noted in the literary debate 

McKay, like the other radical novelists, did not endorse 

the middle-class and integrationist artistic outlook of the 

elder black writers, including that of DuBois himself. 
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However, the younger novelists did admire the latter's 

literary c::lmbativeness and vituperative attacks again.st 

supremacist detrac tors. That is why l:!cKay further des

cribed DuBois as a fi~e ":JassiGnate ::ughes 

discovered in his writings a "truly racial prose.1I 98 

The most significant response of the yo~~ger 

writers to their elders' standpoL.'1t on racial matters was 

their endorse~ent of the Negro specificity argu~ent. In

deed, the idea that black Affiericans were f~'1damentally 

different from their white counterparts later became so 

generalized as to be axiomatic in radical Renaissance 

literature. That this was so is partly suggested in occa

siJ"!lal racial statements by Harlem School :::lovelists. Thus 

':Jallace Thur!!lall re fers to the need to introduce T! a .:legro 

note into American literat:.1re .... by writi:-"lg about ••• 

race characteristics;"99 and Hughes exhorts the would-be 

:regro fict.L::nist nat "to pour his racial individuality 

i...'1.to the mold of American standarcl..i.zation .II I OO 

The endorse;:nent ::If the rTegro individuality idea 

by Renaissance novelists also L.'1.cluded accepting part of the 

elder black writer's view of the temperamental traits on 

w:"ich that i.!ldividaality was f:)Unded. Accepted 'Here the 

Vari::ms elerje:'lts r;laking \l1Y tl::e terrl":::erar.:e!1tal stereotype. 
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I indicated ( 

e:lotions by life ..~frica 

s..n.d ...~:::erica. T~lese assu..lled. e1e[.':6:1 ts Gf ti:e b:ack 

to~zad. 

e"J'ocation of the "drear.ls and ::eart-aches t:::at negrc;es 

gro, and es-pecially the Arr.er:'can~ has bitterness i:1 

in. ,spite of his joyous exterior ..... 3itter::.ess is a natural 

part of the asure 

syndr:J::e clearly re-echoes conservative writers' efforts 

to e~~oble the tem~eramental through associati~n th racial 

suffering,. 

Accepted, too, by t:"1ese YOl:..':ger '}/riters of the Ren

aissB..."1c e '.vas t:::e idea t::a t the t ra~enta: fc~d cultural 

eX?ression. through the ~~:ediU1Il. of art. ?'~cKay, f::r instance, 

further observes: IIFor out of his bitterness he has bloomed 
, , ,b~and created his spirituals a~l.c.. ..Lues ..... fi,lS humor <smd cis 

,,103ripe lcmgh • 7he followL~g observation by 

seexs to establish even ~ore forcefully the asscciatic;n 

tween feel~gs, e~otions and "But jazz to r.::.e is one of 

the i!L1.erent expression.s of ilegro life. Ane~ica ••• the 

laugh t e r B.:::J.d pain, C'.:'ld '!;Jain swal:owe d 
. . TaL!. 
~n a. s:::.::Lle." . 
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The Harlem School novelists also acce~ted 

their elders· argument that the virtues of the temnera

mental (its alleged exuberance, spirituality and origin in 

racial suffering) conferred distinction and superiority 

upon Negro culture. Allusions to the latter frequently in

volved bitter name-calling and innuendo. As in the case 

of the elder \vriters, such allusions commonly represented 

the white group as an unhappy lot. For happiness, as I shall 

later point out, was linked to, and made dependent on, 

sensibility, not materiality -- qualities which were res

pectively attributed to blacks'and whites. The assumption 

that whites were deficient in the former quality prompted 

Negro writers to describe them in tem~rate or lifeless 

terms. I05 London, for example, was said to be a Itcold 

City"I06 and the religious songs of the southern whites, 

unlike those of Negroes, were dismissed as "drab melodies. nI07 

Sometimes, such derogatory descriptions of whites would 

degenerate L~to slurring, as in this second examule by 

HcKay: 

I do not know if I ever suggested the sup
eriority of pure-black over pure-white vir
tues, although I will confess that I do 
prefer virtues that are colorful to the se
pulchral kinds. I08 
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The last reference concludes the first part of this 

chapter. In it was examined the younger novelists' response 

to the attitude of their elder counterparts in the supre

macist debate. In the light of the foregOing discussion, 

this response seems fairly positive. It~ however, by no means 

signify complete agreement between these writers, who re

present the two poles of black thought in these early days. 

That this is so is quite evident in the debate over the suita

bility of lower-class material for black fiction. What the 

last discussion indicates is a similarity of opinion between 

these two groups of writers regarding what constitutes the 

Negro identity_ 

The second part of this continuing chapter will fur

ther examine the influence of white intellectual opinion on 

the fictional formulation of Negro folk culture by review'ing 

the anti-rationalist movement in the first three decades 

of this century. This movement, which spearheaded what is 

generally known as the cult of primitivism, was more con

cerned with the temperamental than did the movement which 

kept the flames of the racial debate alive. Also, the in

fluence of this movement on Negro novelists has been more 

direct and personal, since it was a contemporary artistic 

phenomenon with concerns and aims similar to those of 
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the Harlem Renaissance~ Moreover, unlike their supre

macist counterparts, the a~herents of this second white 

movement were overwhelmingly in. favor of the tem~era

mental to the extent of making it the corner-stone of 

their new artistic belief and of becoming its fervent ad

vocates. And, while the tide against the temgeramental 

was slowly ebbing,. around the beginning of the second dec

ade of this century, under the onrush of mounting scientific 

criticism,I09 support for it was picking up momentum and 

was to reach its high-water mark at the end of the 

Twenties. This new sym~athy for the temperamental, occur

ring after the latter had been made the defining yard-stick 

of' Afro-american identity, could not but have a tremendously 

favorable impact on younger black artists ~~d writers. 

The new L~terest in the temperamental was sparked 

by widespread dissatisfaction with western culture. Writers 

such as Joseph Conrad had already criticized its unhealthy 

concern for expediency and profit in works like "Heart 

of Darkness" (I899) and Nostromo (I904). Similarly, after 

World War I, young white radicals were increasingly critical 

of the industrial society in America, whose evils they 
-

attributed to the American tradItion. nathaniel Hawthorne 
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had already cast a negative view on the latter in works 

like liThe Maypole of Merry Mount," "The Scarlet Letter," 

and The House of Seven Gables. It was felt by the white 

radicals that the pioneer and Puritan had, through their 

ruthless pursuit of moral rectitude and material aggrandize

ment, sowed the seeds of repression and denial, later ma

turing in cultural sterility. Waldo Frank, one of the 

members of the new movement, discovered a "psychic imbal

ance llI10 in American life, resulting from what he called lithe 

denial of .... the senses" and the immoderate pursuit of mat

erial interests. III The influence of this tradition on the 

arts was also deplored. Malcolm Cowley, another adherent 

of the anti-rationalist club, thus wrote about "emotional 

and aesthetic starvation. ttII2 Carl Van Doren, a third 

adherent, saw in American literature the need for "free 

"113expression of gay or desperate moods. Such criticisms 

resulted in. the overthrow. of Puritan artistic norms of 

economy and restraint, and in the search for a new aesthet

ics grounded on the emotions and senses. The proposed 

revolutionary form of art is not without reminiscing 

William Wordsworth's 'overflow-of~powerful-feelings poetry,1I4 

and the eighteenth century English nevel of sensibility. 
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Such a search led to the rediscovery of Africa. 

Oscar Cargill notes that European artists were enamored of 
II5the "simplified emotional forms" of African art. Alain 

Locke also notes the "revitalizing influence rt that art 

had on painters (Hatisse, Picasso) and sculptors (E-pstein, 

Lembruch).II6 This influence was also extended to French 

painters like Paul Guillaume, the author of several studies 

on. primitive Negro art. II? -Besides, Alain Locke argues that 

French poets (Blaise Cendrars, Rene Basset) were inspired 

by Negro Urhythm" and the "expressive technique ll in African 

plastiC arts. II8 

The search for artistic rejuvenation also led 

European composers to black America. There they discovered 

the temperamental in Negro tones and rhythms. Among the 

compositions which the latter inspired are Milhaud~ 

La Creation du Monde, William Walton's La Facade a~d Kren

ek's opera, JonnI s~ielt auf. II9 Not all European musi

cians interested in Negro music travelled to America, for 

a number of bands (The Memphis Students, The Clef Club 

Musicians), musical comedies (Shuffle Along, The Plantation 

Revue) and singers (Florence r~lls, Roland Hayes) toured 

Europe regularly. ReViewing black musical influence in 

Europe, Martin Cooper observes: 

The fashion for American Negro rhythms and 
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tone combinations was in t tl1e sj-wptom 

of a profound s::.:Lfti:n.g of aesthetic vc;2.ues. 

The center of t~e turbance was France ~ 'Nnere 

reflne;11er..t ~:ad been reached 
by Debussy and Ravel ~~d reaction set in 

with corresponding violence. fureur negre 

was an attempt to escape fro=. the e:cquisite, 

the evocative, the scented, the precious, 

into a world of simple, tough, ~pretentious 
reality.I20 

This search for a nE?w aesthetics was even more 

dra::.atic America, .'{here the Uegro finally became tte 

t . . 1 f th t .J,. ~ I2 Iemb0 d · ann sJ~co 0 .e em~er~en~a~. younger~men The 

set of the America.l1 revolt movement did not have to pursue 

their search for very long. For bl3.ck novelists had already 

acce::9ted., as stated. before ( • 77-78), t::e emotions and 

senses (that lL.'1.derlie the alleged ztegro identity) as the 

basis:f their new ficti.::mal credo; and ~arlem, where ?l:ost 

of then res':"ued at one tin:e or ot::er, was not very 

from emvich Village ~ the then. 'Nhi te radical artistic 

base. ~~e~lce there followed a qttick discovery of ::lutual 

sympathy, ~Nh:'ch soen blossoffied. in a short perLjd of f!"J.i t-

f~ collaboration. TlAfter ~7orld. ·,Ve.r I," nJtes ::t.r-r. er, 

11·'1c.·'O' .... O "'..... .; +-er6 , :"n ~revi York City, fratern..... '-"0.1 'II''''''''':''''''' especially th:Jse 


, ,122

with their 'ahi te con'tem:gorB.!'l.es. 1l i\nether v:ri ter, 

~.:r-.l.2.r:)..;.a.." Cr:lse, ' t ~ II"" d aest'" ln~er-J..W'!:l. eS 01 a..'1. e",C",,-'1.l.c an .:le'tl.C . 

http:con'tem:gorB.!'l.es.1l
http:America.l1
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actionll123 between the two groups. 

:::hese whlte ar:d. black writers ·:)f ti:e revolt :nCV8

::le:lt traded :en.e ts t:.!Xo:.lgnout tI:e tic ;r'iient:'es, th 

:'::..snir3.ti::l1 access to t~e te~~era-

Llental a..'1d" the first, social reccgniti::u, b\.<siness oppcr

t:::....'1.it:..es a::.d aesthet:..c encourage:::.ent.. 32.ack ',';riters ar..d 

artists cecace conduits through ~hich their ~hite counterparts 

could experience :Tesro cult:.lral life.. For example, T;'!al:Lace 

Th:.lr::.:a."1 became escort a..'1d usher Dar e:~cellel1ce i:l b:Lack :.;a.n-

Incidentally, it was dubbed "the ?/hite picnic 

groundlt oy Claude I1cKay, 5 because 0 f tile exte:1 t to ~Nili.ch 

catered"' to the Greenwich Village set. One of the re!1dez

was o\vr..ed by the ?JAAC'P and. har

bored the off:"ces Jf The Crisis, the prox.ine::1t l'Tegro j:::.urnal. 

These whites also atte!1ded Gatsbylike Saturday-night and 

rent-yarties (officiated by prominent hosts and hcstesses like 

A'lelia WaJJ;:er, the wealthy "!Iegro heiress" I26 ) as well as 

caroused i:'1 exclusive cabarets, like the CottJn Cl:J.b and 3ar

ron's:)r in hur:c.bler Connor f s.. In such plc.ces, white 

!JeC"'l"O"'}'';.,tJ..;.J.....J...-,---l AS , who were enamored of the temperar.::e:::J.tal, jcined... C-' 

in characteristic Negro dances like jazz and ened to black 

music (r!:.ainly blues), su.."1g or ylayed by ::?oyular :\Tegro ar

tists like Paul Robes~n, V'11"'cJ.. ....~s, £.0 1 I'a tcrence ana.''''''b...e_ "/ ers. 
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Following is a description by Rudolph Fisher, a Harlem 

novelist, of one of Ethel Waters' performances: 

It was a sure-enough honky-tonk, occupying 
the cellar of a saloon .., Rere a tall brown
skin girl, unmistakably the one guaranteed 
in the song to make a preacher lay his bible 
down, used to sing and dance her own pecu
liar numbers, resting them with her own 
originality ..• her songs, genuine blues' 

Woke up this mawnint 
The day was dawnin' 
And I was sad and blue, so blue, Lord 
Didn't have nobody 
To tell my trouble. I27 

In his autobiography, Hughes lists here and there 

a number oL literary and artistic celebrities, who made the 

above-mentioned places their occasional haunts. I28 Many 

of them were to produce works inspired by the temperamental 

Negro subject-matter. Among those mentioned by this writer 

are: a Mrs. Reagan, the unsuccessful author of a Negro 

revue; DuBoise Heyward, who wrote Porgy, and George Gershwin 

who turned the latter drama of simple rural Negro life into 

a successful musical com.position; Eugene O'Neill, whose 

several studies of the temperamental in Negro life are 

high-lighted by The Emperor Jones... H.M. Gloster has des
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cribed it as "one of the most rev:olutionary plays in the 

history of the American. theatre .,,129 Perhaps for writers 

and artists like these such cultural contacts constituted 

an avenue that, hopefully, would lead to the great work of 

art, which, Messiah-like,. so many were looking forward to, 

as Albert Harper speCUlates: 

They seem to believe that out of the Negro 
will come the great American novel, the epic 
poem of America or the perfect painting 
based on solids. I30 

The extent to which interracial contacts inspired the white 

writer is suggested in a remark by Hughes:· "White writers 

wrote about Negroes more successfully than Negroes did 

about themselves.uI3I 

But, in terms of Negro art" this greater success of 

the white writer was more commercial than aesthetic, argues 

·t 132 
J.the same wrl er •. The reasons for this assertion will 

now be examined by rev.iewing some of the problems of the 

Harlem novelist •. Eor a knowledge of them will help create 

a greater understanding or appreciation of the white contri

bution to Renaissance Negro fiction... 

In spite of a long literary tradition behind him, 

the Negro fictionist was very little known by the white intel
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lectual comnr.ln:.ty. Th'J.s, referring to his fellow 71riters, 

t::':e Y01L.'1ger Harlem novelists, Jam.es VI. Johnson a,bserved that 

at begi.....nni.ng :;f t::':e r::";;enties they ',yere still a "ncvelty 

a.:.d a stra.'1.ge -s;henorr:en:::m." I33 Tl:is ',/ri ter also noted the 

particulo.r difficulties of the black novelist, including 

the problem of the "double audience. II I34 trnlil-:e white 

. t f '" ~ -t-- ..wr:.. er:) I.l.C ... .l.on, ~,yegro could not use white and black 

materials at will, but was compelled to limit himself to 

his own ethnic or cultural -province. Also, in. usi.:."lg his 

own group material -- black life ~"ld character conceived in 

temperamental ter~s -- creative freedo~ was constricted by 

the biased acd sterEi.otyped white view of it. ~,lJe have I 

T3l:
noted-'- ./ h:.:w this view tended to o.er.1ea.'1 the Iregro folk c"J.l

ture. This fficulty appea~s even ater, ~aen one ccn

siders tl'lat the Negro VI~i ter I s a:.:dience VlaS made up of 

'/lnites of only a smal:" J:lur:J.ber of blacks -- those whose 

SOCial or tic vie\~(poi:.tt \vas that vf the domir.i.ant 

>'Ih:" group. I36 ':!:his o.if fic ty of t::e ::regro novelist is 

pOignarrtly depicted by Carl Van Vechten, a ~:.;hite writer, 

in his popular negro n:wel, !Tit2;ger ::eav'en. L.'1. it, the 

editor, I)urwood, whose exclQs2.vist view of black art 
. . . T-::'! 

see:r:.:s to stifle t~e YJlL.'1.g man's ficti:::mal .l.nsp~rat.l.:)n.--'( 

http:vie\~(poi:.tt
http:stra.'1.ge
http:comnr.ln:.ty
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H.M. Gloster reports another difficulty: 

Although the fiction of Chestnutt and Dun
. bar was handled by major ?ublishing houses 

between I898 and I905, Negro novels and short 
stories between the latter year and 1923 w·ere 
almost invariably presented by small firms 
that were unable to give their authors a 
national hearing. I38 

It is in the light of diffieulties such as these that 

should be viewed the white intellectuals' contribution to 

the Harlem novelis£s attempts to represent his group life 

temperamentally. 

One aspect of this contribution was the widen

ing of the Negro novelist's social recognition. In a num

ber of artistic haunts -- ~~bel Dodge's salon in Green

wich Village or the Parisian art colonies of Montmartre a~d 

Montparnase -- Negroes rubbed shoulders with their white 

counter:::>arts. In The Looking Glass, Vrallace Thurman mentions 

how several black artists were thus brought "out of obscur

ity.u I39 Besides, some white intellectuals acted as go

betweens, bringing influential whites and blacks together. 

An example of this is Lewis Gannett's luncheon invitation 

to McKay, which provided the opportunity for him to meet 

Carl Van Doren, an editor of the Nation. Introductions like 
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tlle prececiiIlg sometir.o.es ripel1.ed in o(.;.si.:less careers 

white jcurnalis::::l. It was in this vlay that I:cKay be

Car:le a ::::.ember ·:)f tte editorial sJ.. Li~er3.tor and 

!:tenderson observes: 

contac t 'iii th 

wallY leadiIlg and influential ople i!l the 

Iiterary fu"ld pUO ls ....lng worlds. l' b' 

connections there which ••• 'Nould later 
T40pr::;ve useful.-, . 

Gunnar ~{yrdal makes a similar observation: Getting acqua:..nted 

·.'Ii th the 'Nhi te terati opened up "excellent economic oppor-

In a.ddit i::m, fina:"lc ia2. was ~~other means 
J..1 •whereby r.1embers of the white revolt x.:ver.1ent ...ne:..r 

rs encouraged t:1.e Renaiss:';,rlce :1.:)Velist. Awards 

~ere occasionally 

given by nen of letters (Prof. SprirlgarIl and Carl Brand.t, 

for e:::.:unple) and by a number of lI~ind-nearted York 

'42ladies ~ith coney to help young -sri -:'ers.11 J. :n. The Big Sea, 

2:ughes wr:" tes emotionally about O~1.e of them -- Ifa beautiful 

woman '';I:i th snow-Vlhi te hair" al"ld "America t s finest 

.negroes had "something ·'lery cious ••• and a dee~ 

http:ripel1.ed
http:sometir.o.es
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u I 45of spirit within .. . Also, elder members of the 

white revolt movement sometimes acted li..~e tutors to young 

Negro novelists, proffering technical or ideological advice. 

A notable exam~le is Frank Harris' exhortation to McKay: 

t·you are an African ••• You must accomplish things for your 

race ••• You must write prose."I46 HcKay mentions one 

instance when he incurred Harris' ire: !lyou are a bloody 

traitor, sirt" he snapped. "For if a man is not faithful 

to his own individuality, he cannot be loyal to anyth::iL.'1g.uI47 

These harsh words by the Irish critic and editor of Pearson1s 

Magazine were uronounced at a time when he thought his. 

pupil was swerving away from temperamental rectitude. Note

worthy in Harris' remarks is the allusion to Negro identity 

-- an issue that has been e:{haustively treated 1.."'1 previous 

discussions bearing on the racial debate. 

Hare importantly, the white contribution to 

Negro arts and letters also affected the elaboration of 

the Harlem Renaissance novel. The w'hite intellectual's re

formed view of art had some impact on the black novelist. 

It is not easy, however, to measure its exact extent. 

This reformed view of art has traditionally been defined 

as primitivism. In order to examine its impact on the Har

lem novel, I shall first describe its nature briefly. 
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Though inspired by the Negro, primitivism has roots in 

white culture. Besides, primitivism is the temperamental 

finding an outlet in four of the six values enumerated 

preceedingly. A detailed study of these values in the next 

chapter precludes a lengthy discussion of them here. The 

four values through which primitivism usually finds express

ion are the expressive, mnemonic, affirmative and the hedon

istic. The first three were popularized by the Freudian " 

craze of the 1920s: 

Freud, who became popular in the U.S., after 
a series of, lectures at Clark University, in 
1909, stimulated an interest in primitivism 
as aaavenue of escape for jaded Americans, 
by attributing many of the neurosis of human 
behavior to the suppression of ••• instinct. I48 

As for the fourth value, the hedonistic, it was rediscovered 

in the post-World. War I period by the non-conformist artists 

and writers of the revolt movement. The end of hostilities, 

combined with the sudden, unprecedented rise in material 

prosperity, especially in the United states, had created a 

strong need for sensuous indulgence. These values are finely 

dramatized in the "Lost Generation" wr:7rks of fiction, like 

Scott F. Fitzgerald's "Babylon Revisited" and The Great 

Gatsby, and in Ernest Hemingway's The Sun Also Rises and 
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A Farewell to Arms. In these works and others of their 

kL~d, self-restraint is replaced by licence and responsi

bility by withdrawal. Underlying such works, too, is a 

strong desire to forget the unpleasant experiences of the 

immediate past. Moreover, regarding the depiction of the 

Negro identity, white primitivism was mainly concerned about 

two of the four values mentioned previously -- the affirma

tive and the expressive. These are the two values which 
." 

predominate in the white Negro works already cited as well 

as in others like Gertrude Stein's "Melanctha" and Sherwood 

Anderson's Dark Laughter. 

It is this limited respresentation of the alleged 

Negro character or individuality by white novelists that 

is said to have had some influence on their Harlem counter

parts. Commenting on that influence, Robert A. Bone says 

that the black novelists found in the white models a "useful 

support" for their own creations. I49 Another commentator, 

Amritjit Singh, believes that the use of primitivism by 

black writers helped them to define their own identity.I50 

In this respect, Carl Van Vechten's Nigger Heaven has been 

singled out for special mention. !i.H. Gloster argues that 

"it affected the work of the Negro fictionist more than 

any other book in the history of American literature."I51 

Undeniably, a number of Harlem novels, especially of the 

folk and mixed types reviewed earlier (pp. 18-19), do drama
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tize the expressive and affirmative values that permeate 

Nigger Heaven. These include novels by Claude McKay (~ 

to Harlem, Banjo), Wallace Thurman (The Blacker the Berry, 

The Infants of the Spring), Arna Bontemps (God Sends Sunday) 

and Langston Hughes (Not Without Laughter). 

llowever, McKay and, to a lesser extent, Hughes, have 

denied any direct or conscious influence of the white Negro 

model on their works. McKay felt that the white writer 

lacked the cultural background and experience necessary 

to adequately represent Aframerican culture or the tempera

mental self-image of blacks. I52 As a result, he did not 

value greatly works like "Melancthall and Nigger Heaven, and 

even went to great lengths to disown their influence on his 

creations. I53 Hughes' case is a little different. Unlike 

McKay, he did admire and defend the portrayal of Negro 

character by white authors. I54 Yet, in spite of this and the 

latters ". obvious influence on his works,155 he continued to 

suggest that these were independent creations and that he 

was unable to write primitively.I56 Besides, Hughes' remark 

that the white novelist's success in representing Negro 

character was more commercial than aesthetic tends to ace en

tuate the re jec tion of primitivistic influence. Elsewhere ,. 

however, these writers of the Harlem School have lauded the 
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primitive ideal espoused by white intellectuals. Thus 

Hughes himself observed: 

In the primitive world, where people live 
closer to the earth and much nearer to the 
stars, every inner and outer act combines 
to form the sL~gle harmony, life •••• They 
do not, as many civilized people do, neglect 
the truth of the physical for the sake of 
the mind. I57 

Similarly, McKay asserted that paradise was "a primitive 

kind of placeuI58 and that he was Ha primitive savage and 

••• a stranger to civilization."I59 It is only natural, 

therefore, that such an endorsement of" the primitive should 

reflect itself in these writers' novels, in spite of their 

remarks to the contrary. Hence, I 1all attemnt to rationa

lize the rejection of the white model. 

Before doing so, however, I will briefly men

tion those Harlem Renaissance novels that seem untouched 

by the Van Vechten influence. Al'::J.ong them are Rudol"ph 

Fisher'S mixed novels (The Conjure-Man Dies, The Walls of 

Jericho) as well as a number of apologist ones, like The 

Chinaberry Tree and The Fire in the Flint. Other novels, 

like Flight and Banana Bottom, bear but the attenuated 
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marks of that influence. Thus the influence of the 

white Negro codel on the young black writer has not been 

so universal and stiflL~g, as a number of commentators have 

suggested. I60 This fact is partially reflected in a remark 

by Bone: "The influence of white intellectuals on the Negro 

Renaissance ought 'not to be overestimated."I6I 

The reluctance on the part of Negro novelists 

to admit the influence of -primitivisc on their works stems 

from the nature of the white model itself. The f~~damental 

purpose of the Harlem Renaissance novel was to dramatize 

Negro individuality in terms of the temperamental, its 

alleged basis. PrL~itivfEm, by representing mainly two of 

the six values issuing from that individuality, produced 

but a watered-down portrait of it. As a result of this short

coming, black Harlem writers tended to view the portrayal 

of Negroes by white novelists as being too shallow or limi

ted. 

Also militating against the acceptance of the 

primitivistic label an the part of the Negro novelists were 

the peculiar racial awareness of the era and an intensive 

desire for distinctive group expression. Thus the Harlem 

School novel, by aiming at a fuller and more authentic 

portrait of Afro-american identity, through the dra~atiza-
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tion of the folk culture is, in many res~ects, a reaction 

against the white Negro novel. 

Having indicated in the foregoing studies the 

influence of both racial dogma a~d the ~rimitivistic cult 

on the Renaissance novelist's view of Negro individuality, 

my attention in the following chapter will focus on the 

black values on which this alleged individuality is founded 

and which were but partially de~icted by white novelists. 

This study is historical in outlook and will ~repare us for 

another (chapter three) that views Negro folk values as the 

ingredients of the black soul. Together, these three 

chapters constitute the first ~art of the inquiry into the 

Harlem Renaissance novel. 
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PART ONE: E?A.pHASIZI:fG THE ORAL TRADITION 

Chapter 2: Survival Value 

( 




This chapter will further explore the problem 

of Afro-american identity through a study of the survival 

value underlyi.'1.g Negro folk-art. Values, in general, con

sist of three components. The first, which John Laird calls 

the "emotional, " I '.vas examined in the last chapter. The 

discussions that follow will be concerned with the two other 

components of value. One of these components refers to 

the outlets through which all values find e~ression; and, 

the other, to the value itself. To Risieri Frondizi, these 

twin components are respectively the "carriers" and "con

tentH of value.2 

Corresponding to the former in black folk culture 

are the enjoyment or entertaini.~g arts -- particularly dance, 

music, song and the oral tale. Reportedly, these have been 

the traditional means whereby the temperamental in Negroes 

was articulated. Through them, notes Carter G. Woodson, 

the masses were able to express their "dee,!, feelings and un

usual emotions.n3 Statements like this, which are numerous 

in black sociological literature,4 sometimes specify the 

http:emotions.n3


- II5 

nature of the feeling or emotion as well as the folk 

outlet involved in the above cultural process. A~ example 

is Claude McKay's statement, which links Uthe bitterness 

in negro life lt with the spirituals a.~d blues.5 Another 

example is Arna Bontempst argument that these songs are the 

expression of the "stress a.'1d strain" of the Negro's day

to-day eXistence. 6 

In the preceding chapter, we noted that Negro 

emotions or feelings were considered a lot more exuber

ant than those of other human species. We also remarked 

that writers .attributed this apparent condition to heredit

ary factors or to the hardshi~s of life in the Americas. 

As a result of this expansive view of the temperamental in 

Negroes, most black L'1tellectuals represented the expression 

of feelings through the folk 9Xts as a prime cultural ne

cessity. I shall elaborate on the latter in the next 

discussion on the folk arts, the second component of value. 

Three considerations seem to add credence to the 

above assumption by black writers. One of these is the proven 

abundance and diversity of Negro folk-art productions, whether 

in dance, music, song or the oral tale. These two qualities, 

which will later become apparent, have impressed all students 

of black American folklore. Thus Hartha Beckwith expressed 
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sur".9rise at the latterts "rich .... develo".9ment,n7 \vhile 

3:oward W. Cdum. considered it fI.:...nexhaustible.n8 A second 

consideration. that seems. to 'Talidate the assumption of a 

cultural necessity f0r emotional articulation through the 

folk arts the a".9parent ll~iversality of their indulgence. 

This prompted one writer to say that th.:...s kind of indul

gence '.vas "common to every part of America where the sans 

of Africa had been carried.,,9 An0ther writer, citing story

telling as a!l exam:ple of this widespread iJ::J.mersion in folk-

art, observed that it was a "deep-rooted habit for negroes 

of all ages and sexes ll and not merely a pastirr.e 

privileged few.IO Also stressing the universal nature of 

folk-art involvement is the re:.rrark that "the love of fiddling, 

singing a!ld dancing" was generalized acong southern. planta

tion :'Tegroes.:r The third consideration tending to validate 

the belief in the existence of a group necessity for emo

tional expression through folklore a~ alleged artistic 

faculty. Various epithets -- imagination, impulse, po'.ver, 

geni:ls, talent -- 'Nere used to describe it. I2 

Moreover, two related aesthetic processes imprc

visation and variation -- ':Iere advanced in support ::; f this 

faculty. The first alleged creative process relates to the 

compositional activity tt.rough ':ihich a folk-art item ey::;lves. 

st',ldents of Negro folklore we:::e quick to int out that, 
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in terms of content, a tune, dance or tale was not a 

fixed and pre-arranged piece, but ~~ embryonic entity 

achievL~g full growth only during execution. I3 A Negro 

story, they further argued, was a bare motif or theme 

progressively filled out with circumstantial detail;I4 a~d 

a dance (the juba, jazz or cake-walk) was but a starting

point to which were later added various rhythms and steps.I5 

In the complementary variational process mentioned above, 

additions or changes are reported in the individual work of 

art. Thus G.M. Laws observed, in relation to the ballad, 

that after composition it would undergo successive altera

tions, as it moved from narrator to narrator and from one 

locality to another. I6 Professor White, who also drew 

attention to this phenomenon, has noted that "few songs ha.d 

a fixed beginning and almost none had a definite end./l I? 

On the other hand, some writers have argued that 

inrprovisation and variation were largely foreign to the 

white work of art. They felt that, contrary to Negro folk

lore, white artistic productions did not make much allow

ance for fill-in material or for changes during the execu

tional stage. Hence the assumption that white art was more 
I8formal and less spontaneous than black art. No wonder, 
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then, that this assumption was used to buttress the be

lief in a distinct Negro artistic faculty. ':;Vhites, however, 

who refused to concede to the Negro any artistic, let alone, 

intellectual, advantage, rejected outright this seemingly 

pre~osterous idea of a special faculty. For them, the twin 

processes supposedly associated with the latter were but 

black forms of imitation of Euro-American models. In this 

respect, the ballad and the spiritual were considered notable 

examples. 19 Writing about the rejection of a special Negro 

artistic faculty, Newman I. White further noted that the 

imitation theory had been generalized among those whites whom 

he Questioned.20 These, then, are the three considerations 

(abundance and diversity of output, universal involvement 

and a~sthetic endovrment) underscoring the belief in a deep 

cultural need for emotional articulation through the foL~ arts. 

In the ensuing analysis, I will continue to examine 

the folk arts, the equivalent in black American culture of 

what have been termed "value carriers" or the second component 

of value. This part of the present study of Negro folk arts 

will review their origin and development in the long ~eriod 

preceding the Harlem Renaissance. The supporters of the 

hereditary theory in matters of Negro primitive culture (pp. 

50-5I, 67-7I) have traced the above-mentioned need to Africa. 
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tl:ey argue, si...'1ging, danci'::lg a:1.d story-telling 

were a dee9-rooted uractice long before the onset of Aceri

can slavery.2: ~he origin of th~s practice also attri

c'J.ted by ot:1ers to the merca'1tilism that the ferm. 

exploi taticn provoked. !:luring the ~'!iddle Passage -- t~e 

sea-journey from. the African nainland to the Hew World 

slavers apparently resorted to the above Dractice in a con

tinued effort to stem the tides of des90ndency and revolt 
" 

among their unruly human cargo. 'Shite plantation. masters, 

too, had frequent recourse to this practice, their n:ctives 

be~ng, to all intents and purposes, similar to those which 
"'..,. 

. , 't' f 1 ,. c..:;;
~nsplrea. ns owners 0 s_ave-sn~ps. -L.'"1. t"n~s 

t!1e slaves !l happy" through cusic, song and da:'1ce was, report-

effective way to elicit the goodwill and thus 

increase production.24 3:owever, voluntary indulgence by 

slaves, and not compulsion by their masters, seems to ha7e 

predomL'1ated in folklore activities on the pIa'1tations, 

as ',vill become evident. By the e::1d ·of the GiviI '!!ar, which 

hastened the end of the slave era in the united states, this 

alleged practice of impulsive emotional release (initiated 

by slave captain, pla'1tation master and slave) through folk

lore had n.o doubt grown into a firm cultural habit. 
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Helping ~ts growth during the three hundred or so 

years preceding the Harlem Renaissance was the rural insula

rity of black life, fostered by the America~ caste system. 

As I pointed out in the introductory chapter, the latter 

instituted a widespread uattern of socio-economic segregation, 

which tended to alienate white and black life from each 

other, thus forcing the Negro group to fall back upon its 

own resources for cultural sustenance. Later, in the post

bellum Reconstruction period (I865-90), such a~ti-Negro 

legislation as the Black Codes (they sought to curtail a~d, 

in some states, repress the freedman's newly-found civil 

liberties) appear to have strengthened this tradition of emo

tional artistic expression. But, threatening its dynamism 

and, in some cases, undermL~ing it altogether, were the 

successive waves of rural emigration from the end of the 

nineteenth century (pages I-3). In the new milieu -- the 

industrial centres of the North and South -- .Negro life 

found itself in relatively closer proximity to white cul

tural contacts than was possible in the southern hinterland. 

This was due, in part, to the proliferation of service jobs 

and to the relatively greater opportunities for tTegroes 

in the white-controlled areas. Hence, the greater influence 
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that such contacts increasingly exerted on the new ur

ba..1'l d·,J;ellers. In the early twentieth century, this in

fluence was accelerated by the growing use of the radio 

and gramo:9hone, which then were alrea~y ma'tdng forays even 

in distant Negro rural life. Besides, the greater access 

to the :9ublic school system, transmitting ideas other tha..1'l 

those of the black subculture, only served to augment the 

uadverse ft effects of white Americam influence on the Negro 

oral tradition. (In the second a..1'ld third :9arts of the 

present inquiry into the Harlem Renaissance, I shall ela

borate on this influence). 

Black writers in general attributed to this oral 

tradition a survival value. These writers believed that 

folk-art indulgence among the largely illiterate slaves 

and freedmen had been a unique cultural force, which had 

enabled them and their progeny to successfully withstand 

the debilitating effects of racism in the years nrior 

to the Harlem Renaissa1'lce. Arna Bontemps, for example, 

believes that this indulgence ttsatisfied ••• the cravings 

of the spirit in the oppressed and deprived;,,25 while 

Gunnar Hyrdal a.."1.d Hargaret Butcher, looking back at the 

oral tradition from a more distant va..~tage point, res~ect-

ively arg'le that it fostered "internal group cohesionu26 
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and "evolved unique ••• ways for !!laking life livable .,,27 

This conception of Negro survival through folk-art clearly 

contrasts with its white counterpart. In the last chapter, 

mentioned how the average white supremacist conceived 

black survival in America exclusively in biological or 

economic terms. 

The reported failure of whites to appreciate the 

survival value of the Negro oral tradition of fol~-art in

dulgence has aroused much displeasure among black writers. 

Richard Wright·s view that there "existed a meaning in Negro 

life that whites do not see and do not want to see,,28 arti

culates the widespread feeling of discontent. Helping to 

foster and perpetuate this alleged attitude were the Ameri

can religious a~d economic institutions. It is well-known 

that the Protestant Churches placed an anathema on secular 

forms of enjoyment throughout the Colonial and Golden Age 

periods. Thus Gunnar Myrdal notes that the puritan-It ••• 

ical spirit ••• exerted a powerful influence on ••• the arts 

in America.,,29 This influence, as everyone knows, is 

very well documented in Nathaniel Hawthorne's fiction, L~ 

particular; and short stories like "The ?<!aypole of Herry 

Mountu and "Young Goodman Brown" are good examples. 

This rejection of entertainment by the Churches 
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has been, of course, greater for Negroes than for whites, 

because of the former's inferior status in American society. 

Therefore, the lack of sym~athy for and understanding of the 

Negro oral tradition were all the more profound. Moreover, 

as I mentioned above, the institution of slavery also con

tributed, ironically, to this state of affairs. It is true 

that the plantation master attributed an enjoyment value 

to Negro folk art; but, as hinted earlier, he did so out of 

a desire for exploitation and entertainment, which his own 

culture tended to deny. L~deed, during the long period of 

slavery as well as after it, black minstrelsy was the ~ain 

source of pleasure and merriment for plantation whites. How

ever, like the clergyman, the average master is said to have 

been ignorant of the avowedly deeper signific~~ce or meaning 

of the songs, musiC, tales ~~d tunes, which usually accom

panied the daily rounds of plantation life. 

In the ensuing part of our study of Afro-american 

identity, I will probe the surVival value of the Negro folk 

tradition which, as mentioned above, has been staunchly 

upheld by blacks and rejected by most whites. The oral arts 

which make up this tradition perform various functions. 

It is through them that this value or sustaining quality 

is articUlated. As a result, ~~y analysis of the latter must 
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necessarily involve a study of those functions. More

over, as regards functions, it is important to note the 

following considerations. First, they are concerned with 

the articulation of various emotions. Secondly, their 

typicality is largely determined by their release or non-

release of these e~otions as well as by the ~articular need 

or desire that seeks fulfillment. Thirdly, functions usually 

arise from the interplay of Eeveral folk-arts and are, 

therefore, not the result of anyone of these in ~articular. 

Thus a dance (lL~e jazz) and a s,ecific tale item may con

tribute to the same type of function, although belonging to 

different genres. I thL~k Morroe Berger is emphasizing this, 

when he says that jazz is an art-form containing several 

values outside the realm of art.30 These artistic f~~ctions, 

which I am about to examL~e, constitute what h~s initially 

been termed the value content or the third com~onent of 

value. 

Furthermore, the survival value of Negro folk-arts 

derives from the psychoanalytic nature of these functions. 

Richard Wright f s understa...'1'lding of this fact prompted him to 

suggest that tithe new values of life and eX:gerience" of 

Negroes should be a...'1'lalyzed with the aid of F=eudian con

cents.31 Similarly, ~elville J. Herskovits suggests: 

••• certain aspects of the psychology of Drimi

http:cents.31
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tive Negro cultural behaviour ••• may be the 

better understo.od when some of the broader 
conce~ts of 9sychoanalysis are applied to 

' . t t t' ~2thelr ill erpre a lon."; 

Moreover, as ~egro artistic functions are fundamentally 

concerned with the release or non-release of emotions, they 

enact various levels of sublimation. By sublimation is 

meant the vicarious canalization of thwarted desires ~~d 

drives that are biologically or socially acquired. 

In the Negro foLk tradition, one level of SUblimation 

of thwarted desires and drives is carried out by what may 

be called the expressive function. In it emotional release 

is conducted through vocal (verbalization or instru~entation) 

and ?hysical means (motor or muscular behavior). Articula

ting emotions mainly through voice were the Spirituals, the 

'lniversally acclaimed religious songs. Vl.E.B. DuBois des

cribes them as "the rhythmic cry of the slave;n33 Benjamin 

Brawley, as an ex:?ression of u:?rayer, ho:?e and yearning;u34 

and, Nevnnan I. White, as Ita record of the feelings of the 

race under slavery.n35 Negro emotions also found expression 

through a combination of the above-mentioned means -- VOice, 

L~strument and body. A good example of emotional release 

http:understo.od
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incorporating mainly voice and ~1.stra.'!:.en.t a!'e the blues~ 

the secular co;.u:.ter:part of the Spiritaals.7heir mot 

of :mrequited. love,. sorrow and. faith were S1.L.'1g :""'1. e"'ler

changing hau.'1ts (railroad, st:."'eet-corners, hcnky-t~;~...s) by 

dovm-trodden,. itinerant songsters. That these sad negro 

lyrics also constitute aT]. emotional record for the race is 

attested by a naneless co~entator of early black ~fe and,. 

more recently~ by ~al~h 311ison. The first sees in them 

a IIc'lrious story of disi11usionrle!lt [lherej_nJ stark, full 

:passi:ms cr:Jwd tnemse1ves in ll.'1ccmplex expressi::mj"36 

wllereas tile sec:Jnd felt tl:at they are tI:3.n a'J.tobiographical 

chrcnic ""J"--'ressed ly··r';c~""'- ,,37- "'~.:' .......J... Cl .... .J-;j. 


1Jnli...~e the above biO artistic .:.ediums of ~re gro 

folk-art (the Spirituals a"ld. bl'les), t:le Gcs::;;e1 Songs 

to a larger extent, the 3vange a1 Shout, use a combination 

of voice, song and body mcvelT"ent extensively in t:'1e process 

of 9!!loti;)na1 release. release is, basically, a 
~ ,

:1alistic dem:rs.stration involv such diverse folk e..:.e~~:en "[,s 

as the ca1l-and-response,33 sensuous danc a..:.:d possass

ion -- a ::pri:n.itive f::rm of re1:Lgi:lt.:.s ecstasy and exalta

tian., which may be likened to a trance. Tb.e :Svangelic 

Sho'.lt ViaS, like the S:9irit'.lal, part a."1d parcel of tes
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tant worship for the Baptists as well as the Hethodists 

in the early days of slavery. As for the Gospel Songs, 

they tended to supplant the Spirituals in the cities from 

early pre-Renaissance times. Of these modern counterparts 

of the sorrow songs Eileen Southern writes: 

\Vhen. the black people began pouring into the 
nation's cities ••• , they took their ••• 
spirituals with them, but found the rural
born music to be unsatisfactory in urban 
settings a~d unresponsive to their needs. 
Consequently, the church singers created a 
more expressive music to which they applied 
the term gospel music.39 

Another artistic medium of emotional release in

corporating instrument and body movement jazz, that 

strange mixture of rag music and blues song,40 which ach

ieved wide popularity within a~d without the race prior to 

the I920s. Its characteristic impUlsive beat or rhythm 

is described by V.F. Calverton as a "vicarious outlet for 

the negroes' crazed emotions,,4I and, by J.A. Rogers, as 

a "unique conduit for the expression of the gayer feelings. 1I42 

Several other dances, L~cluding the juba, also employed 

voice and (mainly) body movements. Thomas Tatley, who has 

described it at length, notes that the dancers would perform 

within a large circle, substituting the drum with inter

http:music.39
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jectory hand-clapping and foot-tapping.43 

This ty~e of function, which consists in the 

expulsion of re~ressed emotions through the above means 

is, to some writers of Negro fOlk-life, inherently purga

tive. This is what writers like Frantz Fancn and lfurgaret 

Butcher suggest in their use of the term Ucatharsis" to 

44describe that psychological process. During catharsis, 

emotions that have been pushed do~n L~to the unconscious are, 

as in the Negro expressive function lli~der study, forced out, 

thus removing or preventing the t\vin evils of repression 

anxiety and neurosis. 45 This alleged cathartic effect 

is uphelp by Phillip A. Bruce, a nineteenth-century suprema

cist. Such a "concession" on Bruce's part is sur:prising, 

in view of his persistent denigration of Negro character in 

the heyday of racial debate.46 

A second function, the mnemonic, contrasts with 

the expressive L~ that it obliterates, rather than recalls, 

painful feelL~gs or unfulfilled desires. The need to 

forget on the part of the pre-Renaissance folk -- described 

by "H.:8.B. DuBois as prison-house residents47 and by Richard 

Wright as "that vast, tragic school that swims in the depths 

against the currentu48 -- was reportedly very strong. This 

http:debate.46
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situation, of course, was due to the traditional socio

economic restrictions (to be further detailed in the sec

ond part of this inquiry) imposed upon black life by the 

white caste system. In view of such restrictions, it is no 

wonder that folk-art indulgence provided a continuous means 

of withdrawal and escape -- a kind of Heystian retreat. 

An old British traveler to Maryland, commenting on this cop

ing out behavior of blac.k Americans, writes that through 

dancing, music and singing "they forgot or were not sensible 

of their miserable condition.,,49 Another writer similarly 

reports that at night southern Negroes would, by such 

artistic means, cast off all care in conscious abandon.• 50 

In the matter of withdrawal and escape through folk-

art, jazz is the most frequently cited medium, with several 

writers attributing to it an exceptionally mnemonic effect, 

as of drug or alcohol.51 However, one writer felt that jazz 

was far better a means of escape, because it could achieve 

"temporary forgetfulness ••• infinitely less harmful" 

than the abov.e two stimulants .52 This predilection for 

art as a medium for oblivion recalls another by John Keats: 

0, for a draught of vintage! 

~ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, 
And with thee fade away into the forest dim: 
.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . ~ ~ 

http:alcohol.51
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Awayt awayl for I will fly to thee, 

Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards, 

But on the viewless wings of Poesy •••53 


The above remarks associating jazz with alcohol end drugs 

find an echo in Freud's contention that "one of the chief 

functions of art is to serve as 'narcotic.' .,54 

The "narcotic" effect of Negro folk-art, which is 

most eVident in jazz and which procures temporary flights 

from unpleasant reality or brings about the obliteration of 

a too burdened memory is, in many respects, a form of racial 

suppression • Suppression can be described as 

••• a controlled reacticm in which the individ
ual deliberately turns to other thoughts. This 
mere deliberate mechanism is less dangerous 
to mental health than repression, for the indi
vidual knows what he is doing. Repression, 
however, is an unconscious removal of thoughts, 
and the individual may not be aware that he 
is "covering something up" that is still caus
ing tensions and anxieties. 55 

In the Renaissance period in particular, many s. 

Negro supplemented his own benign form of racial suppress

ion through art with alcoholism. Chief among the factors 

contributing to this practice were the short-lived economic 

http:anxieties.55
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prosperity and lice:l.ce of the -oerioa of which t:C-.e literary 

wor1-~ of c-laude ~~cKay ('8. Long 'Nay from FIorile) ~ Langston. 

a:ld Scott ?i (T~e Gr=at Gatsby) prov~de fasc 

reflecti8ns .. hedonism arising from the comb~ned indul

gence in art alcoholism and sex t about cult 

debasez:.ent and moral declbe, both of 'Nhich "provide the 

basis for fictional drama in the mixed a.."ld a"pologist nove 

(pp. IB-I9). This question'; of course, will be f'.1lly examined 

in the third and last part of this inquiry into lower-class 

life. 3elow, I continue to explore the problem of the 

:(-Tegro's psychological survival in Ar'lerica through two more 

analyses about the functions underly;ng his folk-art. 

Suppression. was also ach~eved through the substitu

t~ve f~"lction, so-called because it supplants one emotion or 

feeling for another that is dee!r:ed a.."lti-social. During the 

three or so centuries that preceded the Renaissa::.1.ce, :Tegroes 

C o\..l.ld rl:Jt express their resentment openly 'Ni thout :'ncurri~lg 

the plantation master's wrath )r the wh:.te cO!!ll!lunity's in 

gelleral. Richard ','lright reports that the occasional free 

expression of this feel:L.'1g "would carry penalties_ varying from 

mild censure to death •."56 S;;.ch punishments, for example, 

fo1::"0':;ed tbe crackdown on the Blac~ Caribs revolt in the 

http:Renaissa::.1.ce
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West Indies57 as well as the T~rner and Vesey uprisings 

in the United states during the first half of the previous 

century.58 Further proof of the dangers inherent in overt 

resentment .'on the part of "unruly" Negroes are the animal 

stereotyping and lynchings, which marked the history of 

black-white relations in the second half of that century.59 

Thus, in order to avoid white retaliation and as a means of 

self-protection, Negroes adopted an accommodating pattern 

of behavior. About it, Howard W. Odum ~akes this succinct 

remark:- lithe negro has two distinct social selves:- the one 

he reveals to his own people, the other he assumes among 

1I60whites, the assumption becoming natural .. 

One form of black posturing was what Richard Wright 

has dubbed "outward suhmissiveness,,6I -- a mixture of largely 

feigned meekness and subservience. Plantation drama, in 

which the Negro played the part of an ingratiating fool, 

helped generata and crystalize such feelings. In such drama, 

the question~and-answer riddles quite consciously sought to 

set the. Negro at an intellectual disadvantage, thus re

inforcing his sheep-like image. Also contributing to this 

image of the folk Negro were some of the Spirituals. These 

religious songs did not only serve as outlets for pent-up 

emotions. They were also used by Protestant Churches 

http:century.59
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as Carter G. Woodson and W.~.B. DuBois have noted,62 

to transmit their own Christian brand of meekness and obed

ience. And, since non-religious Negroes were, apparently, 

more intractable than staunch believers, many a white 

master would encourage the singing of such songs. Thus, 

on the one hand, the Negroes willi~gly imposed the sheepish 

image upon themselves, out of social necessity. On the 

other hand, the image was torcedupon them by the plantation 

and Church authorities, for reasons arising from their res

pective functions and needs. 

Another form of black posturing was what may be 
. 

called cheeriness. As physician and supremacist Robert B. 

Bean has remarked,63 an abnormal smile and a broad grin were 

its trademark and common stock in trade. But by far its 

most celebrated manifestation was a multifarious kind of 

laughter. 64 It has been described by Gunnar Hyrdal as 

a Uhigh-pitched cackleu65 and by S.P. Fullinwider as a ~..ind 
66of raucousness. Margaret Butcher, drawing attention to 

its deceptive nature, further describes it as a "protective 

mimicry, more contrived ~~d artificial than natural and 

spontaneous.,,6? As among the folk people Of the European 

Renaissa~ce era,68 Negro early life was constantly i~ersed 

http:laughter.64


:"n laugh.ter~ part of ',vhich arose o:.:t of day-:-to-day folk-

art i..."lvolvement. ".7ill:"ao Scnechtar t for axa..':;!ple, no 

t 3rer Rabbit 

fox and. 

wolf), were a continuous source of la:.:ghter69 as were the 

slave satires :mderlyi::g the nur::erous riddles of plantaticn 

fe. 70 Laughter also arose in.. the n.ormal course of sing

ing, dancing and stcry-tellL~g, as this obserlation no s= 

Within his cabi...'"l, and cheered by good com

!}any and a br::"ght fire-light, the negro slave 

resu~ed his gayety, ~d sa..~g ~'"ld danced ~'"ld 

laughed •••• His day t s work ~'"ld h:"s ap!}eti te 

aP:geased, he abandoned hi::nself to mirth and 

r....is old laugh renewed.7 I 

These two fJr::ns of black tur:"ng -- outward sub

missiveness ella ss -- constit~te the essence of 

?Tagro humor. In defin:":::g it, seme writers have tried to 

demonstrate how d:"f:erent it is from white h:1lnor. Thus S.P .. 

Fulli...'1w:"der::::.:1:"te rightly argues t~1at black hUDor essen

'Cially a r.::.ask; whereas white humor sees as arisj.ng 

the ircl1Y of a given situation.72 As for Sterling Brown, 

he sees in the cask a much ::nore ?ervasive reality azong 

thaff:1ron.Y·~a.mDng·wh:i:tes.73 This apparently greater indulgence 

http:situation.72
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in humor on the ~art of folk Negroes may have been due 

to the higher incidence of resentment among them, result

ing, no doubt, from the relatively heavier burden of social 

restrictions. This relationshiy between humor a~d resent

ment is corroborated by psychoanaly~is, which has lo~g 

discovered a link between the former a~d aggression. 74 

Cued by this, Negro writers have discovered in turn a sim

ilar link in ~egro folklore. 75 

In itself, aggression is a self-destructive emotion.76 

This is why psychologists have associated it with the 

Death instinct.7? The Negro of pre-Renaissance times was 

reportedly able to avoid the self-damage accruing from this 

emotion by driving it outwards under the cover of his 

folk-art. The latter thus enabled him to come to terms 

with his aggressor -- the white racist or .supremacist -

and thus was effected his psychological self-preservation. 

That the old Negro could accede to this third form of sub

limation is abunda~tly demonstrated by the nature of his 

fOlk-art, some of which carry diverse revengeful motifs. 

Transmitting them were such folk-art elements as foot

stomping, the shouting interlude of the blues type of song 

and their co~~terpart, the 'cry-and-holler' of workaday 

songs. The ejaCUlatory or exclamatory nature of these items 
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rendered them appropriate for the transmission of the 

violent feelings accoopanyL~g aggression. Similarly, arti

culating motifs of revenge were the energetic beat as well as 

the rhythmic shuffling of feet that are so vital a part of 

jazz.. Hence DuBois dubs jazz rhythms "riotous" 78 a.Tld Hughes 

sees in its 'tom-tom' cadence a vicarious form of I1revolt. tt79 

~~rthermore, motifs of revenge were also articulated 

verbally through the sLTlging' of Spirituals and the telling 

or animal tales. In these, the white man was represented as 

potential or de facto victim. Miles M. Fisher notes that 

some of these Negro religious songs contained a subsidiary 

and ~Tldercover statement or message, inviting slaves to 

rebellion and envisaging flight from the plantations as pun

ish!!lent for the potentially helpless master.80 The Spiri

tual, "Steal Away," lends itself to such an i.l1terpretation. 

Also, the desire to see their oppressors punished was ren

dered through the slaves' and freedmen's profession of faith 

in heaven and hell. In the Spirituals, of course, these 

two related entities of Christian faith were ever-recurring 

symbols of retributive justice. The former the Negroes in

terpreted as a guarantee of personal salvation for them

selves -- after the travails of earthly life -- and the lat

ter they held un as a negative reward for their enemies. 

http:master.80
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Of course, the punitive desire carried through by this 

second symbol (hell) was invariably couched in irony a~d 

double-entendre, as L~ the follow~~g lL~es of a freedom 

Spiritual: 

Before I stay in hell one day, 
Heaven shall-a be my home; 
I sing and pray my soul away, 
Heaven shall-a be my home •••8I 

In the above excerpt, the racial persona clearly expresses 

his assurance in his future ascension into the heavenly 

kingdom which, however, he implicitly denies to others by 

dissociating himself with "hell." The excerpt that follows 

seems to render even more dramatically the punitive desire 

underlying the hell symbol: 

Remember me, remember me, 
o Lord, remember met 

I am a soldier of the cross, 

A folltwer of the Lamb. 82 


Here, the racial persona seems much less certain of a 
, 

heavenly abode. Therefore, he remi~ds his General, the 

Lamb of God, in the spirit of Luke I2, 8-II and Mathew I6, 

24-28, that he is a fighter in His army and thus entitled 

to a reward. Implicit in this plea is the idea of punish

ment to be meted out to those of the other army the 
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non-black perpetrators of the slave system, who were 

defiling the basic commandment of human brotherhood. 

Lastly, no less effective a verbal medium for the 

channelling of Negro aggression were the animal tales. 

That the rendering of these narratives was harmless to the 

slaves is attested by generations of plantation maids and 

servants, who used them to entertain countless white house

holds. 83 These, of course~ never doubted their apparent 

innocence nor suspected their underlying harmful intent. 

Writing about the most reputed of these tales, the Uncle 

Remus cycle (edited by the well-knovm southern white author, 

Joel C. Harris), Bernard Wolfe argues that they constituted 

the lIhalf-supppressed revenge of a resentful minority.1I84 

Partly incarnating and executing this emotion is the 

notorious animal hero, Brer Rabbit. A fine example of this 

is his winning away of some ladies from the seemingly more 

formidable Brer Fox, whom he further humiliates by turning 

him into a saddle-horse. 85 Reviewing such exploits by 

the Rabbit in Afro-american folklore, Bill R. Hampton 

asserts that this animal "was !Jarticularly important to 

the slave, because he was unable to release his aggression 

o!,enly and needed a psychic symbol of his resentment against 

http:saddle-horse.85
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n86the white man. Another symbol of aggression is the 

S,!?ider, the hero of the '.'lest Indian Anarlcy cycle of folk 

tales. His peculiarly metamorphic versatility, which j.n

eluded human as well as supernatural gu~ses, rendered him 

a potentially more effective avenger than the Rabbit. I 

will further examine these tales in the following fourth and 

last a~alysis of Negro artistic functions. In the preceding 

analysis, I have tried to circumscribe the substitutive 

function, showing how the overt art,istic behavior of the Ne

gro was to a great extent a fa~ade whereby he sublimated 

his violent feelings against the white co~~unity. 

Life in America during the slave and Reconstruction 

periods not only fostered black aggressiveness, but also 

attempted to L~culcate u'!?on the Negro a feelL~g of inferior

ity vis-a-vis his white co~~terpart.87 It is not easy to 

assess the extent to which this attempt succeeded. The 

difficulty is compounded, of course, by the Negro's humor

istic or deceptive behavior described precedingly. However, 

that a number of slaves a~d freedmen may have felt themselves 

inferior to \,lhites generally, as Idus A. ~Tewby claims,88 

is highly probably, in view of their traditional deprivation 

and ex,!?loitation, and their overwhelming socio-econonic 

lag. 89 
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Ge~erally, a feel~~g o~ inferiority accor:.:ma...'1::"ed 

8] Cou~~er efforts a:: overcom":J.g it, invc::"'ve

~::roughout 

'. ".. .,
.:llS ~J...sr.,Jry, t-ne overcome suc~ 

a feelL.lg ::..~ d.iverse ways. :?r8fessi:mal sports an out-

S ::&"'1.ding example. successf~l careers of gro joc~eys l~~e 

Isaac r-:urphy i:J. the t century are examples of the ?Tegroes' 
..... ..,.. 

efforts to cope th the debilitati~g S~~.h~'~ of feriority.:7":" 

And, in. our ::n\'Il day, the exploits of the boxer, 1·~uh:.l:::"'TIad Ali, 

b baske , are not 

'N-i thout the :atter s'.lbsid.iary L2otivaticn. But,:"n pre-Per:

aissar:ce ti::.es, the folk-a::--:s have been :Jes' ;;rir..cipal 

recourse fer cv~~~.~ to ter:1S with this acq or im:;JCised 

feel~g -'T inadequacy. T::ey llave resorted to them not onlyv_ 

~~""'l rl,
c.. •• 1..1...in crder to force oat, f,:;rget hide the elings, out 

also to retrieve some !!1eas:.rre of their "C or lowered self

esteS:1. Co~enting on this last function of black folklore, 

Art~u:r A. Schomburg notes that tl a group traditi·::m t.ad to 

1t92supply cOIn:gensatio!l for "":Jersecution and lost pride of race.

C:ll::r~,ensati::m, which replaces an i~fericrity feeling by a 

su;eriority cne, a natural process involvL'1g intense 

striVing, as individual tries to offset his real or ima

gined liabilities.93 I ,,¥ill nJi'; look into a few :r.an:"fes

tations of this :;cess in. the folk-arts under st:,dy. 
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One of its manirestatic::ls the act of creati~::l 

itself. As in sports, indulgence in i!l'.lproYisation and. vc:..ria

ti~n -- activities inherent in artistic creatiaLl (pp. II6

I7) -- enabled black folk artists to axc iIl ~tain~ent~ 
,-.., 
'-'Lja social field largely igncred by 'Nhi tes in the early years.'" 

The ~reg!'o group's prominence in a!'t '.'las interpreted by at 
Cl5t -i,.. sl..... l"J 

a feeli11g which the constant exposure to both black and white 

?re-Renaissance audiences only served to activate. As a 

result, playing and. acting were much sought, as they permitted 

talented ::Tegroes to direct the attention of nan-bla.cks in 

particular -- their acc~sers of ~ feric!'ity to an area 

'?;nerein they :;::resurr:.ably exes lIed. r!l this way ViaS e f cted 

psychic rehabilitati:n -- red~cticn of the tensions af 

least so~e blacks as evidence of a superior ar ...i..'V "'• ..J.....l.. ' 

.£-'rrL:..st:-ation accrui~lg from ....1e ~nferi~r~ty feeli~g its re-

self-yride. 
- ..,.

cu:t~ral p!'ocess see~s to have been a fact of rae J..l ar:O!1g 

lcwer-c s :Tegroes lcng before the intelligentsia gan to 

si.:'lg the :;;raises of t!1e emotional as a counter :Love 

its vilification by white ters supremac ts. 

There are nu~erous recorded examples in blac~ fo:k-l~fe 

of individ'J.als drawing or trY~"lg to draw attentL::n to their ar

tic abilities in cor:rpensation for their '.lnderdog p:: tion 



c 

econ.omy-related areas. r:::h::"s attitude, '.'inicn crigL'lat 

plan.tatic.n. dra!:.a, ','1as to cont:"nue thr:ush tl:e post- oel:'~.lr:;. 

clubs, 

:'Toel C .. 

racontec.:.rs a railroad staticn96 

a classic example of tb.is vying for '.'Ihi te attenticn. 

over, accordi.'1g to Richard H. Dorson, seeki:.::g attenti:n 

as a compensatory zr:easure found eloquent expressi::m in dramatic 

action: 

Negro story..!. not only fully utilize 
their oral resources but also gesticUlate and 
even act out parts of exciting narratives. 
These histrionics build up to a I Derforo

0.'"' 
anc e, tl:e tale verging on dra.n:a c:r farce. 7 ( 

It has been reported that this fer attention also 

fested itself in Several writers have noted the 

crful a:J.d inflated idiom of the lower-classes in c:mver

~ ~..I.'~ 98sa	t ien as well as n~rra~~vn. ene of them sees in this 

culiarity a conscious effort outdo whites in speech. 99 

This opinion borne out by the tales themselves 

whiCh., more t::-:an any other N"egro genre, drazatize': tl:e asser

tive f~ction ~'1derl~ng g!'o art. Th"..ls, in additi::n to 

be a medium of vicarious revenge, the trickster ~'1i2al 
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tales display a ilerbal cleverness, with the bigger animals, 

like the bear and the wolf (the white protagonists), being 

shown to disadvantage, while their black counterparts, the 

Rabbit and Spider, escape punishment through their sharp 

wits. The language motif of such tales, therefore, also 

helped to promote a feeling of superiority. This feeling 

was also fostered by cleverness of action involving the same 

animals. The winning of the ladies from Brer Fox (p. 138) 

is an example of such action. Another is the widely known 

Tar-baby story, of which there are several versions in Negro 

folk-lore. Common to most renderings of this story are 

these elements: a sculptured tar-baby with which a farmer 

hopes to catch the rohber of his black-eyed peas; the subse

quent catching of. the culprit, Brer Rah,bit, and his final 

escape when he thrusts his tarry fore.paws into the old man t s 

eyes. The narrating of. such successful guile and ingenuity 

acted like anotn.er ego-booster and was, therefore, an addi

tional s.ource of compensation. 

It is,. i.i.n. part, to the artistic functions just described 

that EarleM Renaissance writers turned ~ their attempt to 

elaborate a cultural ideal. In the next chapter, the third 

and. last in this initial part or our inq'.liry into lower-class 

liLe, the fictional formulation- of this attempt will be 

examined. 
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PART ONE: EMPP'..ASIZING THE ORAL TRADITION 

Chapter 3: The Soul Concept 



EavL~g reviewed the psychoanalytic functions 

of the Afro-american folk tradition, I will now analyze 

their treatment in Harlem Renaissance fiction. This 

dual approach -- historical and then fictional -- will 

be pursued in the two remaining sections of this inquiry. 

In their treatment of the pervasive functional 

motif, the Harlem School writers' aim, for the most part, 

has been to ~pprise their people of the vital importance 

of the folk tradition in rac life as well as of the 

necessity to make that tradition the corner-stone of any 

program. of cultural advancement. In Banjo, Claude HcKay, 

a forerunner of the Renaissance,! states this aim qUite 

clearly:

It· s the common people, you knmlf, who furnish 
the bone and sinew and salt of any race or 
nation •••• If this renaissance we~re talking 
about is going to be more than a sporadic and 

scabby thing, we'll have to get down to our 
racial roots to create it. 

Getting dovm to our native roots and building 
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up from our own people ••• is not savagery_ 

It is culture. (200). 

These writers' exhortation was directed :more toward 

the educated middle-class than the lower-class. Of course, 

there was no need to inform"the lower-class of the im

?ortance of these operations arisL~g from the folk-art 

tradition. As I L~dicated in the last chapter, the folk 

Negroes, who constituted the most abiding element of the 

lower-class (p. I7), had ke"Ot the functional tradition alive 

from the dawn of slavery. L~ the main, the Harlem School 

wri ters I plea was directed at the crust of elder \vriters 

and race leaders. For, as this L~quiry will increaSL~gly 

show, it was the Negro ·intellectual who had traditionally 

shouldered the over-all res~onsibility of racial advance

mente Moreover, the fund amen tc.llY folk .outlook ado-pted by 

Harlem novelists in matters regarding the latter is not 

at all surprising in view of their deeply-rooted l'::".'ler

class sym-pathies. I have noted two L'1stances of this: the 

debate over a suitable subject-matter for Negro fiction 

(pp. I9-22) and the intellectual response of these y::mnger 

writers to the continuing Negro problem (pp. 26-28). 

The above folit argument is embodied 1.."1 the Hc.rlem 

School novelists' representation of functions. I will, 

therefore, examine these in three related disc'.lssions. 



The first ~'lill show novl fune t are yart a....'1.c. yareel 

of a '.'lidesyread rn of se arch '::i thin. the en Re;.1.

:f a collective psycne soul, third ~~vill 

consider the promotion of that soul. Together, the three 

discussions will -proyide a better ta::J..di~1g of the 

cultural significance of the folk the;ne in the Renaissance 

novel .. 

(r) The pattern of -search t~at spreads across t~e 
• ... +-.., ~ .I.' ,Rena:..ssance novel in. general made up 01 ~~as~ ~~ree 

important types of search besides the f·.mcticnal .. (By f'.lnc

ticnal search is l:leant tr:.e pursuit of folk-art exneriences 

on the part of characters 'cer:.avi21g l:J;:e ts or spectators). 

O!1.eof t::ese types :f search, ti:e heCion.:.s tic ,. c :ncer:'led 

','iith the pursuit of sensual :91eas:.:.res -- nain.ly sex,. 
~

religious ;)1 searcn, enccrlpasses con-

j may ~e c:nveniently 

t :f dd

dIe class status (white or black) ttrough :J.cation 

property acc~ulati:n. 

~en.aissa...'1ce l1evel de :;;:"c these f',Jur S Jf 
., l:'se.:.rch as ternate aveu;;.es to pe::::s:ual or collective S6.L.!.

nerally being referred to 

defined 

http:aveu;;.es
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as the pursuit or lire, or the freedom to pursue it, 

along the various avenues just outlined. In the eyes of 

many a protagonist, most of these pathways to happiness 

complement one another. But the aftermath of their mul

tiple involvement does not bear out this view. The present 

analysis will point out the untoward effects, contradiction 

and conflict arising from this involvement. 

A preliminary survey of the three forms of search 

just defined is necessary, in view of their bearing on the 

functions that underlie folk-art indulgence. As was mentioned 

above, the hedonistic search is, in part, a search for sex

ual gratification. In novels like Banjo, God Sends Sunday 

and Home to Harlem, the latter takes the form of a pressing 

need for female companionship. In the first novel, Latnah, 

the attractive mUlatto, is cov:eted by some of her Marseille 

compatriots. The following excerpt, which records a dis

pute between two of them (Jake and Malty), portrays her as 

an object of prey: 

Wh'as matter you. messing around mah woman? 

Go chase youfself. I knowed her long before 

you did, when she was running after me. 
You're a dawggone liart 
And youse another~ 

Ef it's a fight youse looking for, come 
on. outside. (36 ) 
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The sex motif is even more ~ronounced L~ Arna 

Bontempst God Sends Sunday. In it, a celebrated jockey 

(Little Augie) yearns for a mistress whose beauty would 

match his fortune and meteoric professional success. That 

9rize he finally discovers in Florence Dessan, a yellow 

New Orleans girl. After his initial attempts to win her 

had failed, he began. looking for another girl comparable 

to Miss Dessan in attractiveness. For a time, he thought 

he had found her in Della Green. But, journeying back 

to New Orleans, he rediscovers his first love: 

I jest come back ••• 

How you lak st. Louis? 

There ain't nuthing there for me. No peace. 

So you come back on account 0' dat? 

De season is done finish ... I'm gonna be heah 

a long time, a~1 I wants yo' company, yella gal. 


Augiefs heart leapt as he watched her. His dream 
seemed so near he could almost put his hands on it. 

(98-99) 

The sex motif, which figures abundantly in Banjo 

and God Sends Sunday, also permeates Home to Harlem. 

This novel begins by showing us Jake cuttL~g short his 

military assignment in Europe. After this farewell-to-arms 

of sorts, the reader sees Ja~e verbalizing his much anti 

cipated reunion with home: 
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Nil' me all you wanta, ~'!ister Louse •.• 
Pollan, Mister Ship, and stL~S all the 
way as you rolls. Jest tE'.ke me t long to 3:a.r':" 
lem is all I pray. I'm crazy to see agaL~ the 
brown-skin chippies 'long Lenox Avenue. Oh 
boyt (3) 

Uppermost in Jake's mL~d was Felice, a cabaret singer, 

whom he had known for a short time before his trip to 

Europe. The high and low search for her through the slum-

my streets ru~d entertainment haunts of Harlem cuts across 

the entire novel. The reader is f:i.rst confronted with 

Jake's initial high spirits and hayes for an early reunion 

wi th Felice (35-40). Then he sees these turn awry, '.vhen 

the search for her drags on with seemingly no end in sight 

(41-103). Later, he views a despairing Jake ~~expectedly 

catching up with the object of his feverish quest (299). 

And, fL~ally, he witnesses their celebrated reunion, with 

the two making amorous plans and showering each other 

with expressions of deep attachment (300-340). The need 

to seek out a !Jerson of the opposite sex (;n who~ the 

protagonist pins his hope for happiness) also constitutes 

a strong urge in novels like One ~,7ay to Heaven, Walls 0f 

Jericho and The Blacker the Berry. 

Also permeating these ru~d 0ther novels of the 
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Harlem School are excessive eati~g ~~d driIL~ng, the 

two remaining components of the hedonistic tria."1gle of 

l'ursuit. The pursuit of drinl~ing as an ideal a con

stant motif in Wallace Thurman's two novels -- The Blacker 

the Berry ~"1d Infants of the Suring. In these works, 

dri.'r1king as a way of life gives rise to an excl11sive group 

of pleasure-seekers that tend to duplicate the irrespon

sibility of the "us" fraterIlity in Hemingway's novels. 

Like some of Hemi."1gway' s men and women, the members of this 

selective group are continually "seeking out" (202) their 

favorite hide-outs end "looking for liquor" (I58). In 

Thurman's other novel, The Infants of the Snri."1g, the group 

of fellow revellers is an ill-assorted lot of ~seudo-artists 

~~d intellectuals inspired by Fourierist enthusiasm. The 

writer, to dramatize the extent to which alcoholic indul

gence is indispensable to the company, engages its members 

in a mock Christian ritual, v:herein the dire need for gin 

takes on the urgency of divine manna (I02). 

The hedonistic search for happi."1ess through eating 

and driIL~ing is also prominent in Claude McKay's novels. 

But, in them, the pursuit of these two activities amounts 

to a form of epicurism. In Home to Harlem and Banjo, 

for eXample, characters are persistently discussing the 
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merits of this or that food or drink as well as actL~g 

lL~e seasoned gourmets. Jake, more than any other, exem

~lifies this behavior ;n Home to Harlem. His numerous 

nutritional chats include a discussion on the relative vir

tues of soda and ginger-ale for scotch (II); and he once 

vowed that he would never savor his martini cocktails unless 

they were "studded with cherries" (IO). !'Tor would he fare 

on Haryla.l1d fried chicken if it were not accompanied by 

"candied sweet potatoeslt (IO). In Banjo, moreover, e'!,'>icur

ism or the search for happiness through the pleasures of the 

~alate is dramatized by the "beach boys," a bunch of black 

vagrants. Their movements in and out of the low restaurants 

of I·Iarseille are dominated by the connoisseur attitude 

that is the stock-in-trade of their counterparts in Home 

to Harlem. Bugsy, one of the lot, dramatizes this attitude 

in his praud rejection of vin rouge ordinaire (7) and in 

his predilection for gras double and nieds naauet ~!arseilJ..

aise (62). The bearing of the hedonistic ~ursuit of hap

piness on the functional, our subject-matter, will become 

evident later in this chapter. 

Parallel to this rampant hedonism in the Harlem 

School novel is the religious search for happiness. I have 

already mentioned how this second type of search involves 
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the pursuit of Christian ideals (hope, charity, meek

ness ..• ) as well as ind~lgence in folk su?erstition or 

conjuri~g. These two forms of religious activity become 

additional avenues of well-being in a number of novels. 

These avenues are either independent of each other or com

plementary. Foremost among the novels that dramatize the 

independent kind of religious search is Not Without 

Laughter. In it Aunt Eager, a pmverful religious figure 

with rock-lD~e convictions, pursues the ?rotest~~t way of 

life unswervingly a~d in vain attempts to impose it on her 

yo~~gest children (Hexriet and Sandy). Protesta~t ideals 

are pursued with no less a fervor in Banana Bottom by Rev. 

Halcolm Craig and his wife, Priscilla. But these two 

champions of the IIFree Church" (95) achieve a relatively 

greater success with Bita Plant and Harold ?ifewton, adopted 

children who remain steadfast religious enthusiasts UD 

to their mid-twenties. 

Ba~a~a Bottom also depicts the compleT.entary form 

of the religious search for happiness through characters 

lL~e Belle Black and Yoni gge. These females, unlL~e the 

characters just mentione~ lead complex lives that alternate 

between Christian and conjuring ideals, so~eti~es direct

ing their steps to the community church and, sometimes, 

to the obeahman's cave, in a persistent effort to find solu
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tions to material proble~s. Also exemplifying this 

duality are the day-to-day activi t:'es of AtL.'"lt Mandy, Hat

tie Johnson (One ',ITay to geaven) and of Mrs. Arami.'1.thra 

Snead (The aonjure-Man Dies). In the following passage, 

the revelations 'Jf the latter -protagonist under auestion

ing clearly brings out this duality: 

I don't do no work at all - not for 
I'm 	a church-worker though. 

A church-worker? You spend a good deal 
of time in church then? 

Can't nobody spend too much time in church. 
Though I declare I been wonderin' lately 
if there ain't some things the devel can 
'tend to better'n the Lord. 

How does it happen that a devoted church
worker like you, ~'!rs. Snead, comes to seek 
the advice of a man like Frimbo, a ~aster 
of the powers of darkness? 

If one medicine don' help, maybe ~'1.other will. 
a I made up my mind. Bverybody know 'bout 
this man Frimbo - say he can conjure on down. 

And I fi~Jre I been te~inJ it to the Lord in 
prayer long enough. Now I'm gain' take it to 
the devil. 

S~ you came here? 

Yes. 


This search for well-being along religious li!les usually 

conflicts with the functional, the :pursuit of tolk-art ex
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periences that are psychologically rewarding. The 

historical basis of this conflict as well as its fictional 

dramatization is, in part, the subject of the next section 

of the inquiry into lower-class life. 

The materialistic search, as noted initially, provides 

another important link in the pattern of search that per

meates the Harlem Renaissance novel. To recapitulate, 

this search involves the pursuit of middle-class goals 

education, social recognition and property -- that are 

assumed to generate happiness. Like the hedonistic and 

religious forms of search, the materialistic is not without 

having some relationship with the functional, as will be 

pointed out shortly. For the black-colored protagonist, 

the pursuit of the above goals involves the rupturing 

of family or social ties with the black lower-class. 

This situation is well dramatized by the lives of Arkins 

Silas (Not Without Laughter) and of Emma Lou (The Blacker 

the Berry). These novels provide the two finest examples 

of this materialistic form. of search in the Harlem School 

novel. Mrs., Silas' yearning for life on. a higher racial 

plane led her to despise her poor house-hold for the company 

of "high-toned colored folks" (24). Similarly, Miss Lou, 

in her striving for black middle-class respectability -
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first at the University of Southern Califor~ia and then 

among the well-to-do set of black Harlem -- was constra;ned 

to sacrifice her female and ~ale companions (Hazel, John) 

of lower-class origin. She loved them dearly, but felt, 

nevertheless, that they were below her station. 

The pursuit of middle-class goals by the black

colored protagonist wi thin her ovm racial group is also 

an important motif in the apologist novel (pp. 18-19). 

For example, There Is Confusion portrays a far.lily in which 

its members play the ~art of dogged middle-class aspirants. 

The father, Joel Marshall, conquers middle-class respec

tability after having relentlessly sought it from his boy

hood days as a slave. As for his daughter, Joanna, she 

is an "utter snob" (93) who, like Raymond Taylor :.n The 

Infants of the Snrin5, craves after white "musical distinc

tion" (53). And Maggie El1ersky, a hanger-on of the 

}!arshall family, seeks a marriage of convenience with the 

latter's brother that would bring her "comfort, respecta

bility and love" (lIS). 

The apologist novel, however, is better 1mmlfn 

for its dramatization of the other form of the material

istic search -- the 1L~restric ted pursuit of white middle

class ·material advantages by the fair-skinned or near



- I66 

white Negra protagonist posing as white. Just as the 

previous form of the materialistic search by the black

co~ored protagonist involves a rejection of lower-class 

mores, so that pursued by the near-white character carries 

with it an abrupt severing of ties with Negro life as a 

whole, the latter having been judged too dull and restric

tive. This phenomenon (involving the abandonment of one 

racial group for another with seemingly better prospects for 

happiness) is generally known as uassin~ or crossing the 

Calor-line (p. 30). 

Exemplifying this second type of materialistic 

search in the apologist novel is Vera ~~ing, a minor char

acter of Jessie Fauset's There Is aonfusion. A more drama

tized case in this novel is that of Angela Murray, who 

sought through the avenue of art a means of conquering 

"pleasure, gaiety a.1'J.d freedom" (13) that she felt were ab

sent from her own group life. Flight, another apologist 

nov&~, also dramatizes that outward search for happiness 

beyond racial boundaries through Mimi, a young unwedded 

mother. Her marriage with Jimmy Forester, a whiteman with 

"smug little prejudices" (289), represents her final attemnt 

to obtain material ease and wealth in the white world. 

Passing by Nella Larsen is a similar work depicting the 



- 167 

attempt by a white Negro girl (Clare Kendry) to con

quer the happL~ess of the white middle-class. As in the 

previous example, the white husband is a man of means 

with strong Negro antipathies. 

Harlem Renaissance novels like the preceding 

usually portray the materialistic search within and be

yond racial limits as a misguided adventure culminating 

in disillusionment. In both forms of search, the striver 

after the middle-class way of life soon discovers that 

this life is not so self-fulfilling or productive of hap

piness as was hitherto thought. In the case of the fair

skL~ed Negro protagonist, such a disillusionment is made 

more painful by ',vhat Nella Larsen dubs the "dark secret" 

(PSG, 133) -- the need to hide and the actual hidi~g of 

one's true origins or racial identity under cover of a 

near-white exterior or behavior. Besides, disillusion

ment together with this need for secrecy oftentimes result 

in a kindling or rekindling of interest in Negro life. 

The new interest not infrequently takes the form of a dis

covery or rediscovery of black middle-class life for the 

fair-skinned striver (Flight) w~d black lower-class life 

(Banana Bottom) ,. for the dark-skinned. A non-striver 
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in Passing expresses this ph:enomenon thus: "They always 

come back. I've seen it happen time after time" (96). 

Important to our study is the new interest L~ 

lower-class life on the part of the disenchanted striver. 

It is this intere'st which establishes the li.11k. between the 

materialistic search and the functional that I mentioned 

initially (pp. I55-56). I will make a detailed analysis 

of this link in the third and final section of our inquiry 

into lower-class life. 

The extensive pattern of search within the Harlem 

Renaissance novel that we have just uncovered has at least 

three effects. I would like to examine these effects, 

which are complementary to the present study, before embark

ing upon the second of our three discussions the re

presentation of functions as a collective soul. 

The multifarious search for happiness along the 

avenues described above results in the portrayal of char

acters like wild and, sometimes, voracious animals in pur

suit of game or prey_ The "beach boysn of Marseille are 

an example of this form of characterization. They inhabit 

a sea-port that is a "great fish town" (BJO, 85) and their 

pan-handling existence is compared to the predatory actions 

of a swarm of hungry sea-gulls (BJO, 30). Besides, en
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dowing strivers after happiness with a keen perception 

and an acute hearing reinforces their animal character

ization. In the folk and mixed novels (pp. I7-I8), where 

such a characterization is rife, this sensual capability 

constitutes more an offensive than a defensive mechanism. 

This situation may be based on the assumption that hungry, 

wild animals, such as the preceding characters seem to be, 

are more intent on attacking than they are wary of attack! 

This situation, moreover, is reversed in the apologist 

novel. In this type of Renaissance fiction, good ears and 

eyes are primarily a weapon of defense in the feline ar

senal of fair-skinned strivers bent on avoiding detection. 

The above effect that the conversion of charact

ers into beasts creates is very amoral in nature, ethically

minded aesthetes would say. The charge of primitivism 

that is often levelled at the Harlem Renaissance2 partly 

refers to this apparently moral vacuum in the fiction of 

the era. There will be numerous occasions in our present 

discussions to assess this charge. 

The second effect stemming from the widespread 

pattern of search in these novels seems to have moral im

plications also. The pursuit of happiness through diverse 

avenues creates a split-personality type of charac
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ter. Individuals within this type exhibit actions 

that are both contradictory and destructive. The con

tradiction arises from the pursuit ~f dissimilar goals or 

ideals that are incompatible with one another. These ideals 

become destructive, when the dis~ersion they create drains 

protagonists of their physical and mental energies. One 

of the finest examples of the split-personality type of char

acter is Little Augie, the upstart jockey, who pursued hedon

istic, functional and materialistic goals at the same time, 

only to be crushed under the combined weight of their ~ress

ing demands. I have already given insta~ces of his hedon

istic pursuits (p. I58). As for the materialistic ones, they 

center around horse-racing, from which he extracted -

through persistent toil and emulation -- the large sums 

necessary to sustain a way of life dominated by bacchanalia 

and public self-exposure. Prominent in his functional 

pursuits was his egoistic indulgence in folk music and song. 

For a time, these seemed to relieve his intermittent bouts 

of dejection brought on by his many pursuits. Another fine 

example of the split-personality type of character involves 

the protagonist. whose hedonistic or functional activities 

have been severely curtailed by the subsequent pursuit 

of Christian objectives. After the results abtained from 

the latter ~ursuit are judged unsatisfactory, there usually 
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follows a paralyzing sense of betrayal and conjuring 

then becomes a complementary recourse. I have already 

mentioned the principal characters in the Harlem Renaiss

a~ce novel who lead such double lives as well as given 

an example of the rationalization underlying such lives 

(p. 	I63). 

The third effect stemming from the extensive pattern 

of search relates to the aesthetics of the Harlem Renaiss

ance novel rather than to the moral fibre of some of its 

characters. The pursuit of several objectives at the same 

time tends to impart a high degree of mobility to the action. 

This mobile action in turn creates a fictional la~dscape 

dotted with starting-off and terminal points as of a vast 

station or outpost. Hence the frequent departures and arri

vals t sojourning and rendez-vousing that mark the plot of 

the novel. No wonder, then, that :9rotagonists within such 

a kaleidoscopic setting behave like tourists or holiday

makers -- forever "caught by some romantic rhythm, color, 

or face" (HTH, 4I). Moreover, the word "home," which has a 

persistent echo in every novel, partly catches the nostal

gia and restlessness underlying such wanderings. The fluid 

effect that these create make the Harlem novel resemble 



- I72 

the eighteenth century English travel narrative. I 

have in mind works like Moll Flanders and Tom Jones. 

The previous discussion was intended to point out 

the prominence of the functional search the pursuit of 

well-being through folk-art experiences in the multiple 

pattern of search criss-crossing the Harlem Renaissance 

novel. The involvement of this search with other searches 

in the novel as well as the attraction it exercises upon 

them serves to underscore the young Harlem novelist's 

contention that the above experiences are important cul

turelly and should therefore be a prime consideration in 

social efforts to uplift the race. Also dramatizing this 

contention in the novel is the representation of folk-art 

experiences or functions as a group soul. 

In Modern Man in Search of a Soul, C.G. Jung argues 

that today the idea of soul has been largely replaced by 

the idea of personality.3 If this observation is true to 

modern psychology in general, as this writer maintains, it 

is certainly not so to black American sociology. For the 

lay concept of soul,4 which apparently made its first form

alized appearance during the early decades of this century, 

was revitalized in the Soul Movement of the sixties5 and 
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has since then persisted. 6 

The Renaissance and latter-day concepts of soul 

share a number of common characteristics. For exam9le, 

they both crystallize lower-class urban experience into 

a kL~d of mystique7 and help foster an acute sense of the 

racial self that not infrequently borders on ethnocen

trism, as LeRoi Jones notes:: 

White is then not 'right,' as the old blues 
had it, but a liability, since the culture 
of White precludes the possession of the soul.8 

Crystallization is partly achieved through the soul and 

non-soul labellL~g of behavior, folk-art and commercial 

items, in such catchword phrases as "soul brother," "soui 

food," !tsoul music,1t "he has no soul.,,9 

However, the recent concept of soul is different 

from its Renaissance counterpart in some respects. The 

modern-day concept, for instance, is entirely of lower

class COinage,IO whereas its predecessor is a child of elder 

middle-class writers reacting against the vilification of 

the Negro character and of their peers bent on emblazon;ng 

the folk inherita~ce (pp. 70-72). This difference is 

evident in their view of the Negro soul as a kind of Over
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souL -- a racially L~spirationaL and motivating force 

with which the individual black soul may communicate. 

This Emersonian idea,I! fundamental to the Renaissance 

concept of soul but only incidental in the modern, is wide

spread in racial writings of the Harlem era. 12 ~Vhat is 

more, these writings represent functions or folk-art exp~r

iences as the operations of that Over-soul. Such a view 

of functions is implicit in. this remark: 

But at night, lL~e the firely, the negro 
recreated a~d refreshed in song his soul. I3 

It is also borne out in such curt phrases or statements 

as "singing soul," usoul-stirring experiences,fl I 4 "the l!lU

sic of black artists is the soul of the race •.,I5 It is 

this soul view of functions that Harlem School novelists 

adopted in their attempt to emblazon. the folk inherit~ce. 

In the ensuing part of this discussion, I will be con

cerned with the multiple fictional embodiments of this 

view. 

Harlem School novelists resorted to analogies 

and symbols to represent the Negro artistic soul as well 

as its operations. The soul is in part conceived as 

Spirit. Especially in Jean Toomer and Claude HcKay, the 

term, Spirit, connotes age and immel'!loriality. r1cKay thus 
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dubs it tlancientn (ENE, 130) and Toomer associates it 

with a broodi.71g old patriarch (CUE, 217). Associating 

the racial soul with the past is, of course, a way of eli

citing respect for the oral tradition. 

Sometimes, the Spirit behaves like a supernatural 

being of biblical lore that can be conjured up as well as 

inhabit the body during folk-art execution nVOJ, 102). 

But it may also become inactive through artistic neglect 

~~d, as a result, be mourned (&~, 250, 268). The idea of 

mourning strikes a romantic note. Like the poet lamenting 

the spoliation of Nature by modern industry, the Harlem 

novelist experiences solicitude for the alleged deteriora

ting quality of folk-life. The following observations 

by Toomer and McKay actualize this solicitude:' 

With Negroes also the trend was towards the 
small tovm and towards the city -- a~d in

dUstry a~d commerce and the machines. The folk
spirit was walking in to die on the modern 
desert. That spirit •.• so beautiful .... Its 
death ••• so tragic. I6 

Yet even the dictatorships were making concess
ions to the strong awakened group-. spirit of the 
peoples ..•• Regional groups such as that in 
Brittany and in the Basque co~~try were reviv

ing their ~~cient culture •••• But there is very 
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little group spirit among Negroes. The Ameri
can Negro group is the most adv~~ced in the 
world •.• But it sadly lacks a group soul. I? 

Sometimes, the Spirit in which the racial soul is 

embodied connotes breath of air or wind, as in this des

cription of southern singing: 

The choir, together with the entire congre
gation, sings an old.spiritual •••• A cane
brake, murmuring the tale to its neighbor
road ••• (CNE, 1?8) 

Dear Jesus, do not chain me to myself and 
set these hills and valleys heaving with folk
songs so close to me ••• (CNE, 161) 

A false dusk has come early. The country-side 
is ashen, chill. The choir, dipping into a long 
silence, sings ••• and canebrakes whisper. (C~~,I80) 

In the above, Negro song vibrations become the breath of 

life that animates the Georgian landscape. This romantic 

communion between singer and environment is intended to 

mirror the psychological benefits accruing from the opera

tions of the racial soul or from L~dulgence in folk-art. 

The operations or functions underlying the Negro 

oral tradition find ~~ additional embodiment in the heart 
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sym.bo~. In several fictional situations, folk-art execu

tion is likened to the persistent beatings of this vital 

organ. Such a comparison is most evident in the frequent 

association of Negro musical rhythms with the work "throb

bing" (BJO, 29; NWL, 94) and with variations of the word 

"pulse" (NWL, 93, 95). 

Also~ in his dynamic view of the group soul, the 

Karlem School novelist incorporates the old conception of 
I8the soul as energy source. MUsic and dance executions are 

thus described in terms of burning wood (ENE, 7I;- CNE, I92), 

electrical power (BJO, I08) or steam (GSS, I59). Endowed 

with. such properties, these art-forms are shown to commun

icate light and heat to their immediate environment, as 

does Democritus' soul in the animal body.I9 So individ

uals who haunt the artistic environment, like Alva and Jake, 

are described in fiery terms (BTB, 208; HTH, IO). These 

descriptions are b:o doubt intended to set off the folk 

temperament (the peculiarly racial expansiveness, in part 

derived from the oral arts) as a cultural ideal. 

Finally, the racial soul that appears under the 

preceding guises (Spirit, heart, energy) in. musiC, song 

and dance takes the form of an organic flmold" (CNE, 224) in 

oral narration -- ~ extension of meaning that I have dis
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covered only in Toomer. Incarnating this last embodiment 

of the soul is Father John, the blind old seer, whom I have 

mentioned in connection with the Spirit (p. 176). It is 

suggested that this "mold" will thrive only if fed \vith the 

proper verbal nutrients (CNE, 224). Carrie K., the girl 

who caters to the old man's nutritional needs, seems to en

act this suggestion: 

Someone is coming down the stairs. Carrie, 
bringing food for the old man. She is lovely 
in her fresh energy of the morning, in the calm 
untested confidence and nascent maternity which 
rise from the purpose of her present mission. 

(CNE, 233) 

Just as Father John is kept alive and well with food sup

plied by her, so will the "mold" by the oral narrative art. 

Moreover, Father John's association with his namesake, John 

the Baptist (CNE, 21I), reinforces the idea of the Negro 

soul as an identity sustained with words. For it is well-

known that the biblical narratives of this prophet gave hope 

and sustinence to Old Testament Jews in the pre-dawn of 

Christianity.20 

In this third discussion, I will continue to ex

plore the means the 3arlem School novelist takes to drama

http:Christianity.20
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tize his view or the important role that functions or 

folk-art experiences should play in Negro life or in what 

Alain Locke calls "the new phase of group development.,,2I 

In the two foregoing discussions, it was pointed out that 

these means include giving a major role to the functional 

search and viewing functions themselves as the operations of 

a group soul. A third element of the Karlem novelist's 

cultural persuasion are efforts within the novels to dev

elop that soul. 

I have already mentioned how The New Negro, the 

compendium or essays on Afro-american culture edited by 

Locke, was well-known to the younger writers of the era.(p. 

5J •.22 This anthology suggests that several non-fictional 

writers of the Renaissance anticipated the Harlem School 

writers' concern for the Negro soul. One of them is Alain 

Locke himself. In his prologue to the above work~ he makes 

the following observation: "Negro life is not only estab

lishing new contacts and found.ing new centers, it is finding 
n23a new soul... William Braithwaite believes that Lockers 

joy ov.er "this acquisition of a new and developing soul" is 

the result of his familiarity with Lowes Dick±nson who, in 

his Ingersol. Lectures at Harvard,. insisted on the difference 

24in soul growth among the races. Albert C. Barnes, 
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another contributor to The New Negro,25 also expresses 

interest in the develo~ment of the racial soul: 

Hany living negroes -- Bu Bois, Cotter, Grimke, 
Hayes, Braithwaite, Burleigh, the Johnsons, 
HcKay, Dett, Locke and many others -- know the 
Negra saul and are leading it to richer fields 
by their own ideas of culture ~~d art.26 

It was this intellectual L~terest in the welfare of the 

group soul as well as the belief on the part of Harlem School 

novelists that it was not as thriving as elder non-fictional 

writers of the Renaissance would have us believe (p. 175) 

that made its promotion such a fundamental issue L~ the 

novels. 

The task of promoting the racial soul is made 

incumbent on the artist-protagonist. More than any other 

character, he seems to know and feel those experiences that 

make up the racial soul, an advantage which the novels 

show as arising from his lower-class background and from 

a rambling way of life that has carried him, troubadour

like, L~to the heart of many a black enclav:e. Moreover, as 

his real-life counterpart, the fictionalized folk artist 

carries out his promotional task in these areas through per

formances that involve im~rovisation and variation. These, 

as I have mentioned (pp. 116-17), make up the essence of 
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Negro folk-art execution ~~d produce soothing effects 

through their release ~~d non-release of racial emotions 

(p. 125). Furthermore, as will soon become evident, the 

role of promoter, which the necessity to develop the Negro 

soul thrusts upon the talented protagonist, tends to 

aggrandize or belittle his personality, while his efforts 

to fulfill that cultural necessity tends also to confer 

o~Negro oral art a dulce et utile ~uruose that is far 
... 

from the purist's cry of art for art sake. 27 

The promotion of the soul by the folk artist 

achieves complete success only in Not Without Laughter. 

Elsewhere, in the Harlem School novel, success is either 

partial or entirely non-existent. I will examine this tri

pIe fact in some detail ~~d then assess its impact on the 

novelist·s own success as a cultural propagandist. 

Uncle Dan Givens, the professional story-teller, 

is partly responsible for the success which efforts to 

promote the racial soul achieve in the above novel by 

Langston Hughes. We are told that this old man's "unend

ing flow of fabulous reminiscences ll (267) n.ot only increased 

his longevity, but generated a kind of laughter (267) that 

refreshed generations of black vagrants for whom the small 

town of Sta~ton had become a familiar stop-over. 
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It is, however, Jimboy's contribution to the 

development of the soul that receives the greatest at ten

tion. Jimboy is the folk artist with the "rich low baritone 

voice" (46), whose performances on summer nights at his 

mother-in-law's created a joyful atmosphere as of a "theatre" 

(3I) or "show house" (52). Hughes lays great emphasis on 

Jimboy's extensive knowledge and skill, apparent in his rich 

repertoire of songs and dances (47, 53), a~d in his versa

tile instrumentation (50-5I). Thus equipped, he would 

generate racial feelings in the black-belt neighborhood (Stan

ton), where he periodically sojourned: 

That's right decent, said Hager. 

Sing Casey Jones, called old man Tom 

Johnson. That's rna song. 

Aw, pick it, boy, yelled the old man. 

Can't nobody play like you. (52) 


But Jimboy's main contribution to the development of 

the Negro soul is his initiation of Harriet, his talented 

sister-in-law, into the oral tradition: 

••• a~d each time that her roving brother
in-law stopped in stanton, he would amuse 
himself by teaching her ••• The child ••. 
soon learned to sing the songs as well as 
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Jimboy. He taught her the parse ~ 1!, too, 
and a few other movements ~eculiar to South

ern Negro da~cing, a~d sometimes together 
they went through the buck a~d wing and a few 
taps. It was all great fun. (50) 

In this way, Jimboy taught Harriet the stock-in-trade of 

his purveyor's art, as if he knew that some day he would 

unwillingly withdraw from its practice and thus leave behind 

him a cultural vacuum. When that time came (he had been 

summoned to the European front), Harriet was more than 

ready to succeed him. Like her brother-in-law, she became 

a roving artist, ?erformL~g to large audiences a~d generating 

(through her blues tunes and intricate body movements) the 

same revitalizing effects that he generated at Stanton: 

Her final number was a dance-song which she 
sang in a sparkling dress of white sequins, 
ending the act with a mad collection of steps 
and a swift sudden whirl across the whole 
stage as the orchestra jOined Billy's piano 
•.•• The audience yelled, and clapped and 
whistled for more, stamping their feet a~d 
turning to one another with shouted comments 
of enjoyment. (298-99) 

The attempt to ~romate the group soul in Banjo 

and Banana Bottom is not entirely successful. Unlike Not......... 

Without Laughter, the artist-protagonists in these two 
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novels do n.ot carry out their purveyor's role to the 

end. I will first consider the case of Banjo who, like 

Jimboy, is a skilled instrumentalist and instructor,(8). 

The first part of the novel portrays him in this dual 

capacity, as he tries to set up an all-black orchestra 

that he hopes will enliven the sagging racial life of his 

Marseille compatriots. His efforts in this direction are 

finally crowned with success (216-17), and we see him and 

his band of players moving about in the "Ditch" (the black 

ghetto), "spreading joy" (190), as he characteristically 

defines his artistic role. Success, however, is short-lived, 

because Banjo unwittingly throws away his instrument -

an old banjo, his namesake, whose flsharp, no:tsy notesH would 

recall the race 1 s "hardy existence" (49). He later obtains 

a second instrument; but it lacks the magic of the first 

and so is unable to revive the "old spontaneous ••• happi

ness" (257). In the wake of these disapPoint!:lents, the sad

dened band-leader takes leave of his men; and they, no 

longer having him as leaven, disintegrate like the company 

of sailors on Conrad's "Narcissus": 

Perhaps Banjo did not ~~ow how great his 
influence was over the beach boys. His going 
away with his instrument left them leaderless 
and they fell apart. (222) 
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Now that Banjo was gone and the group 

dispersed, the spell was broken •.• (223) 

As I remarked initially, Banana Bottom also exem

plifies efforts to develop the racial soul that are not 

entirely successful. Like Banjo, Crazy Bow Adlair, the 

principal artist-protagonist, fails to carry out his 

cultural task to fruition. In this respect, his career 

resembles that of the ill-fated romantic poet, Chatterton, 

whose work was unexpectedly ni3;rped in the bud. Like him 

and the foregoing protagonists, Crazy Bow possessed an ex

ceptional talent: his playL~g of local instruments is 

compared to Paganini's and its soothing effects evoke Orphic 

memories (8). Like Chatterton, too, he became stricken with 

dementia -- the result of his early, inordinate familiarity 

with piano-playing (5). This disease was to put an abrupt 

end to his astonishing variational perform~~ces in the local 

church and at tea-meeting socials (9). It is true that his 

sudden and tragic withdrawal from the village (Ba~ana Bot

tom) was in part compensated by other local entertainers: 

Belle Black, the singer-dancer and Nias Black, the drummer. 

These two, however, could not replace the uncanny feeling 

of awe and rapture (6) which the bevdtching effects of 

his playing created. 
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flJl outstanding factor in the failure to carry 

the promotional responsibility through in these two novels 

is the overpowering attraction of the hedonistic ideal or 

pursuit. Both Banjo and Crazy Bow became its partial victims. 

Heavy drinking and the sex urge (ENE, I,8) made the latter's 

recovery more difficult, if not impossible; and liquor as 

well created confusion and inattention that contributed to 

the loss of the former's ins.trument (BJO, I3-I4, 3I6). 

The search for happiness through hedonistic experi

ences also accounts for some of the failure of efforts to 

promote the soul in at least two other Harlem School novels: 

~ and God Sends Sunday. The first work dramatizes the 

plight of Ralph Kabnis, a northern immigrant in the South, 

who entertains a strong desire to promote the group soul: 

I want to feed the soul I know what it 
is; the preachers don't but I've got 
to feed it. (224) 

Unlike the foregoing protagonists, however, this WOUld-be 

narrator and artist (223, 227) is entirely unfit for such a 

task. This is suggested by his immoderate dr;~~ing habit 

(I84), which had already led to his expulsion from a south

ern school: 

Therefore, if I find your resignation on my 
desk by tomorrow morning, ~r. Kabnis, I shall 
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not feel obliged to call in the sheriff. (186) 

His unfitness to promote the racial soul through the narra

tive medium (like Uncle Dan Givens) is further suggested in 

his estrangement from, and ignorance of, the oral tradi

tion. These liabilities are noticeable in his fish-out-of

water response to facts and incidents of daily southern 

life, fr.om which this tradition emerged,28 and in the need 

he feels to be enli~tened on matters he normally should 

know: 

He is awkward and ludicrous, like a school
boy in his big brother's new overalls. He 
skirts the large blocks on the floor, and 
drops into a chair before the fire. (I96) 

Singing from the church becomes audible .••• 
Couldn't stand the shouting, and that's a 
fact. We don't have that sort of thing up 
North •••• someone should see to it that 
they are stopped. (175) 

FUrther suggesting Kabnist unfitness is his boyish irrev

erence toward Father John, the black Tiresias and human 

embodiment both as Spirit and as "mold" of that 

soul he so ardently wishes to serve: 

(He looks and re-sees the old ~an.). Eh, you? 

To hell with you. What do I care whether you 
see or hear? You know what hell is because 
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you've been there •••• Your soul. Ra. 


Nigger soul. (232) 


'!li:lls:.RalpJi Kabnis has failed to eoerge as a folk. artist 

in~. His actions, nonetheless, deoonstrate how aber

rant it is to try to uplift a group ~ the absence of a fund

amental grasp of its culture and traditions. 

Little Augie of God Sends Sunday is another artist 

manaue type of character.29 ' Unlike Ralph Kabnis and like 

the protagonists examined before him, he possesses consider

able musical skill together with a great ~~owledge of, and 

sympathy for, the oral tradition, as this passage indicates: 

••• There were many voices, an assortment of 
nigger blues. Above them all, like their united 
echo, Augie heard a coarse voice cryL~g, making 
a new song: 

I hate to see de evenL~' sun go down, 

Lawd, I hate to see de evenin' sun go dOVID, 

'Cause de man. I love done left dis town. 


Augie thought it was the best song he had ever heard • 

•••• Tha's a ole boogie-house song ••• It's de most 
puttiest song that ever I heard ••• I gonna go 

home an' play it on rna 'cordion. 

But he did not leave at once; another verse had begun: 

Feelin.' tomorrow lak I feel today, 

Feelin' tomorrow jes' lak I feel today, 
Gonna pack up ma trUILlr an' make 

http:character.29
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ma get-away. 

When he finally returned to his room in the 
old Phoenix Hotel, Augie limbered up his 
instrument and repeated the tune from memory_ 
Hearing the music, Bad-foot, who was lying 
across the bed asleep in his clothes, awoke 
and blinked. A cou:ple of idle boys came in 

from adjoining rooms and listened. (50-5I) 

Yet, in spite of his qualif~cations, Little Augie failed 

to emerge as a major folk artist of Jimboy's or Banjo's 

calibre. And, what is more to be deplored, his artistic 

contribution fell below that of minor artists ILke Nias 

Black, his inseparable instrument catering more to his dog

ged self-indulgence than to the :promotion of the racial soul. 

Performances such as the one above (they remL~d us of Jim

boy's in Stantont) are rare in this character's life. 

Predominating it are those wherein he uses his accordion 

for selfish purposes: 

That evening after dark Augie finished his 
bottle of whiskey. Then, when the other folks 
had gone to bed, he slipped out beneath the 
charcoal shadows with his accordion. Sitting 
beside a tree, he began improvising softly on 
the instrument, touching occasionally frag
ments of familiar melodies and coloring them 
gayly with his own bright emotions. (I26) 
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These purposes, in the end, triggered a series of 

losses -- jockey stardom, beautiful mistress, home refuge 

-- that transformed him into a l'homme epuise30 with Bigger

like violence and despair.31 A fit nemesis, one might say, 

for a life of constant betrayal. 

The unsatisfactory promotion of the black soul that 

the foregoing analysis has laid bare is mainly due, as was 

suggested, to the pervasive influence of the hedonistic 

search for happiness. As we have seen, promotion has been 

sat factorily carried out only in Not Without Laughter, 

where Hughes seems to have succeeded in preventing that in

fluence from seriously undermining the protagonist's will 

or steadfastness. This writer's success is evident 

in a number of tuations, like the following, wherein 

Simboy successfully withstands the hedonistic temptation~ 

"Come on, sing it with us, Annjee,lf he said. 
"I don.' t know it," Annjee replied, with a lump 
in her throat, and her eyes on the silhouette 
of his long muscular, animal-hard body_ She 

loved Simboy too much, that's what was the matter 
with her. She knew there was nothing between him 
and her young sister except the love of musiC, 
yet he might have dropped the guitar and left 

Harriet ~ the yard for a while to come to eat 

http:despair.31


I 

nice cold slice of ham; sb.e had br;:)Ught 

him. She hadn't seen hi= all day long. ~hen 
she went to ~ork this morning, he was still 

I'::.. )i11. bed -- and now the blues clai::.:ed him.. \./ 

"Goed-evenin', you-all," said Annjee. I 


brought you a nice piece 0' steak, Jiuooy
sugar, a::d S0me bisc ts to with it. 

C orne on in &YJ.d eat while ,. get dressed to 

go to drill practice." 


tlWe demit '/lant no steak n:,"",," Jimboy ans'.'iered 


Vii thout :nevine;. !l Aun t Hager and Ie had ..'" resn' 


fish for supper and egg-cQrn-bre 

full. ";'!e don't need nJthin' more.1! (66) 


Such i~st~ces of ~oderation are lac~~g in tte lives of 

other p:!:'otag:mists, as I have suggested. Unlike ,JiDDoy, 

their for::lanc es are fr~q '-lently disrupted by intermit-

tent bouts::;! dri::lking or by se:c-provokeci quarrels! 

A crash cut through the music. A table went 
jazzing into the drum. cabaret singer lay 
sprawling em the floor. _~. raging putt-sE..i.."lned 

mulatress stamped on her ribs and s0at in ~er 
face~ "That'll teach you to leave r;:an x.an be 
every ti:ne.1! (TITH,33) 

There is no doubt a causal re tionship Det~een t~e above 

unsatisfactory recGrd of the ficti::mal artists i:.'.,..YJ.d efforts 

by their creators, the Harlem Scho81 n~velists, to arti

cUlate tie c~t~al necessity tic 

http:i:.'.,..YJ
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The ficti~nal artists' peer s~ow~ng generally t:-ybg 

to prcmote tne ,:;::-o::n.I:9 GJul ca....'1 be in.t2:rpreted. as a..."l indict

::lent :f s~lch efforts. Zc~d nove created ~'Jrota-

ful portrayal of tne promotional ide -- the development 

of alleged racial soul thr~~sh artistic ~arketi~g -

cculd haye baaD.. achieved. 3ut !iarlem Scho cC"rou~:.>f_ 

ters W2<S, f:Jr the most part, temperamentally i.':1capable 

of doing so. The cause ~f its failure seems identical to 

that which militated against the s and the Banj ces ·Jf 

the prec eedi11g st '_ldy. is widely known that the fe 

of n:.ost 8f these ':iriters (children of the Jazz Age, whose 

i~~oderate life-2tyle reniniscent of that of eightBenth
h. 

, . . .... :by the sa!:.e nea.oUlSv::;'C bility 

t~at crippled the career of the foregoL'1g fictional artists. 

The foIl self-criticism tends to bear this judgement out~ 

About the future :.>f gro Lit ure 

had r.J.ade us all too c:::m
scious cf ourselves, had tered and s~oiled 
us, and had provided too :rJ.any oppcrtuni
ties for s:)rr:.e of us to drL'1.k gin and ;:,.cre gin, 
on which he thought \'le weuld always be drunk. 
With his bitter sense of hum:.>r, he called 

.... 1.. ,,33
v • 
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Hughes' observations elsewhere34 show that he did agree 

with Thurman's assessment of the Harlem School writers. The 

hedonistic liability, moreover, made it impossible for these 

writers to separate the treatment of the functional ideal -

the main area of interest -- from the hedonistic or to ex

clude it altogether. In the final analysis, it all amounts 

to the novelist's inability to separate his art from his 

own personal life or from those aspects of it that are likely 

to affect this art adversely. 
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PART TWO: RADICALISM A~ID THE ORAL TRADITION 

Chapter I: 

The Church and the Folk Ideal 



The next three chapters -- the second division 

of this inquiry into lower-class life -- will focus on 

the negative aspects of the Negro oral tradition. In the 

main, the last three chapters dealt with the positive 

aspects of that tradition. We discovered that the soc

ial restrictions imposed on Negro life by white American 

racism aroused a largely wholesome reaction, which took 

the form of artistic indulgence with a spiritually sustain-

i...'l1g effect. 1Ne also discovered that the Harlem School 

writer, having realized the survival as well as fundament

ally raCial nature of such an i...'l1dulgence, proceeded to 

portray it in terms of a group soul, in an effort to foster 

a greater social acceptance of its cultural value. 

Moreover, the restrictions imposed on Negro life, 

which created "adverse and degrading living conditions,n I 

and "an inferior level of partiCipation in American 

society,,,2 as the ensuing discussions will point out,3 
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had both good and bad results. For, while they allowed 

the Negro to effect his own spiritual salvation (by having 

daily recourse to the artistic medium of dance, music, 

song and tale), they also nurtured a profound dislike for 

the maL~ components of white American culture. It is to 

this anti-American feeling -- condemned by Alain Locke 

(p. 27) and relegated to "social pathologyfl by Gunnar Myr

da14 that the present discussions will address themselves. 

The anti-American feeling which permeates the 

Harlem School type of novel is three-pronged, in that it 

directs its venom against the religious, educational and 

economic L~stitutions of the white community. This massive 

social rejection on the part of the young radical Renaiss

ance novelist is not only an outgrowth of the world-wide 

current of dissent among contemporary v~iters and artists 

(pp. 80-85). It also has its roots in Negro history and 

experience. I will therefore review the latter before ex

amining the black novelist's portrayal of that rejection. 

To begin with, I will discuss the religious form of that re

jection. The Negro novelist's religious resentment stems 

largely from the traditional attitude of American Protest

antism toward white raCism. About this attitude one ob

server writes: 
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American churches in the early twentieth 
century ignored both the negro and the "negro 
problem." Before 1930 churches rarely took 
official cognizance of either.5 

Such a criticism of the American churches does not ex

clude the black A~erican denominations: 

In the years following the Civil War and Re
construction periods, the negro clergy .•. 
accepted most of the" pronouncements white" "men 
were making upon their race. They idealized 
American civilization and contrasted it 
with African savagery.6 

This negative attitude, however, began to relax around the 

turn of the century, when a frL."1ge group wi thin the black 
,.., 

clergy challenged the status quo.( 

The Church's poor record in the area of Negro 

rights and freedom that these writers have noted stems 

mainly from its endorsement of the racial prinCiple of ine

quality (pp. 48-49) as a divinely ordained sa"1ction: 

The Southerner was never at home in appealing 
to Cartwright, Nott, and Darwin. rFor hi~ 
"the great God who created all races never 
intended the negro, the lowest," to have 
equal power with the highest, the white 

8race.
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The latter belief also fired the American version of 

the burden theory that makes Negro over-all advancement 

contingent upon the white race 9: 

It is not by accident that the negro is in 
our midst ••• It is not by accident that he 
has learned from the whites the ambition to 
rise to higher life intellectual and moral. 

These are the outcome, not of accident, 
but of Divine Provid~nce.IO 

These beliefs dictated the Church's racial policy 

toward both whites and blacks. On the one hand, this pol

icy issued moral and religious support to the Negro's 

oppressors. Among them figure, of course, the slave-master 

bent on exploiting his band of uprooted Africans ~~d ask

. h· l~·~~~ b tism would b a h· drance. II There~ng ~mse ~ ap e ~n 

is also the southern politician wishing to curtail the ex

slaves' newly-found social rights with as clean a conscience 

as possible. Governor Perry's campaign against universal 

suffrage is a good example of this. I2 The clergy's su"O"Oort 

also encouraged the supremacist writer and is evident in 

religiously inspired racial tracts like those signed by 

"Ariel" and nprosperoouI3 Such a support, coupled with a 

narrow fundamentalist view of its mission, prevented the 

http:Provid~nce.IO
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American Protestant clergy from. speaking up against the 

brutalities of the slave and Reconstruction periods. And 

when. it did make its voice heard, through such upstart 

moderates as Rev. John Brandt and Bishop Bratton,14 the 

intervention was so lukewarm or biased as to be tantamount 

to an endorsement of the status quo. This is the gist 

of the American Church's racial policy as it affected whites. 

On the other hand, the black version of that 

policy emphasized meekness and submission as well as faith 

and hope. These Christian virtues enjoined the slave, 

freedman and their progeny to accept current woes (arising 

from their inferior status in American society) in exch~~ge 

for compensation in the after-life. Such ideas, tr~~s

mitted through pulpit and song (pp. 125-26, I32-33) became 

the appanage and testament of generations of lower-class 

Negroes. 

The Harlem School writers' resentment toward the 

American clergy stems from the above racial policy. 

Besides, this resentment is the highwater mark of the 

Negro's traditional dissatisfaction with that policy. Con

trary to popular belief,I5 not all Negroes of the slave 

and Reconstruction regimes acquiesced entirely to the other
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wordly teachings of the predominantly Baptist and 

Methodist sects. This is evide~t ~ numerous relig

ious satires such as the ~ollowing one reported by Ster

ling Brown: 

I don't want to ride in no golden chariot 
I don't wa~t to wear no golden crown 
I want to stay down here and be 
Just as I am without one plea. I6 

At the root of the slave's and freedman's displeasure 

lies an awareness of the obvious discrepancy between the 

two sides of the churches' racial position. The following 

observation, reported by John Lowell, clearly brings this 

out: 

Frederick Douglass thought ~~ster Thomas' 
religion worthless, when it did not improve 
his attitude toward his slaves; and his 
thinking was representative on that subject. I? 

Of course, in the above remark, it is not so much the 

heavenly Christian outlook that is found wanting as the 

inability or unwillingness to help at least soften the socio

political regime responsible for the Negrots plight. 

The partiallacceptance of the theology of hope and 

reward together with the nagging feeling that the Areeri
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can clergy in general was not contributing enough 

toward the improvement of the Negro's racial condition 

persisted among lay intellectuals in the post-Reconstruc
I8tion era. This is one of the conclusions of Benjamin 

May's doctoral study into the relationship of black 

literature and religion. May argues that the c al 

Negro literature of Dunbar and his associates~ while exuding 

"a deep, abiding faith in God,,,I9 also betrays a "strain 

of doubt and frustrationtl20 mixed with a "growing conscious

ness that change should be perfected along the lines of 

racial and social justice.H2I 

Black literature in the early years of the twent th 

century, while manifesting a similar racial concern, struck 

a more compromising attitude. It was, in the main, the 

work of radical clerics within the two national black move

ments -- the Niagara and the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People. Such a compromise marks 

The Gift of Black Folk and The Souls of Black Folk, two im

portant works that were published at this time. In them, 

the foremost Negro leader espouses the "negro mission ideol

ogyft -- the belief that white America would accept the black 

man only after it was re-educated by him. 22 In this way, 

the Negro would become the agent of his own social inte

gration. 
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This compromise -- the burden theory in reverse -

was however abruptly shattered by the failure of World 

War I to fulfill its pledge: 

We trusted our religious leaders, when they 
proclaimed their apocalyptic visions of a 
new heaven and new earth, whose coming was 
contingent upon the mjLlitary victory of the 
Allied Powers, and at any rate since the 
collapse of the Inter-Church World Movement, 
we are pretty convinced that they have 

23betrayed us.

From this failure arose an upsurge of anti-religious 

feeling. The rejection of Church dogma, which it begot, 

carried the supporters of the above compromise in its wake. 

The drastic change of attitude among black intellectuals 

can be felt in DuBois t verbal denigrations. For example,. 

in a I9I8 article in Crisis, he uses the term "pampering" 

in his religious attack;24 and, later, refers to Protes

tant teaching as a "fairy-tale that is forced upon the 

negro's belief. tt25 Similar anti-religious sentiment and 

expressions of disbelief permeate the writings of James W. 

Johnson, a DuBois collaborator: 

As far as I am able to peer into the inscrU
table, I do not see that there is any evidence 



- 207 

to refute those scientists and philosophers 

who hold that the universe is purposeless; 
that man, instead of being the special care 
of a DivL~e Providence, is dependent upon for
tUity and his own wits for survival in the 
midst of blind and insensate forces. 26 

This is how Negro intellectuals felt toward the Church 

and its other-wordly doctrine in the years prior to the 

Harlem Renaissa~ce. 

Young Renaissance writers of the Harlem School pushed 

religious dissent even further than their elders: 

Out of this situation came floods of negro 
literature expressing a lack of faith in God 
never before witnessed in the history of the 
negro in this country. The Negro who had been 
considered to be the most religious of all 

groups, and whose faith in God was irresistible, 
began to develop literature after I920 fraught 
with agnosticism and atheism. 27 

Among these dissenting writers, however, religious dis

belief appears most subdued in Countee Cullen and Jean 

Toomer. The former's attitude to Christianity may be like

ned to that of his lonely idealist, who is caught up in 

an alien world 

Between two~retched dying men, of whom 
One doubts, and one for pity's sake believes. 28 

http:believes.28
http:atheism.27
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Like Cullen's, Toomer's religious attitude is charac

terized by lingering belief and doubt, the latter being 

the stronger, as his dallying with current ideologies in

dicate. These include the new ideas of Mathias Alexander, 

the psychotherapist,29 and of Gurdjieff, the Russian 

mystic. 30 The religious retreat of other Harlem School 

writers is, of course, more pronounced. While Hughes' has 

been declared the most extreme,3I that of McKay is cer

tainly the most aggressive. This quality, ·which marks the 

latter's journalistic writings in The Liberator,32 is also 

shared by Thurman in The Messenger. 33 

Religious disbelief among Harlem School writers 

has left profound imprints on their works of fiction. 

In this second half of our first discussion of anti-Ameri

canism in the Renaissance novel, I will focus my attention 

on those imprints, which mark all three pursuits of lower

class life. These have been identified as the foL~ reli

gion, hedonism and folk-art indulgence (p. 156). 

VIe have seen how American racism created certain 

psychological needs in the black man and how these were 

satisfied vicariously through indulgence in folk-art (pp. 

114-15). As numerous researchers of Negro folklore have 

http:mystic.30
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shown,34 other needs that can be reduced to a desire 

for physical or material protection and revenge have also 

made themselves felt through the years. This second cate

gory of needs issues largely from a primitive world view 

whereby the individual feels himself pitted agai...">"J.st an 

array of dangers and warring forces of good and evil that 

are physical, human or supernatural in nature. 35 In the 

Case of the Negro, this view -- common to folk people the 

world over36 -- is partly an African inherita~ce and partly 

the result of white American cultural influences.37 These 

needs and forces, together with the world-view that sus

tains them, constitute the essence of religious folk-

beliefs. 

The black writer of the Harlem School uses his 

raCial k..'lowledge of these beliefs as well as his boyhood 

religious experience to articulate his rejection of Ameri

can Protestantism. Like myth and symbol, these beliefs 

provide a perspective or device for rendering his feelings 

toward the clergy's material inadequacy. To begin with, 

he represents these beliefs as a fundamental reality of 

black life. He does so by showing the almost universal 

credence they gain among the lower-class. Thus statements 

http:influences.37
http:nature.35
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lL~ng them with entire black communities are not in

frequent. For example, the intimation that "Banjo, like 

the other beach boys, was superstitious" (BJO, 24), and the 

discovery by Rev. Lambert that virtually all the inhabi

tants of Banana Bottom were "secret ••• worshippers of Obi" 

(ENE, I53) tend to suggest a generalized custom. 

Having established these beliefs as a fact of 

group life, the black novelist then attempts to justify 

them on human, though not on ethical, grounds. The absence 

of moral support for these beliefs is especially evident 

in the frank revelations of their more gruesome aspects. A 

case in point is the necromancy of Frimbo -- the practi

tioner of causative ru"ld ominous magic -- who used to defile 

the bodies of the dead (CMD, 29I). Another is the Three

Sisters-like incantations of Wamba (the Jamaican obeahman) 

that sometimes ended in mortal disaster (BNE, 150). Accom

panYL"lg such cruel revelations, however, is the constant 

suggestion that whatever is related to man and his day-to

day existence deserves attention, since it usually conceals 

human interest or value. In McKay, this suggestion is 

rendered most emphatically by Squire Gensir, the English 

gentleman and lover of Negro folklore: 
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I do~'t mean that it is good to practice 
Obeah. But the peasants waste a lot of money 
on Christianity also. Money that might have 
done them more material good. One must be 
tolerant. When you read in your studies about 
the Druids, the Greek and Roman gods and demi
gods, and the Nordic Odin, you felt toler

ant about them. Didn't you? Then why should 
you be so intolerant about Obi and Obeahmen? 

Obeah is a part of your fOlk-lore, like your 
Anancy tales and your digging jammas. And 
your folklore is the spiritual link between 
you and your ancestral origin. You ought to 
learn to appreCiate it as I do mi."1e. Hy mind 
is richer because I know your folklore. I am 
sure you believe the fables of La Fontaine 
and of Aesop fine and literary •... (BNB, 125) 

Similarly, Rudolph Fisher, though depicting Aunt Mandy (the 

black soothsayer) with Lucifer-like talons and claws (C}ID, 

56-57), nevertheless honors her kind-hearted intentions 

(CMD, 58). Thus, while some aspects of Negro folk beliefs 

might arouse a stand-offish and questioning response in 

these writers, others evoke their sympathy and credulity. 

With the recognition of the human interest and 

value of Negro folk beliefs comes the anti-religious sug

gestion that the needs which they create are not being 
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satisfied by the Church on account of its traditional 

limitations. I have already considered one of these al

leged limitations -- a heavenly-oriented ideology that 

placed a much greater emphasis on the soul than on the bo

dye One of its apparent results, as I mentioned, was to 

render the Church incapable of dealing adequately with 

problems arising from the white caste system. Another lim

i tation was the Church's d·ichotomous view of good and evil 

that excludes recourse to the supernatural agency of evil. 

Of course, this Christian view conflicts with the inherited 

African view wherein the two concepts are not poles apart, 

but complementary elements of a unique reality. As a 

result of this fundamental metaphysical difference,38 many 

a black Protesta~t felt himself cheated or restricted in 

his liberties. In times of need, he was not allowed to re

sort to the entire pantheon of deities -- as the polythe

istic system of his African ancestors dictated -- but only 

to the monotheistic God of good of his adopted faith. 

The Harlem School writer exploits these two limi

tations above in the fictional version of his anti-reli

gious critiCism. He does this by depicting a fe~inine 

devotee carrying the burden of her unsatisfied needs from 

the "white man's religion," as the Christian sects were 
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. 3°derogatively named, / to that of the folk, where the 

level of satisfaction is greater. To dramatize this ad

vantage of the folk religion, various aspects of the con

juring art are portrayed: prediction (GSS, IO), ureventiam 

(C}ID, 82), imposition (BNE, I38), healing (OWH, 240). 

The young Renaissance novelist further articulates 

the Church's alleged lack of worldly' concern for the'Negro 

by making it an enemy of the folk ideal. He does this 

through the Christian virtues (meekness ~~d abstinence, in 

particular), which are shown in opposition with the hedon

ism a~d artistic indulgence that are the main ingredients 

of that ideal. Meekness is resented because it tends to 

perpetuate the Uncle Tom or Christlike psychology of past 

generations of Negroes. 40 As a matter of fact, the assert

ive new life-style that the black writer tried to create 

-- through the promotional activity of the fictional artist 

(pp. I80-83) -- was partly intended to off-set the humiliat

ing effects of that psychology. As for abstinence, it 

violates the imperative to enjoy that the very esse:.tce 

of the new life-style or ideal. Christian piety, therefore, 

which L~corporates these two objectionable virtues, is 

someti~es portrayed with beauty ~~d reverence, but never 

with approval. 

http:Negroes.40
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The polite rejee Jf these two cornerst~ne 

v~rt~es of S~r~stian faith dramatiz tnr~ugh c-

f' vA.."'J"'lY;-:;::J'V"II...__ ,Au:"} t becomes tte butt ~f ... ...... entire 

household lashes at her reli us :z:.:::;rali t;y,. c red too 

WOU~Q-ce aspirant 

~ew f:::;lk ideal, objects to grcu:dncther's option. 

;::.Q,;~ )II to stay poor 3..."ld !l1eek Vlaiting for '-'-'~ J , 8 

already l:'Etae 

~i:"s father, Ji11lboy, :.h8 f:":.:est promoter of spiritt<al S'lr

yival tnroagh ar tic regeneration (p. :32), pIer-as 

fae t that n.ard-wDrking bl,,-;.eks his s~n's 6=~ndmcther 

subjee t the!:1se to S~"lday-setool routi~e 
... ,.ing v, ..:1lB s 

ar:Q pu:gil, comes riovc :-~ard upon. those blacks 

... to even. lallgh 'In S:.L"lda.J"s, 
f~r a g~~l a bey to l~ok at ene 

,or for ~e:::;Dle to ~~ to ='1another, - - '-
es. , "'7 ...... / 

tacks In rS..L:..giOtLs se2..f -de are even 

more 

fS Garden of ~ove poem cr (as t~e 

"~ • • .;J.9..W"C£lcrne f S Pur:" ta."l Clutterit,i, in w:;rks 
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of this ::"s the tirade:]f , tee blE;.ck .. 
As fatras I have been able to thi~~ it out 

the colored races tr.e s:pec ~l:"ctims 
,....biblical morality -- v'- tian :lorality. 

Es:pecially the race to which I belong. 

I don't thill.k. I loathe anything more than 

the morality of Christ false, 

treacherous, nYP'Jcri tical. I Im:/'w tl:.at, for 

I :-nyself :have been a victir.r:::Jf it in YOlr 

'.vhi te world, and. the c Ollclusion I draw from 

it is that t:he world needs to t rid of 

false moralities. (BJO, 268) 

Such anti-religious senti:nent that s C tian 

abstinence its target is also ex~ressed through satire in

volvins l)rotagonists that are clergy:r.en, believers and l'lon

believers. 2xemplifying the _rst form of satire v. 

::~&lcolm Craig. :::e is ludicrously described ccS .9....11 "ascetic 

figure" viitil a Plean face" (BIG, ) and a carri~ge that 

see::c.s to dany "the :latural s angth of his body!! (3:3, 33). 

C"..lllen e::r.bodies self-d.enial in ::attie J2hn.son, 

a nevfly-wedded beauty, ','ihJse "sim:::m-.?ure religion Tl (071:::', 

240) aroused displeas:.:.re a."'ld concern _'1 her bon-v::'va.'1 t :k':."'S

ba"ld (o':,1'!:, 59-60). Bes:'des, Cullen scaf s.t the C~:.:rcb. 

JUS 

J. •ception. Dna:.Jf :.ts v::'ctL:.s Vias ;·1at J::;h...'1son hers ;:0, 

si::e :J.arr':'ed San: cecauae had nlista::.an h:"s d,?ceit for 

http:nlista::.an
http:displeas:.:.re
http:clergy:r.en
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piety: 

But you are good ••• Christ's blood has 
washed you free from sin. He passed over 
her ignorance of his spiritual health; this 
was one point on which he would never openly 
enlighten her. (QVlff, 86) 

Other victims of Sam's deceit include numerous congrega

tions across the states where he chose to stop during his 

band-wagon existence. Rudolph Fisher also makes use of 

a hedonistic non-believer for satirical purposes. But, 

whereas Sam assumes the religious guise to mock-heroic pro

portions (OVm, 26-27), Shine's feigned ignorance of church 

ritual creates a rippling effect of high and low comedy 

through self-provoked gaucheries and naive rationalizations: 

While he couldn't compare it with the Lafay
ette Theater of course, still Joshua Jones 
[Shin~ considered it a pretty good show. At 
least it would have been if the dumb-bells 
hadn't jumped up and down so often. 

It began with music, a chorus singing far 
away behind the audience -- outside the church, 
it seemed. The singing came nearer and entered 
at the rear, and Shine obeyed the impulse to 
turn and look; but before he could determine what 
the trick in it was, Linda pinched his arm sharp
ly and brought him about, puzzled ~~d resentful, 
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to see he.r shaki..Ylg her bowed head with ill
concealed vigor. Thereupon he noticed that 
everyone else stood like Linda, motionless, 
with lowered head, as if it wasntt proper to 
look; and he wondered what manner of ~rform
ance this was, which one might attend, but on . 
which one might not gaze. (WOJ, 178) 
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PART TWO- : RADIC~ALISM k'W T!IE ORAL TRADITION 

Chapter 2: 

Organized Labor and the Folk Ideal 



The rejection of Protestantism, which the fore

going discussion has examined, is only one form of anti

Americanism crisscrossing the Harlem School novel. As 

mentioned before, this feeling also involves a rejection 

of the capitalistic order. As in the case of religion, 

this second form of rejection can best be understood through 

retrospection. Therefore, as a prelude, the whole area of 

Negro involvement in American economic life will be re

viewed~ This preliminary study will focus on the Negrots 

business and employment record right up to the I920s. 

The generally high productivity of the black worker 

in pre-Civil War days contrasts markedly with his dimin

ished performance and output in the post-bellum era. 

Pro-slavery advocates explained the initially high produc

tivity among blacks on the cotton and sugar-cane fields 

in terms of the "beast of burden theory." This theory attri

butes to the Wegro an abnormally greater capacity for manu
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al labor. The New Orleans Crescent, a newspaper of the 

last century, describes it thus: 

In all kinds of toil they loved to excel. 
They were unequalled in splitting rails or 
lifting heavy weights ••• and, L~deed, in all 
kinds of employment where great muscular 
strength was required or great heat was to 
be endured. I 

Among other writings touching on the burden theory is 

Olmstedts flJourney through the Back Country," which reports 

that "slave owners preferred pure blacks for heavy, mono

tonous labor requiring only brute strength.,,2 Thus 

endowed, the black worker was considered a better laborer 

than the Indian or whiteman3 -- an opinion which some Negro 

intellectuals upheld4 out of the need for group CO!Ilpensa

tion or self-aggrandizement. 5 

As I mentioned above, contrasting with this beast

of-burden o~tput by the Negro in the early days is his re

duced efficiency in later years on the farms and in the 

factories. This new situation was most commonly explained 

by whites in terms of indolence and shiftlessness (the 

tendency to move from one occupation or employer toano

ther). Thus, speaking of West Indian blacks, a visitor to 

the Caribbean notes that "idleness is the one great curse 
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• •• and trhat whiC~ keeps them down. n 
6 Similarly, 

1££.W. Odum alludes to "the proverbial laziness of the 

Negro in freedom that later developed into shiftlessness 

and vagrancy."? An excerpt from a black preacher's 

sermon tends to confirm the precedi~g opinion: 

You lazy, kidney-kneed men are too lazy to 
work. You have these poor women out in some 
white person's kitchen or laundry, ~~d you go 
out for your meals, 'and then stand around the 
corners the rest of the day being sissies.8 

Anti-Negro sentiment before the Renaissance attri

buted this apparent apathy toward work to an inborn condi

tion. Hence, the epithets "natural" and ninheritedU were 

frequently associated \vith it. To a staunch believer 

in universal hereditary transmissions, this negative en

dowment originated on the dark continent: 

~ Afric~, the negro never saw people hurry 
up tosve time ••• In the day of plenty he 
gorged himself, and trusted to luck to escape 
in the day of scarcity. In short, he was the 
very antithesis of the strenuously energetiC, 
ingenious, and thrifty American. 9 

The charge that this indolence is the root cause 

of the Negro's industrial lag and inferior economic status 



6 

in .'imerican. society did not pass u..l1.challeuged. In one 

extre~e response, indolencs as a sociologic 
T"', 

C gorically den.ied .. -,-v ""u another, i t ~,';as salG. \:;() 

a misnomer that dces net truthf~l:,;- account i;;r the b12,ck 

worker's post-bellum attitude. supporter of this second 

response sees t'...ne latter a for~·:J. rssistance 
IT 

~-.....-.--to the forced or hard labor ........ c=. , an::;ther 


ascribes it to the :;egro' s ftL.~da!:1entall~t s:;;iritual outlook 

tOllard '.'fOrk. ~~ yet another response, a nu~ber of black 

critics admit the existence of post-bellum ::egro a:;;athy 

to\'lard work, ascribing it, hmvever, to a negative reaction 

to the capitalistic establish~ent: 

.... a static economics not u..'1li...~e t:1.e ::exica::l 

hacienda, or the condit of the Polish ~eas-
ant -- a sit:..tation in. which the memoers 

group are "mufe.ed th a "last apathy.1I 

'J.."r'l:.tuestionably the econo:nic system ir: which they 
.... that lS responsib2..e for 

, • ,.. 4A causal relationship betYleen tee above indolence and snllv

lessness a.'ld occupational discri:ni:'ls~tion was alBa noted: 

This lack::;f econor:ic o:9portll:J.-;ty • • • 
resulted very early i:.'l a pee ttarn 

http:apathy.1I
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of restless wandering ••• This notorious 

and widespread wanderirrg has been primarily 
a search for better or supplementary jobs 
••• BeginnL,g with economic necessity, this 
pattern has become a custom which runs on its 
OW'll stream. I4 

Denial fosters bitterness and a devil-may-care 
attitude which, in turn, makes him more indol
ent, less punctual, less careful, and generally 
less efficient as a f~,ctioning member of 
society. I5 

I will now examine the three aspects of occupa

tional discrimination as they affected black Americans. 

The most economically negative, of course, was total job 

exclusion L,volving the non-hiring of Negroes in work 

of a skilled or semi-skilled nature. This phenomenon be

came a fact of everyday life at least as early as the 

I820s, when competition from the white American stock (main

ly English and Scots) began to erode the Negroes' predom
I6inance in such areas. Besides, successive waves of 

white immigrants -- first from northern Europe (Germany, 

Ireland) and then from its eastern and southern sections 

(Greece, Italy) -- served only to augment that competition 

to crisis levels in a,d beyond the last quarter of the 

nineteenth-century. I? At the same time, general union 

http:stream.I4


- 228 

hostility was keeping most Negroes out of work in con

struction, the manufacturing a~d shipping industries. 

As a result, the Negroes' numerical strength in these occu

pations remained near stagnant during the three decades 

leading up to the Renaissance. IS 

Complete discriminatory exclusion in employment 

also encompassed the professions. On completion of their 
,

studies, most Negro graduates were rejected in white estab

lishments: Negro teachers in all-white or mixed schools 

and Negro doctors in hospitals.I9 Moreover, the practice 

of black doctors and lawyers had to be restricted to their 

own neighborhoods, as most white patients refused to patron

ize Negro professionals. 20 

The second aspect of occupational discrimination 

relates to the lack of, or difficulties in, advancement as 

well as working conditions of those Negroes who made it 

to the professions and skilled trades after successfully 

evading total job exclusion. Invariably, they suffered 

from white preferential treatment in work, wages and promo

tion, in areas like industry, teaching and the armed for

21ces. This policy, therefore, led to lower incomes and 

SOCial status for the Negro worker. The hired doctor or 

http:professionals.20
http:hospitals.I9
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lawyer was similarly' disadvantaged. By not obtaining 

affi~tions with white hospitals or professional corpora

tions under their control, it was difficult for them to 

keep abreast with new advances and techniques. Moreover, 

by being forced to restrict their practice to the poorest 

neighborhoods of their own communities, they were not able 

to obtain acceptable financial returns and the much-needed 

funds for service improvement. 

The third aspect of occupational discrimination 

refers to the consigning of the large majority of Negroes 

to the so-called traditional Negro or black jobs. These 

are the public or personal service occupations (waiter, bell

hop, porter, maid .•• 1 filled by the army of the unskilled, 

the rejected professionals and the unemployed from the old 

crafts (masonry, carpentry) and trades. After a time, how

ever, competition for these jobs became fierce and more and 

more Negroes had to give up their places to immigrants 
.. / 

of Eurdpean origin. But~ after the outbreak of World War 

I, Negroes regained for a time their former dominance 

in these jobs, as thousands of white Americans of Eureopean 

stock were flocking back home to help in the war effort. 

Competition for the above-mentioned jobs became acute again, 

with the cessation of hostilities and the resumption of the immi

gration. flow, which caused many a black worker to lose 
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... his job. As a result of such discriminatory employ

ment practices, the Negro element of American society, 

notes Herman D. Block in his recent book, was still at the 

bottom of the economic ladder in the era of the I920s.22 

The economic factor in the anti-Americ&~ feeling 

of the Harlem School novel is reinforced by discrimination 

in business ventures. The desire to establish an independ

ent black economy has its o.rigin in pre-Civil War days, when 

scattered groups of free Negroes attempted to carry out the 

exhortation of Martin Delaney, the black Benjam;n Franklin, 

to "educate them ~elve~ for the store and Counting Rouse .,,23 

Booker T. Washington's program of economic salvation at 

the turn of the century24 as well as Marcus Garvey's strid

ent and short-lived nationalism in the I920s was to drama-
2.S 

tize that desire even more strongly. LookL'1g back, how

ever, at the various efforts undertaken to execute the 

above desire, one discovers that they have generally been 

far from successful. 

In the remaining part of this second prelim~nary 

discussion that attempts to review the Negro's economic re

cord, I will focus my attention on those efforts of black 

capitalism up to the Twenties, in order to explain how 

http:I920s.22
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its failure to develop a strong, independent economy, 

capable of. supplying the material needs of the black com

munity, augmented Negro economic discontent and helped 

crystallize the argument against Americanism in the 

black novel. 

For the most part, Negro business has been handi

capped by both smallness and its service-oriented nature, 

from the Employment Agencies and the Benevolent Societies 

of the early nineteenth century to the relatively larger 

undertakings of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries that were inspired by the Afroamerican and Nat

ional Negro Business Leagues. Still, under the aegis of 

such umbrella organizations as the latter, a number of· 

small businesses -- clothes factories, manufacturing plants, 

automobile repair shops, saw and planing mills -- had a 

little success. Similarly, other ventures like shop-keepin~, 

catering, tailoring and beauty parlors were able to capi

talize on the occasional monopoly of the black clientele. 

Examples of particularly successful Negro economic enter

prises are those of the undertaker and insurance broker. 

Gunnar Myrdal attributes their success to the indifference 
ll26of whites, who "would not want to touch the negro corpse

and to the popularity of insurance as a term of investment 
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within black communities. 27 

Such successes, however, have been the exception 

rather than the rule, as Gunnar Hyrdal further suggests: 

"The :9roportion of negroes among all retailers was, if any

thing, smaller in 1930 than in 1910.,,28 The decreasing 

phenomenon in Uegro small business is also noticeable in 

the building industry, where the number of black contractors 

passed from 29,000 to 2,400' in the same period.29 Similarly, 

tiegro burgeoni.'I1g banks, like the Washington Capital Savings 

Bank (1884-1904), had but a transient existence.30 Thus 

Negro business enterprises were not only small and service

oriented; they were also short-lived. 

These ha~dicaps were in part due to the unavailab

ility or inadequacy of capital. Getting investment funds 

was one of the most acute problems of the Negro businessman. 

Because of their transient nature, Negro banks were usually 

unreliable. As for white institutions, they were loathe 

to lend money to Negroes, because of the high-risk nature of 

their credit and the imperatives of racial prejudice. As 

Joseph A. Pierce suggests, the latter was most often the 

motive for justifyL~g a tight-lending policy.31 Thus, in 

the absence of the necessary investment capital, Negro busi

http:policy.31
http:existence.30
http:period.29
http:communities.27
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ness was hampered in its need to grow and expand. 

Besides, these handicaps of Negro enterprises 

were also caused by disloyal competition. Whereas black 

business in general was denied implantation in, or access 

to, areas beyond black residential limits on account of 

white-caste restrictions, businesses of other ethnic groups 

had almost unlimited freedom of movement within black en

claves. There they would ta~e over the best locations, 

challenging and sometimes even usurping the native black 

monopoly. Thus Harold Cruse, who has written about the 

plight of the Negro small business, argues that the latter's 

failure sprung from its inability Uto achieve control within 

the negro comm1.L.'1ity.tt32 As a result, "it could not ex

pand," he further argues, "beyond the consumer needs of the 

negro community that white business passed up.,,33 

Also contributing to the smallness, transiency 

and lack of dynamism of black-owned enterpriseawas the black 

consumer. His generally low purchasing power was helping 

to keep down the volume of Negro tra'1saction sales, thus 

reducing the profit margin. Added to this was the black 

consQ~erts inadequate patronizing of Negro commercial ven

tures. These observations are confirmed by Joseph A. Pierce: 
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When the low level of Negro purchasing power 

[isJ taken into account, Negro-owned stores 
and restaurants ~i~ not have more than~five 
to ten percent of the total Negro trade.~4 

At the root of the Negro consumer's predilection for white

owned services was his poor" satisfaction with those of his 

own group. 

Finally, contributing to the above weaknesses of 

Negro business was the lack of preparedness on the part of 

black aspirants. In most cases, the anti-Negro barriers 

within the white-caste system rendered specialized training 

and the acquiring of experience difficult, if not imprac

ticable .. Hence, the incompetence and mismanagement that 

often plagued Negro commercial undertakings. ill example of 

this is the closing of several banks (the Freedr1en Savings 

Bank in 1874 and the Negro Banks of the early I900s) through 

unwise use of funds a.."'ld speculative investments.. Another 

example -- this time within the era we are examining -- is 

:Harcus Garvey's brand of economic nationalism. In an attempt 

to effect black territorial and economic sovereignity, he 

created a string of initially successful cooperative enter

prises (grocery stores, laundries, restaurants, hotels 

and printing plants) in several urban centres of the 
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T]ni.ted states. ~he:"r success, h(y:;ever, was ni..:pped in. 

the bud in the cid-b:enties by m:.suse and rnisa:ppropriaticn 

of fu...YJ.ds. These business failures prompted Ralph Bunche 

to say -- !fof this man. who had raised mere money i!l. a few 

years than any other Negro organizationfl35 

When the curtai!l. dropped on the Garvey thea

tricals, the black man of America Vias exactly 

'lIhere Garvey had found him, though a little 

bit sadder, perhaps a bit poorer -- if not 
wiser )6 

The foregoing misdeeds of American capitalism, 

l~ke those of ~eric~~ Protestantism discussed initially, 

have been one of the great concerns of the Renaissance 

writer. This second concern evident in his criticism 

of the economic order sustainL~g those ~sdeeds. en the 

one ha.'1d, c.e represents this Jrder as a form of evil v-::"c

c f ·· . t y. .ls inA~er~can soc~e 

Josepr... Conrad ("::Ieart of Darkness") and Her':-.1an :;':81vi11e 

I .... " ~ ~. .,), 'd. .... 'I • '"",. ,. J...u',O uy:J lC~~ , ne emoo ~es .... tllS ev~J.. ~n w.a..::... .... eness. 

COr:illlon expression of it, ho';,rever, 

insensate r'~th1essl1ess. Il"l some novels, i t t.al~:2S the form 

cf a "cellow"ing monster" C::::C, 267) and an "all-trarnping 

buIll! (3JO, 3=4); a ttmil1" (rtT3:, 19I) or a voracious 

http:fu...YJ.ds
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1I machirle" (?;1T, 54). 

Also exemplify-i ':lg the ?enais3a21ce Vir:' 's COll

C.ern._ for tee miadeeds eif ~l!nerican ca?italisn~ i.s mul ti~~le 

.....
~irror~1.g of ....nem. One farm. of lr.i:'r:ring reviews tre.c.i

tional 'ahite econooic attitudes toward the black artist or 

J... •:pr::;fessicnal and is ri ,--:LC tY'ge of l"LJve::i... 

',':e have seen how this nove 1 de til the r:aterial

istic sec.rch for happl!1ess ',:;,,;/ the i1:;idcile-class strivers 

C:;:>':9- I66-67). A novel that dral:'latizes negative te atti

tudes t:YNard the Xegro is 'Halter ':::1ite's Fire in the Flint. 

In it he portrays the predica~ent of a souther!1 black doctor 

Whose efforts to practice medici:.1e i:'l his home town are 

~arred-by persistent harassment. 

Desp:.te tt.e r!liddle-class novelist's expos:.!:-e:;f 

!:.aterial ~r SOCial g:)als e.s '.'lorthy or "'Iital to happi::19sS. 

~~e apologist novel which, Ferhaps, cira~atizes this posi

tive attit~de the ~ost is Jessie ?a~set's There ~s C~nfusicn. 

:'Iiss Fauset presents am.bition and 1::;ve as rival yassia!ls, 

and makes the one triuID'ph over the other.. Tbese conflict

:i.ng passions are embodied in J,:a.'1n.a :,:arsha:::"l, a young 'so:;:an 

with a burning desire for musical distincti:n and. a str:,ng 

attacln..ent to Peter Bye, a would-oe surgeon. Sensing 

http:Desp:.te
http:medici:.1e
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that one of the two drives must perforce give way to 

the other,. she (!lot 'Nithcut pain) agrees to sacrifice her 

l()V:::' (~r"\-)....... -. lou)'. 


Noreover,. the Y!l:"d.d~e-class novelist's c::aracter

istic approval of the above goals ~akes him exalt stead-

tb.an !latred IDr, 

or i.::lciifference to, A::lerica.:::L ca:::;italis;:l. T::':"s quality, 

for example, surfaces in. ·.Taite' s nevel, ','/nere KerL'1.eth :Iaryer, 

the :r:edical practitioner, exudes cia!l!ltless:1.ess again.st stich 

odds as the Ku Kl~x Kl~ (274). 

Jnlil':8 the a::;ologetic novel just exa:.::in.ed, the 

Concern mainly for the eccn.c:,,~c of the 

~ri":l~leged blacl~ ~,vQr!~er as ~~vell as reves.::' a s-cro!lg d.islij~e 

~s :f i~ retaliation f~r t~a 

-:l:e se :"uvels L!sually dissociate t:ler:J.se1ves fro::: its c:.ec 1:::,:,sci 
-n 

~;i~t·~es -- 1!ttrift, ec~nJr::ic s.cc:l:.c.:.::"'a:i0ll ~l:d. i:1d~:.:st2:'j-n":::'( 

cr bra.ndish ~ ';,g tbe lcwer-class l~fe iias.l 

c f art-derived:.:~d he don'::"stic pleasure. 

The need to save for the morrcw or look beyond 

http:exa:.::in.ed
http:again.st
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finds expression 

:: TI' ., . , ~..) .... -+) "Cc'a't; oeca;.;:e a sourcaJr. inspiration to his foilowers; 

Sandy r S realization that ":r:aybe [,:ne best Vlc,Y o~ is n.et 

Besides, tc.:t-caringt invo2.ves absence :.d the 

G.8 to r:::.a~:a or to amass .n:cney. This evicient Ging

erts dru..Luan_ tu.::-.1.e, "goney is no objectJ (EJO, 39); in' 

Banjo's ref~sal, even dire need, lito hand ••• aut his 

hat for a lousy SO~I in Jake's proud asser

tiJU that he is lias hapI'Y as a prince" alth:::mgh he "ain't 

A nJtable exception to this general retree.t from 

cuniary cor...cerns is Little Augie, the upstart, bon-vivant 

oj.... • ..IJ",c:c:.ey. Unlike other lower-class ::;:.r.Jtagonists, his fa 

indicated (p. 170), by a fr~~tic 

search for money and pOYier (GSS, 22). Arna 30ntem-::Js (the
- I 

author), as if to punish hil!l :or his L'1volve:::.ent i:::l ?:1cnetary 

pursuits, ;::akes him experienc e a Lucifer-li:::e fall from adu

lati:Jn to abject poverty and neglect: 

As :lsual, a:ter his 'wild re:.r.arks, Augie 

oked tiful. The young folY~ had see~ed 

http:IJ",c:c:.ey
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a little frightened. -,'.'ten he 'Droke tnrough 

t~e door,. but now the li~tle man IOGked as 

absurd as a~ i~fant, taJ.k4ng of fighting as 
real bu:~- sized ,nen. A hopeless old -,vreck, 

A~gie still had drea~s of hero~sm too olg 

for bedy. eGSS, 179) 

'net-caring I II::Jtif, through -..,h~ch disli:C:e f Jr 

c talislr. fincis expression, also inv ves ave~sion to 

organized vlOrk. In this case, reounerativ8 toil becoLles 

so.nethi.(lg un::;;leasan.t t is resorted to only ti::::es of 

neces ty. Cr, as ~!J.E.B. DuBois expresses it, it is "a 

1133uecesss.ry eY ~~istering to the ures cf 

remunerative t provides a ccngenial ad.rr.ixture of 

ru...'1 labor for protagonists, sy::bolizing an ideal r:lodus 

vivendi in an ex:ploi t biased envir:::.rlment. 
. ,~ac tivi s rer:rese:: such an ace ep-cao..Le bala.'lce are 

, longshori:'1g and rail-road.ing. 

tee favor:' te occupaticms :::;f the Ja~tes or of characters 

~ "l::"ves r9VO..i..Ve arcuna c.onism 

art i.:.1du1gence. 

Cne type of character ~no " s'.lccessfully evades 

pursuers of the lower-c ideal 

need. to 10";] the brouP s0'.11 t~lr:Jugh~he ion of 

rac ~ art (pp. I) obviates tte nsce 

http:uecesss.ry
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";1'0 ')f"""u'Or..,1 nIV..... _ , t l::.en , tnat tile carry'; ~':1g 8ld ylayil1g ,:;f c~n u
, J' .by tl:.e 3a:lj ces ana ' l~co:rs convey a tri~mpiant 

~Nnat Du3cis d~1:s !la 3ech.2,-,-~':"cal draft-

in an 


) . ::l:e ban;jo or 


..: tar is, t~le=e fore, a symbol::Jf ee on::;;!tic indepecdence 


of tie absen.ee of enslaver::..ent to the capitalistic order. 
. . ,

That is why not possessi-'1g ':me scn:e s re-presents a {lana.l.

""' t d n . t ~"'.j.. 't ......c a!J, as rtay S aL L~~JJ S ~eve-a- 6~e suggests: 

Ways a doing it, pardner. Even you' bestsst 

rrie:2d you ca..'1' t let ill en ehvery thing yeu 

do. ':':henevah ti!lle y::use jim-c an, 'though, 

tlla.ll you 

te2.1 
~ . .tlxea.. T g'J.ess 

handle t£'.at c:al '::etten. In. you ~in.. 

" .......... ,. 

_~u.But J...,;..J.. d:m' t va to , ~a~il o:y .. 7,ro" .. , '':fe 

.1-- ...c- ...... ,.... ::1~t Y"""Y" bar4~.J l,U ':f.:)rk 1. -.J .... you. (":i_uv,1"0 
~ j""''''

.
a j :~b 

cause :'ve sst to work. I ain't 

http:absen.ee
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nothing left, so I jest nacherally gotta 
find anything that looks some'n' like that 
hard-boil' ugly-mug baby they calls a job. 

(SJO, 229) 

Furthermore, the 'not-caring' motif by which dis

like for capitalism is articulated in the folk and mixed 

novels contains yet another extension of meaning. The 

motif also applies to characters whose aversion to daily 

work is so great as to bar them entirely from it. One of 

these completely withdrawn characters is yellow-brown Alva, 

who fo~~d the conditions in black service jobs repulsive. 

He therefore refused to be a porter and Uswing a mop" or a 

bellhop and "work on day-night shifts" (BTB, I68). Another 

character to whom labor seems objectionable is Jerco who, 

unlike Alva, has passed his prime. "Me find a job?" he 

interjected; "I ain't good for no job" (HTR, 257). Later, 

having turned utterly destitute, he preferred to take away 

his life than face the "opprobrium" and constraints of 

regular employment. Yellow Prince, who never did "a lick 

of work in his life time" (HTH, 283), may be cited as a 

third example of this band of indolents. 

That this withdrawal from the economic process stems 
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from causes advanced earlier in the present chapter, is 

suggested occasionally. For example Annjee, replying to 

Aunt Hager's description of Jimboy as "a ~azy nigger" (NWL, 

137) and Ita good-for-nothing husband" (NWL, 13), does 

suggest that her mother's view of him is both short-sighted 

and stereotyped: 

Jimboy was always going, but Aunt Hager was 
wrong about his neve~ working. It was just 
that he couldn't stay in one place all the 
time. He'd been born running, he said, and 
had run ever since. Besides, what was there 
in stanton anyhow for a young colored fellow 
to do except dig sewer ditches for a few 
cents an hour or ~aybe a week. Colored men 
couldn't get many jobs in stanton, and 
foreigners were coming in, taking away what 
little work they did have. Now wonder he didn't 
stay home. Hadn't ••• father been in Stanton 
forty years and hadn't he died with Aunt 
Hager still taking in washings to help keep 
up the house? 

There was no well-paid work for Negro men, 
so Annjee didn't blame Jimboy ••• (mVL, 31) 

L~ addition, in some novels, sympathy with the shiftless

ness and evasion that accompany the above withdrawal from 

labor is reinforced by outright attacks on the hard-working 
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type of Negro. ExemplifYL~g such attacks is Ray's 

Philippic against the work ethic. In it he lashes out 

against that Itgreat body of people" who work in ttcages," 

questioning their ability to "carry it on from day to day 

and [stilll remain quietly obliging and sane lt (HTH, 265). 

Like some of Joseph Conrad's shore people, who are 

unwilling or unable to accept the challenges of the back 

country or of the sea, the foregoing characters generally 

lead parasitic lives. Such lives undermine the lower-class 

or folk ideal in at least two ways. First, they tend to 

we~~en the argument in its favor. For labor, which is ini

mical to the ideal, is resented while, at the same time, its 

fruits are sought after for bodily sustenance. Secondly, 

such lives militate against the folk ideal, when efforts to 

evade economic duties lead to the exploitation of womanhood. 

These two untoward effects of the dislike for American . 

capitalism will be further examined in the next and final 

section of this inquiry into lower-class life. 

The third discussion that follows will conclude 

this second section of the inquiry with an analysis of the 

educational argument against Americanism in the Harlem 
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us 

2.ne.. t::e ec ::::u.omic) s.gaLls t , tnis 

went :las been .forged to a 'iery larGe extent ay 

s::c:"ety. 
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PART ~NO: RADICALISM AND THE ORAL TRADITION 

Chapter 3: 

The School and the Folk Ideal 



':'11e reject of '.vbi te American eatlCs.tiJIl i.:l 

raaic':':ll fiction of the :920s also been. !l:.lr

ceutur:'es jf :i':'S3atis fae t i:;:l. 

back ~t t~e histcry :':egro 

n tie s , cr:.e 

c Overs a. rec c,rd marked b~/ narr J~v-rnind.ed:''less Gr :'gIl.:.)ra.:1ce, 

::1"ot to :1:e:1. tion dJ\v~igh t ~re ju.dice • e&r1y days, 

es. 

Of c;)UI'se, ';Jere a ::um.ber of 

sc!:o ; bJ.t t::ese :vicied :::a..inlJ!" religiQ~s 

the ea:r3..y Ch:.l!'cn' s assU1!1ed. God-given r.1iS3

iou to C~ri3ti~~e and enlig~ten the disL~erited dark 

rac.es. ...l.s a result, :t:!J.:)st :;egro ex-slaves and their ':;;rogeny 

':fere u..."1.:?b1e to t~~e advante,ge ·:Jf the increasi:.'1g need for 

skilled labor in the last que.rter of the nineteenth-c :J.ry. 

Zreating this need was the united states' rapid indus

. 2 
expans~on. 
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Supplanting the ?redominantly denominational 

S~~day schools were embryonic institutions of secular 

lea,rning from the beginning of the nineteenth-century. 

These were created in the North and South by the Negro lead

ership, backed by white philan-thropic interests. Moreover, 

by mid-century, government gra~ts began to supplant com

munity efforts, leading to the creation of mainly separate 

Negro schools, particularly-in the North. 

Sometimes, however, occasional attempts by the 

Negro leadership to obtain badly needed schools in under

privileged areas were not always successful. For example, 

the Negro National Convention of the I850s failed in its 

attempts to create a number of trade schools for lower-class 

Negroes, on account of the hostility of local whites;3 and 

thus was repeated a pattern that was to persist in later 

years.4 

But, even when such a hostility was absent, and 

Negro schools were tolerated, the conditions therein were 

generally far from satisfactory -- much inferior to those 

prevalent in white segregated schools. So the "separate 

but equal" principle of the I896 legal segregation edict 

(that should have created a healthy balance in black-white 

education) increasingly became a matter of "separate and 
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unequal.":; It is not surprisi~1.g, tl1en, that black parents 

:pre fer::-ed whi te schools to Xegro schools. _-ind the f! dirt, 

nOise, bad maImers, fil tJ::y tales, no sCipline, cver

crowd.i.ng 2..1'1d poorly trained teachers1l6 teat were apparent 

rampant in Negro schools only served to reinforce this 

:?re f erence • 

There are other hcilldicaps (besides inadequate phy

s:"c and h'..lT!lall resources) ':ihicn. rendered i'iegro education 

partially ineffective. One of these tee continui~g re

ligi:::us and elitist cr:"entation of a number of ~Tegro esta

blishn:e.r.l.ts like the Ashman I..'1stit'..lte s":'1.d the ':iilberforce 

College. Another is the widespread racism (the failure of 

vihi.te udents and teachers to acce n::m-',';hites as equs.ls, 

aCCOUUl; of the latters' generally lower sec -econcr.::.lc 
,., 

S t'.lS aIle d intellect:.;.al in::eriGrity)( underr::. 4 nillg 

~ 

~ the northerni~tegrat sch801s 01 =8-408. 

Another cause of tructiona::;" f:ective::l2SS 
I ~ , se gre ga -ted. ~ed establish~ents was 'Cne aCS8l1ce 

i'rO::l the curricula ::of eler;:ents of black culture SUC£l as 

history ~d soci.ology: 

L:..ttle attempt ~a~e to a~just the 
specifically to the ~egroesl existing st~tus 

&.nd f ... ture ssibili":ies. r::'he A;:.erica..'1 Creed 

http:intellect:.;.al
http:econcr.::.lc
http:blishn:e.r.l.ts
http:crowd.i.ng
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the white youth are inculcated with the 
traditional American virtues of efficiency, 
thrift and ambition. 8 

Some of the foregoing handicaps or shortcomings 

continued to plague Negro education particularly the 

efforts of Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois -- after 

the I850s. Washington, who had taken over the black lead

ership from men like Frederick Douglass (ex-slave and 

prominent civil rights leader), generalized the idea of 

vocational training in the last quarter of the nineteenth

century. His progra~ of economic salvation called for the 

exclusive acquisition of the mechanical and industrial skills 

together with the preceding virtues of American capitalism. 

Aided by the continuing generosities of white philanthrop

ic groups, such a program led to the establishment of trade 

schools (Tuskegee) and to the rejuvenation of others (Hamp

ton). 

The success of Washington's program was to a large 

extent undermL~ed by forces both within and without the 

Negro community. It was opposed by a large section of the 

intelligentsia, headed by DuBois, the then foremost spokes

man of the burgeoning YAACP movement. This opposition 

ar~~ed against what it felt was too narrow and earthy a 
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view of Negro education. S.P. Fullinwider believes 

that the "more idealistic" DuBois "wanted something fin

er.[for negroe~ than the coarse materialism of Americrux 

culture.,,9 Horeover, an exclusively vocational type of 

education, such as that proposed by Washington, had the 

added disadvantage of catering to supremacist bias that the 

Negro was incapable of academic instruction. This view was 

held by, among others, Nathaniel S. Shaler in the nine

teenth-century and by Alexander Tillinghast at the begin

ning of the twentieth. 10 

With the death of Booker T. Washington in 1915, 

the leaders of the NAACP (mainly W.E.B. DuBois a..Yld James 

w. Johnson) launched their own integrationist program, 

also with white fina..~cial backing and encouragement. This 

new endeavor, while aiming at economic self-sufficiency 

lL~e its predecessor, attempted to make up for the latter's 

deficiency in academic or classical training. This program, 

moreover, was to be realized through an intellectual elite 

-- the "talented tenth," as it was called (p. 15). The 

task of its members consisted i~ helping the ordinary black 

worker integrate into American L~dustrial society by assum

ing the role of intermediary or advocate. The efforts 

of the new Negro leadership did not achieve more success 
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than Washington's, because of the alienation and dis

trust that were rampant among Negro soc classes (pp. 

14-16). Thus N.I. Huggins notes that in the end DuBois' 

leadership became "impotent to force change," which he 

attributes to a lack of "popular supportlt a.1J.d "grass-roots 

attachment."II 

The foregOing attempts by black leaders to revol

utionize Negro education are part and parcel of the gener

al trend to make the American Dream myth -- the belief 

that the socio-economic system holds the potential for mat

erial wealth and happiness for all -- feasible for Negroes: 

The years 1900 to 1930 saw the first vigorous 
articulation of this myth by black Americans. 
A forceful t dynamic black leadership a.1J.d set 
of organizations had developed by the early 
I900s. The NAACP, Urban Lea~le, and Booker T. 
Washington Orga.1J.ization were all founded upon the 
values and goals of the American Dream. With 
very few exceptions that will be treated later, 
these organizations stood for and their leaders 
expressed, often eloquently, their faith in 
the American Dream a.1J.d the possibility of its 
goals being fulfilled for black Americans. 12 

Furthermore, David D. Van Tassel notes: 

These three decades, on all counts, consti
tute a nadir in the political, economic and 
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lower-class girl, who was catapulted to the University 

of Southe~ Califo~ia by her father's unexpected oil wealth. 

But her lower-class stigmatization -- tldarky-like clumsi

ness" and ttraucous laughter" together with a rtflamboyant 

style of dress" (BTB, 31) -- came into sharp conflict with 

her snob middle-class campus entourage. However, she counter

bala~ced her on-campus alienation through cabaret and party 

revels as well as "drunken mid-night drivers" (BTB, 44) 

until her leave-taking. 

Helping the female drop-out articulate the educational 

criticism L~ the Harlem School novel is the persevering 

student protagonist. On the one hand, he demonstrates a 

keen awareness (like the middle-class striver after material 

success or happiness) of the social mobility accruing from 

the capitalistic virtues. On the other hand, he cannot 

help entertaining Locke's reservation toward these same 

virtuesI5 and their potential for cultural emasculation~ 

One of the most conspicuous a~d important 
features in Negro life is the rapid and funda
mental change which educatio~ produces in 
social status ••• Education as a rule means 
a complete break with the traditions and 
ideals and customs of the masses from which 

I6the educated Negroes sprung.
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In the teenage ~rotagonist, Sandy, Hughes, more than ~er~ 

ha~s any other Harlem School writer, ~ortrays this quandary 

of the black American student. Activating the fires of his 

juvenile ambition is Aunt Hager, his diehard conservative 

grand-mother, who wants him to become another B.T. Washing

ton (~NL, 145) and thus enable her to make up for the failures 

of her two wa~vard children, Harriet and Annjee. Her parvenu 

daughter, Tempy, seconded her in this endeavor, devising 

"prim plans for his improvementlt(NWL, 266). Goaded by these 

two females, he pursues American Dream objectives assiduously 

and covets a career in engineering. But he is not without 

having serious misgivings. For, opposing Aunt Hager's and 

Tempy's ~ersistent call to res~ectability are narriet's and 

Jimboy's happy foL~ life as well as Uncle Dan Givens', which 

beckon him in another direction. Eunice Carter expresses 

this dilemma thus: 

There is a Sandy with his books and dreams 
of education and a Sandy with his eyes wide 
open picking up knowledge of life about the 
house, listening to his father's blues and 
ballads in ~urple evenings, watching his aunt 
••• at her dancing. I7 

But the conflict arising from these two divergent demands 

is not resolved and, as a result, the reader is left un
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satisfied and wondering at tc...e end ef the novel. 
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of the missionaries who hoped she "would be 

English and appearing so in everything but the 
color of her skin," she feels most at ease 
among the uneducated, happy natives. I8 

Bita is able to re-integrate into folk-life, because of 


her wholesomeness -- the harmonious retention of white and 


black cultural elements in her personality. But in her 


intellectual counterpart (Ray), these elements exist in a 


state of disorder, with the one dominating the other. His 


sudden fits of bitterness and aggressivity (HTH, 2II; BJO, 


268) are no doubt the result of efforts to control or nre


vent this ,mhealthy condi;tion. 


The above untoward effects that sometimes accompany 

Negro education recall others (cynicism and mockery in 

chapter one and indolence and parasitism in chapter two) 

stemming from the undue reaction to religious and economic 

racism. Together, these ~~d other effects constitute the 

negative off-shoots of the folk ideal that were mentioned 

at the beginnL~g of this part of the inquiry into lower-class 

life (p.I99). 

The ensuing third and final part will examine the 

attitude of the middle-Class protagonist toward the folk 

. ideal. It will, in particular, demonstrate how he was both 
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attracted and repulsed by it. To put it more clearly, the 

various aspects of the oral tradition (pp. II8-22) tended to 

arouse the approval of a number of strivers after material 

rewards. But t4e hedonism that usually accompanies the trad

ition (pp. I57-6I) together vnth the. anti-American feeling 

uncovered in the last three chapters tended to alienate these 

middle-class characters from the folk people. 
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PART THREE: RACIAL SELF-DEFTITITION 

Chapter I: 
," 

The Problem of Identity 



The discussions in Parts I and 2 of the inquiry 

into the Harlem Renaissance· constitute an appropriate back

drop for the study of the identity problem. To recapitulate t 

these discussions showed the American Negro forging for him

self a unique life-style through the prism of folk-lore, 

in an effort to counter the socia-economic denials arising 

from his lower-class status. They also showed the writers of 

the folk and mixed novels rediscovering the survival value 

inherent in this life-style and advancing it as the most ef

fective weapon for racial renewal in modern-day America. 

Lastly, the foregOing discussions showed these writers set

ting off the dislL~e for American institutions as an indis~en

sable element of the new life-style. 

In the ensuing third and fLilal part 0 f the inquiry, 

I will take a more critical view of this life-style by 

analyZing the problem of identity that depicts the predica

ment of the Negro hybrid in white American society. I will 
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show how the middle-class or apologist novelist, who 

was continually at odds with his lower-class counterpart 

(pp. 18-19), used this problem as a fictional device to 

oppose the lower-class life-style. 

A review of black-white ancestry in America will 

no doubt help indicate the nature and scope of the identity 

problem. Race mixture originates at least as far back as 

the middle or transatlantic ·passage, when countless boat

loads of captured Africans were tra.YJ.sported to the New World 

plantations. In colonial times, in particular, the prac

tice was very common, becomi.11.g a virtual right of the master 
1or his overseer. After Ema.11.cipation, however, it fell into 

disrepute ~11.d gradually disappeared, except in remote or 

unguarded areas, where it continued to be an indulgence of 

"unscrupulous whites. tl2 Yet, in spite of the falling-off 

trend, the practice of blood-mixing was sufficiently great to 

bolster the hybrid population, prior to the 1920s, to an 

unprecedented high.3 

The identity problem itself arises out of the "nat-· 

ural and universal desire,,4 of the near-white Negroes 

(mulattoes, quadroons, quintaroons, octoroons) to gain overt 

membership in the majority culture. On the one hand, this 

desire was motivated by a number of factors. First, there 
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was skin color. Some mixed-blood types, like those just 

enumerated, are so Caucasian in appearance that their 

partial black origin becomes virtually unrecognizable to 

the average person, as the following passage suggests: 

I saw plenty of men and women who were 
unquestionably Negroes ...• But I also met 
men and women as white as I am, whose asser
tion that they were really Negroes I accepted 

in defiance of the eVidence of my own senses. 
I have seen blue-eyed Negroes and golden
haired Negroes; one girl I met had an abund
ance of soft straight red hair. I have seen 
Negroes I could not easily distinguish from the 
Jewish or French types. 5 

It is this ostensible sameness of features that continues 

to push the near-white Negro6 to identify himself with the 

white race instead of with the dark-colored majority that 

make up the Negro race.? 

Reinforcing the hybrid's desire to be recognized 

as white was a white education or upbringing, as R.S. 

Baker further notes: 

!n maY~ng my i~quiries among colored colleges, 
I found to my astonishment that in nearly all 
of them mulatto boys are being educated, and 

well educated, by their v:hi te fathers .•• Wilber
force College ••• was largely supported in slav
ery times by Southern white men who felt a moral 
obligation to educate their colored sons and 
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daughters. 8 

This near-oi-kin kL~dness on the ?art of many whites -

some of them were prominent individuals in southern and 

northern societies9 -- acco\mts for the generally much 

higher level of education among the mL~ed-blood. In addi

tion, academic trainL~g was, to all intents a~d purposes, 

under white control, as evidenced in the curricula of 

colored L~stitutions of higher learning and in the make

up of their teaching staff. IO This is what Hughes has to 

say about Lincoln University in the I920s: 

I liked it very much. But just as I like 
America and still find certain things wrong 
with it, so I found several things wrong 
with Lincoln •••• it had an all-white faculty 
•••• There was an unwritten official color
line that said no Negro could teach on that 
facul ty. 110st of the professors on the fac
ulty were elderly, kind ••• old gentlemen, 
graduates of Princeton in the '80's.II 

These, then, are some of the conditions of colored educa

tion, which fostered in the hybrid Negro a great sympathy 

for the values and ideals (pp. 236-37) of the majority 

culture. 

A third factor (besides skin color and education) 
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that reinforced the desire to belong to the white 

group was the traditional stigma associated with life 

within the black community (pp. 48-5I). 

But the overt desire of the mixed-blood for white 

status recognition has consistently been re:pulsed by whites. 

The refusal to lower caste barriers for him is due mainly 

to the long-time repudiation of racial admixture and to the 

relegation of hybridity to 'the same inferior status as 

blackness. 

There were at least four reasons in support of 

this repudiation. Morally, racial admixture was said to 

engender an L~termediate biological type that adulterated 

the purity of the Caucasian stock, as it "inherited the 

vices of both races [the white and the blaCk] , but the vir

tues of neither. ttI2 Genetically, too, this type was attri

buted less vitality and a weaker constitution than the 

full-blooded Negro; and so, in the eyes of anti-amalgamists, 

it was more prone to mortality and disease. I3 Besides, 

anti-amalgamists resorted to the preceding argu~ents to 

oppose race-mixing on sociological grounds. They cited a 

number of territories (Nexico, Santo Domingo) where that 

mixing had presumably resulted in social chaos and strife. I4 
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ifegro blood renders a man unfit."I? Some other writers 

have done so more copiously: 

Consequently, in respect to the white 
world, the near-white negro tends to be 
treated in much the same fashion as a per
son with more Negro ancestry.I8 

The color-line itself admits of no distinc
tion between ~Tegroes of varying degrees 
of Negro blood. The' whitest Negro and the 
very blackest alike must bow to its inex
orable decrees. I9 

••• the white race draws a sharp color-line 
against the mUlatto just as it does against 
the black: both are placed in a subordinate 
category.20 

For the black hybrid, such a sociological situation 

(whereL~ the desire for white middle-class status is repulsed) 

may engender an identity crisiS, v,rhich allows of one or two 

possible responses, as this passage suggests: 

The failure of the white group to acknowledge 
the former's superior status may often provoke 
a psychic tension which may lead him to take 
steps to secure it from the white society as well 

as the Negro.21 

Traditionally, these Usteps" have been insularism and the 

surreptitious transference of racial affiliation. Together 
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these constitate the sum of efforts on the part of the 

very light Negro to come to terms with his declasse 

feeling. 

Insularism as a response to exclusion from in

volvement in the majority culture can be defined in terms 

of in-group isolation: 

There was a profound. tendency for the lighter
skinned to set themselves apart socially from 
the darker members of their class and to some 
extent from the race itself.22 

As most studies of the Negro half-breed have pointed out, 

this insularism betrays indifference and, in some 	 cases, 
23contempt for the dark-colored segment of the race. It 

can also be interpreted as a kind of ostentatious refusal 

to accept the white-imposed inferior status. One of the 

salient mallifestations of that refusal was the pursuit 

of some form of New Englandism in behavior t outside of white 

color-caste limits, and through conformity with the gen

teel tradition of the Old South or with bourgeois etiquette 

in general. The half-breed's insular social behavior also 

manifested itselt in the adoption of an exclusive life-style 

within the confines of the Negro community. As with the 

New Orleans cafe-au-lait society,24 or the Louisiana gens 
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de couleur,25 this life-style was studded with selective 

parties, clubs or exclusive societies, whose "blue veinismlt26 

acted as a deterrent against all dark-colored intrusions. 

The nL~eteen-twenties, with its heavy emphasis on dilettan

tism and the senses, wi~~essed an unprecedented increase 

in such social niceties. 

Most of the apologist novelists now under study 

were of mixed parentage27 and indulged in such exclusive 

associations. This is what Hughes has to say about one of 

them -- Jessie Fauset, whom Larry E. Thompson describes 

as having never "known the life of the black peo:ple of the 

rural South, nor the ghettoes of the Northern citiesu28: 

At the novelist's, Jessie Fauset's, :parties 
there was always quite a different atmosphere 
from that at most other Harlem good-time 
gatherings. At Miss Fauset's, a good time was 
shared by talkL~g literature and reading ?oetry 

aloud and perhaps enjoying some conversation 
in French. 'Nhite :people were seldom present 
there unless they were distinguished white 
:people, because Jessie Fauset did not feel like 
opening her home to mere sightseers •••• At 
her house one would usually meet editors and 
students, writers ••• and serious people who 
ILked books and the British museum, and had :per
haps been to France. (Italy, not Alabama.)29 
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The above ironical observation by Hughes, the rival lower-

class writer (P9. 18-2I), on his middle-class counterpart, 

tends to give credence to the opinion that the well-to-do, 

light-complexioned Negro's ostentatious isolation within 

black society was partly aimed at setti~g off the race in 

the eyes of the majority culture and even rivalling some of 

its social graces, in a studied attempt to compensate for 
. -':0

the loss of white status recognition.~ 

Anne Grey, more than ~~y hybrid character of the 

apologist novel, seems to renresent this behavior. Al

though professing a great dislike for white folks, her 

elaborate, Gatsby-like parties in Harlem were partly used 

by her to Itape their clothes, their manners and their 

graci.ous VlaYs of living" (Q,SD, I06-0?). Miss Grey's form 

of compensation for the loss of white status is supplemen-:ed 

in the novel by the persistent recitation of white family 

backgrou...",d, as in the case of Hiss ~rac Gooden, the nrud

ish and strait-laced matron of the Naxos establishment, who 

would boast of her kinshi'9 with a Reconstruction congress

man (QSD, 26-27). Similarly, Jean Daquin, the wealthy 

insurance broker, would set off his life from that of other 

Atlanta families by reminiSCing about his creole lineage: 
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The apologist writer depicts both. tyPes of 

passL~gt but alters their frequency a little. Thus the 

permanent type becomes more flexible and the impermanent 

less regular in its occurrences. Also, he effects a 

re-ordering in the relative importance of the above in

centives to passing, giving more or less prominence to this 

or that one according to the needs of his fictional purpose 

the criticism of the radical folk option. I shall ela

borate later on these changes as well as point out their 

significance in the current strategy whereby the middle-class 

writer seeks to carry out that purpose. 

A three-fold reason seems to ~~derlie the use of 

the passing phenomenon by the apologist writer. To begin 

with, there was a desire to portray a sociological reality 

of some importance. This importance has somewhat been 

established by a recent study, which points out that the 

crossing-over ratio of black hybrids was hi&~est in the 

period incorporating the nineteen-twenties (191I-30) than 

during the entire period covered by the survey (1860

1960).33 This importance is also borne out in observations 

by contemporary writers. Elmer A. Carter, for inst&~ce, 

writes: 
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••• a movement among negroes of far-reaching 
significance ••.• It is nothi~g less than the 

crossing-over of thousands of negroes from 
34their ovm race to the dominant white race.

Also emphasizing the contemporary importance of passing is 

HcKay's comment on an anonymous lady '.vriterts disobliging 

remarks in Don'ts for Hy Dau.Q:'hter: 

I have read an L"1teresting article on "Ameri
ca's Changing Color-Line, It which stresses the 
idea that America is steadilY growing darker 
in complexion and is informing about the 
increasing numbers of white Negroids who are 
absorbed by the white group.35 

Secondly, the use of the passing phenomenon by 

writers of the apologist novels was also dictated by racial 

considerations. The surreptitious migration of the very 

light Negro into the larger white community had serious 

negative repercussions on the race itself. This evident 

in descriptions of the opting-out process as a form of brain-

drain that was robbing the black race of its potential for 

intellectual and economic growth. 36 Also, whereas the 

isolation created by secularism (the withdrawal of the near

whites into a separate caste within the black community) 

allowed for at least a minimuo. of interchange between the 

dark-colored majority and the light-colored minority,37 
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Moreover, tte above u!3cn VIi th

dr2.wal fro;-:;. black e omr.lU::1i ty sase s ~rovo1<:e charges 

of betrayal and transform ind race 

into "spottersll who try to 

nove 'C ;nirr:)rs such a 

concern. by giving his near-white tagonists feline traits 

and reflexes that are intended to trrulslate their wari

http:1.ill.or
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11.8SS 	 of d.etect~:)n.. ter ~Hc~ t8 ' S 

••• a 

them 

pl:.mged. 	 o:;::en. door, s8u,:'1ci ';"lh:"cn 
l:ad 'been 

'.'las s!"'...ut. (2 ) 

.!..,..,And as ',vatched t~:ew. r::i;ni began. VV see 

for the what ';',fu :Iseb.-C Llt.iEill. 

::::eant - .I. an. Orie!'1.tal • . . to- " 
her see had seen all !":er 

and yet had naYer seen.. (293) 

Thi=dly, the fcregoing reason.s for 

r. 	 zt was felt that the soc:" 

gro was essentially a 

class prJble~ that shculd be h&ndled by r~n just as 

or novel was ?reoccupied 

class issues. 3e s, folk '!Iriters 122:e r·:cKay a:'1d s 

had, 1...'1 the:..r aV·Jr to for::~'J.late .3. c'.lltura.l so2..ut -11. 

to t~:;.e continuing o problem, largely ignored that 

r:.ulatto. Their regarding the latter are s 

UD in the following retlark: 



"7Q- C. U 

~he vicarious stories are 

to t:::e grec~t ;::rou-:J 
\.,.J -. 1", 

Furtller::J:lore, the charge of excessive r.w:n..ipulation t~e.t has 

apoi-: t neve "'1 t - f~r 3 treat

:::ent cf 

c::mcarn arlO. i::::volver:J.ent. The apologist :J.::'~ mido.le-c::"ass 

nevelist, however, far from sup90rt~_g rucial disaff~ 

or passi::J.g, sought to d.iscourage l'G as an ideal or ::::.s a 

Viable forr:l of ad~:.l.stment in. tr...8 hos 

c:ent .• is tL:e fervasive id.ea of tragedy arlO. 

fa:"l·..lre t:lat he associates ','Ii th crossing-tl:e-c 

Tr.1.is .: S Dr ia.'"1 ' s 

, ,
t.r:e 

live seen it happen. t after t~en (96) 

As last sts, 

portrays pe,ssing, while re jec tL'lg it as a solution to the 

he the tter 

uJro.sr to show his disap?r~):'Jal of the co~par2,tively 

!:oore irrrportant fa" k solution of the lower-class 'sritar. 
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The focus of the next chapter -- the second element in 

the study of Negro racial identity -- is the rejection of 

passing by the middle-class or apologist novelists, while 

the chapter that follows (the penultimate) will cover 

the third element of this identity issue or the rejection 

of the folk solution to the American Negro problem by 

these novelists. 
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PART THREE: RACIAL SELF-DEFTITITION 

Chapter ?: 
Aftermath and Return 



Many a black hybrid, who forsakes the,insular 

type of existence within Negro society, discovers at some 

time that life beyond the color-line is not always as 

good as was imagined: 

Persons who become white have seldom been 
known to rise high in their new field which 
they have adopted by stealth. I 

The apologist novel, one of whose aims was to discourage 

passing as a solution to the problem of the mulatto,. echoes 

this disillusionment mainly through a number of female 

protagonists. One of these, for instance t deplores her 

profound pain and unhappiness in white society (PLB, 245); 

another regrets her past desire for freedom (PSG, 8); and a 

third declares that she "got ••• sick gOing about with 

white people" (TIC, 270). Usually, this disappointment 

leads to another crisis,2 as the white Negro passer, having 

lost a part of his former self in transit, has not been able 

to acquire a new one to replace it. One writer thinks that 
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such a situation is characteristic of the "deracine" (the 

unrooted) ~~d that it is due to a lack of adjustment to 

I , 'I' -:z;an a len ml leu.~ 

The maladjustment of the black half-caste within 

white society can be ascribed to at least three causes. The 

social refers to the individual's new system of group rela

tions with diverse persons of the new group. In the middle

class novels now under study, these persons are mainly 

friends and loved ones of the opposite sex. There comes a 

time when these relations break down either through the fault 

of the new-comer or through that of his associates. Angela, 

whose 1.."lfluential friend, Hary, abandoned her after getting 

to &110W about her mixed parentage (PLB, 40-44) exemplifies 

the latter situation as well as Vera Manning whose origins 

w·ere similarly discovered (TIC, 27I). Moreover, when 

passing is founded upon the desire to marry a ~ember of the 

white group in which one t~~es refuge from black society, 

the failure on the part of the passer to contract a perm~11-

ent or growing amorous relationship, as in the case of Hiss 

Murray, becomes a major source of disappointment: 

Life had somehow come to a standstill 
The fault, she decided, was bound up 1.."l her 
relationship with Pager •••• She no longer 
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had the old, heady desire to feel hersel~ 
completely his •••• For some reason he had 
lost his charm for her •••• The~e was to 
be no nermanence in the relationshin and- ~ 

it was to lack the dignity, the graciousness 
of an affair of long standing, of sympathy, 
of mutual need ••• (PLB, 225) 

The second cause of maladjustment to life beyond 

racial botmdaries may be ter~ed psychological and refers 

to the role-playing on which the hybrid's new existence 

hinges. The lighter Negro, who takes advantage of the 

color ambiguity surrounding his physical appearance in 

order to gain admittance into the life of the 'upper' white 

caste, has to resort to make-believe, if he wants to avoid 

disclosure or discovery of his true identity. Hence, the 

necessity to play the part of a white ~ale or female con

vinci.l1gly. In his pre-Renaissance novel abouX passing, 

Ja~es w. Johnson brings out the above association between 

role-playing and racial i.l1visibility or secrecy: 

Up to this time, I had assumed and played my 
role as a white man with a certain degree of 
nonchalance, a carelessness as to the out-come, 
which made the whole thing more amusing to me 
than serious •••• Now I began to doubt my abi
lity to play the part. I watched her to see if 
she was scrutinizing me, to see if she was 
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looking for anything in me which made me 
differ from the others she knew. 4 

The necessity to indulge in make-believe is emphasized in 

the apologist novel by a vocabulary of disguise (PSS, 54; 

FHT, I66-67) a~d by delicate attitudinizing (BNM, 70; PSS, 

I8). 

The form of make-believe that appears the most 

difficult to sustain for the fictional Negro posing as white 

touches on the lower-class stigma. I am here referrL~g to 

the denigrating allusions and innuendoes regarding the black 

race to which the hybrid passing as white is subjected to 

continually a~d which become as common a stimulus5 for 

social interaction or dialogue as the weather or politics 

in our contemporary society. Thus the light ~regro passer, 

because of his assumed membership in the white group, must 

occasionally L~itiate that stimulus as well as respond to 

it adequately. To put it more clearly, sometimes he has to 

take uR an anti-Negro stance in his white entourage and, 

at other times, he has to respond fittingly to that stance 

when initiated by native whites. In the heyday of racial 

bigotry that incl~des the Harlem Renaissance period, such 

a behavior functioned not only as a privilege, but also 

as a responsibility, of upper-caste status. In the follow

ing excerpt, the protagonist, Clare Kendry, is acting out 
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this responsibility to better mask her black identity 

from Jack Bellow: 

Clare handed her husband his tea and laid 
her hand on his arm with an affectionate 
little gesture. Speaking with confidence as 

well as with amusement, she said: "My good
ness, Jack! What difference would it make 
if, after all these years, you were to find 
out that I was one or two per cent coloured." 
Bellow put out his h.and in a repudiating 
fling, definite and final. nOh, no, Nig,tt 
he declared, "nothing like that with me. 
r know you're no nigger, so it's all right. 
You can get as black as you please as far as 
I'm concerned, since I know you're no nigger. 
I draw the line at that. No niggers in my 
family. Never have been ~~d never will be (PSS, 68) 

The novelist, Nella Larsen, as if to underscore the irony 

and risks of the situation, adds tautly: nA faint sense 

of danger brushed her, like the breath of a cold fog" (PSS, 

This comment as well as the remarks of the lIex

colored man" before it testify to the high degree of resil

ience ~~d courage needed to keep u~with the pretence. 

The third cause of maladjustment in the alien white 

territory is occupational as it relates to the hybrid's 

desire for economic advancement or professional training. 
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The few cases of crossing-over for purely economic advantage 

arise mostly when the protagonists suffer dire material 

need -- though fro~ well-to-do households and upper-class 

background -- after unexpected family disaster has left 

them homeless or destitute. Exemplifying this hybrid proto

type are Anthony Cruz, whose father was killed in a bi

racial brawl (PLB, 142) and Mimi Daquin, who had to provide 

for her fatherless boy after the death of her o~n father had 

le.ft her virtually on the streets (FHT, 151, 163). More

over, the desire of the mixed-blood to catch hold of a 

white position or to aspire to a good one through academic 

trainin~ invariably runs aground or falters. The predicament 

of Helga Crane a..'ld Angela Hurray provide good examples of 

this. The former sought in vain to become a Chicago libra

r~an and later to obtain work at an employment agency, the 

hidden facts of her existence having made it impossible for 

her to get the necessary letters of support (QSD, 67, 70). 

The latter, an art student, failed to win a schOlarship to 

Fontainebleau at the New York Academy, on account of her 

dubious origins; and thus was undermL~ed her hope of making 

art a conduit to "gaiety and freedom" (PLB, 340). 

The above three destabilizing factors affecting 

life beyond the color-line help create a social situation 
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in the novel wherein the pursuit of normal, everyday 

activities becomes difficult, dangerous, if not impos

sible. For Angela Murray, for instance, life was not easy 

after she had lost all three of her friends -- Anthony, 

Rachel and Mary (PLE, 252). Then she felt a heavy loneli

ness descend upon her shoulders (PLB, 254). Besides, 

walking up the narrow path of disguise a'1d pretense never 

ceases to cause tension and-anxiety, as the passer endeavors 

to avoid falling into the booby-trap of denunciation -- by 

a member of the inner or outer group taking revenge for 

a past misdeed or wishing to protect the inviolability of 

upper-caste white life. The would-be painter, Angela ~·~urray, 

was thus victimized by a vindictive white girl of her former 

school: 

She laughed spitefully •••. "Well, she's 
coloured, though she wouldn't let you know. 
But I know. I went to school with her in 
North Philadelphia. And I tell you I wouldn't 
stay to pose for her not if you were to pay 
me ten times what I'm getting. Sitting there 
she was as good as a white girl." (PLE, 71-'72) 

Miss Daquin, the unmarried mother, was similarly spited 

by someone of her own race who knew her past life in Atla'1ta: 
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The eyes of ~xs. Plummer picked out ~~mi's 
form as it appeared and disappeared. She was 
giving a complete, more than complete, account 
of r.umi and her life •••• lfy;)U can I t fool me. 

I can spot 'em a mile off. (FHT, 202) 

Moreover, the tension and anxiety arising from this situa

tion may sometimes erupt in premature self-disclosure, with 

the protagonist fitfully letting out what Nella Larsen 

has dubbed the "dark secretH (PSS, I33) -- the revelation 

of one's Negro affiliation. And this unexpected avowal 

may lead the individual to seriously auestion his dallying 

with white life (PLE, 28?). 

lNhat is more, the difficulties a..'1d dangers encount

ered in everyday life, as a result of the above social, 

psychological and economic factors, ~ay force the individ

ual hybrid into a marginal eXistence? in the alien society, 

where he ends up inhabiting a netherla.rJ.d of insecurity 

and uncertainty.8 It is this latter situation which ob

tains in the middle-class novel under stu.dy. Here, the so

to-speak Negro option of existence becomes (again) attract

ive, as the protagonist tries to recapture that ~art of 

the racial self which he had suppressed or lost. In the 

ensuing part of this discussion, I will examine the var~ous 

determina'1ts of this attraction. 
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One of the incentives which may induce the Negro 

passer to re join the black group is "ties to family a.'1d 

friends.,,9 Helpi..'1g to portray this influence are Clare a.l1d 

Mimi. When alienation in white society had become unbear

able, the first character decided to renew relations with 

her girl-friend, Irene (PSS, 44, 82), and the second, 

with her sister, Virginia, after a long period of mutual 

silence a.'1d neglect (PLB, I69~ 259). 

In addition, other ties linking the individual 

hybrid with his people may induce him to return to the rac

ial fold. Such ties are particularly felt after the aliena

tion has made him aware of the full extent and nature of 

his desertion. This awareness, as E. Fra.~in Frazier 

reports,IO is accompanied by a feeling of guilt or betrayal 

for which he may wish to make amends through racial reunion. 

Max Disher, the protagonist of the slapstick satire on pass

ing, felt that urge: "Sometimes a slight feeling of regret 

that he had left his people would cross his mind" (ENl"';, 63). 

A strong impulse to return seems at work in two other novels: 

one heroine talks about "a yearning for contact with her 

own people" (FET, 2I4) and, another, about an emerging "new 

tenderness" toward them (PSS, 88). 

A more utilitarian reason for opting out of life 

in the outer group is the desire to cash in on one's newly
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acquired experience or training among whites. Frazier 

again cites two examples of this third source of attract

ion to the black group: the case of a "prominent colored 

physician" and of a "well-known .... businessman ••• 'who 

had accumulated both capital and insight into white busi

ness practices. nII I have not uncovered any overt allusion 

to this form of economic incentive in a~y of the novels. 

Anthony Cross' apparent reference to it -- "those of us who 

have gained the front ranks in money and training" should 

turn our attention to "the unwashed, u...'ltutored herd" (PLB, 

220) reads more like a call for racial altruism than 

one for profit-making. 

The altruistic motif for returning, which has 

also been pointed out by a number of writers,I2 is very 

common in Harlem fiction. It is evident, for example, in 

Anthony's observation above as well as in Helga Crane's 

deCision to work "i!l the vineyard of the Lord" aoong 

a'''scattered primitive folk" (QSD, 263). The altruistic 

urge also signals the aba'ldonment by the incumbent returnee 

of his "Uncle Tom" psychology for that of tl race ma..1'l,,,I3 as 

he undoes himself of his strong dislL~e for the dark-colored 

majori ty. Horeover, the return of the mi.-v::ed-blood as "race 

man" tends to offset (by its promise ·Jf material aYJ.d social 
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upli!tment) the ill effects arising from the brain-drain 

hemorrhage (p. 275). 

The "race man" psychology permeates even more 

the character of the near-white, whose return is mainly 

influenced by cultural, as opposed to, racial considera

tions. These, of course, center unon the functions of Negro 

folk-art -- dance, music, song and tale. As mentioned ini

tially (pp. I23-24), these functions were defined by the 

writers of the folk and mixed novels as the life-blood or 

soul of the black people. 

It has been suggested that these functions are 

uppermost among the five enumerated factors influencing 

a return to the racial homeland: 

Thus the Negro who does not pass, or one 
who does but subsequently returns to the 

Negro group, may feel that he is a member 
of, or returning to, as the case may be, 
a It more comfortable and enjoyable milieu" 

the Negro sub-culture. I4 

Also, the cultural incentive to return is based upon the 

better-life idea associated with the black lifestyle: 

Probably most of those who "cross to the other 
side" remain in the white group, but thousands 
returning after a trial period have shown that 
life for them in the Negro community is 

http:sub-culture.I4
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more enjoyable and more comfortable. I5 

This overridi~g attraction exerted by the folk culture 

on would-be middle-class returnees is delightfully ren

dered in the following passage 'by R.S. Baker: 

At first he said he could hardly restrain 
his exultation, but after a time, although 
he said he talked and smoked with the 
white man, he began to be lonesome. 

tI It grew colder a..'ld colder, It he said. 

In the evening he sat on the upper deck 

and as he looked over the railing he could 

see, down below, the Negro passengers a'ld 

deckha~ds talking and laughL'lg. After a ti~e, 

when it grew darker, they began to sing -
the inimitable Negro songs. 

"That finished me," he said. "I got up 
and went downstairs and took my place among 
them. I've been a Negro ever since."I6 

Noteworthy in this passage is the earthward motif. Thus 

the blacks who are dispensing the elixir of racial well

being are "down below"; and so to reach them the needy 

traveller must "go down." The reversing of Christian sym

bolism, here I? -- it recalls a similar manipulation in 

6ane I8 -- is reneated from time to time in the apologist 

novel: 
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Bert (the singer of ttMammy" songs) was 
apparently no stranger when they turned 
from Seventh Avenue into a side street and 
alighted before a door guarded by a huge 
uniformed Negro. Down a narrow stair they 
went to a barred.. door ..... (FlIT, 292) 

Entering the waiting door-way, they des
cended through a furtive, narrow passage, 
iato a vast subterranean room ••• (QSD, 128) 

1~ precincts like the above, the retrieved Negro passer 

is shown renewing contact with the racial soul (pp. 172

73) like the unknown traveller just mentioned. Such 

benefits, dispensed by folk-art execution, are emphasized 

in these two passages: 

She was drugged, lifted, sustained, by, the 
extraordinary music; blown out, ripped out 
by the JOYous, wild murkey orchestra. (QSD, 129) 

To her sitting there in a semi-darkness ••• 
these songs were of peace and hope a~d faith 
and she knew the peace which so long had 
eluded her. (FHT, 299) 

The foregOing discussion has shown that the "pull 

of the darker race,,,19 as the manifold attraction to the 

Negro group is sometimes called, affects the disillusioned 

passer in more ways than one. One writer has expressed 
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this fact thus: "the Negro genius is imprisoned in the 

Negro problem. n20 Adds another writer: "blackness imposes 

a common identity that prevails over all other identities 

and has inherent in it unique social pressures and role 

expectations. n2I In The Ex-colored Ma~, the pre-Renaiss

ance fictional study of passing, James W. Johnson symbolic

ally depicts that multiple attraction, which affects many 

a black hybrid so diversely, through Shiny, a jet-black 

Negro (he stands for the race as a whole) and a one-time 

schoolmate of the nameless protagonist. The "sympathetic 

bond" (23), which had sealed their early friendship togeth

er, seemed torn asunder by their eventual separation, 

until they ran across each other several years later: 

We were standing leaning on the rail in 

front of a group of figures, more inter
ested in what we had to say to each other 
••• when my attention became fixed upon a 
man who stood at my side studying his cata
logue. It took me only an instant to recog
nize in him myoId friend n Shine. It My first 
impulse was to change my position at once 
•••• But the noble part in me responded 
to the sound of his voice and I took his hand 
in a hearty grasp. (202) 
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Finally, I would lL~e to ma~e some observations 

regarding the above attraction to the folk culture, before 

embarking on the third and last chapter of this section, 

which seeks to analyze the fictional strategy whereby the 

apologist writer expresses his view of the radical solu

tion to the American Negro problem of his lower-class count

erpart. 

The altruistic motive for racial re-integration, 

one of several discussed above, conveys an idea of heroism 

that is totally lacking in the cultural. By wanting to 

return to help his fellow race-men, the Negro hybrid takes 

on, and is entrusted with, the role of savior or redeemer. 

This suggestion, which clearly underlies my analysis of 

this motive above, has been taken to task by critics with 

lower-class or proletarian sympathies. Among objections 

to this suggestion in Renaissw~ce criticism are Richard 

Wright's allusion to "prim and decorous ambassadorslt(p. 31 ) 

and Le Roi Jones' ironic reference to the "best and most 

intelligent of the Negroes.,,22 

The return of the hybrid to his original group 

also implies a capitulation to the folk culture, as Wayne 

Cooper's remark suggests: 
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One of the chief results of the Renaiss
ance was to force the Negro middle-class 
to reevaluate their relationship to the 

23Negro masses.

Besides, this return appears like a vindication of the 

lower-class life ideal of the non-middle class novelist. 

And another remark, this time by McKay (in which he seems 

to associate the hybrid to a misguided son temporarily 

gone astray), tends to lend support to this view: 

And this I know to be a fact: Right here 
in New York there are children of mixed 
parentage •••• When they come uvagainst 
the great white city on the other side ••• 
it was more than their Negroid souls could 
stand.24 

But, in the final analysis, the hybrid's return 

to the racial fold, as a result of the attraction dispensed 

by the folk culture, does not at all signify endorsement 

of the folk culture by the middle-class novelist. Rather, 

it represents an unsuccessful attempt on his part to 

accept that culture. The next chapter will focus on this 

fact. 

http:stand.24
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PART THREE: RACIAL SELF-DEFINITION 

Chapter 3: Rejection 



That a recrossing of the white color-line to 

rejoin the black community signifies but a vain effort 

on the part of the apologist writer to endorse the lower

class formulation of a solution to the American Negro 

problem is evident in the subsequent behavior of the hy

brid. 

The actions of the returning mixed-blood disen

chanted with life in the majority culture tend to fall in

to three more or less distinct patterns. In one of them, 

the individual finally and definitely accepts the ways 

of the subculture only after a protracted period during 

which he stealthily goes up and down the narrow stream of 

white and black life. Among the characters already men

tioned, there are two (Mimi Daquin, Angela Murray) whose 

dichotomous lives fit into this pattern. Before putting an 

end to their successive attempts to penetrate the confines 

of white life, these heroines had made several forays into 



- 305 

the low-life milieu. For Angela Murray, to cite but one 

example, the latter is represented by Maude's beauty parlor 

on New York's I36th street. There, it is reported, she 

"would accompany the girls," sitting "through the long pro

cess,u and later taking "off for the backwoods," after 

promising "never to forget Harlem" (PLB, 328-29). 

In the second pattern of behavior figure characters 

who, unlike the preceding ones, are continually on the 

run. That is, their lives do not settle in either racial 

group (the Negro or the white) for any sizable length of 

time, but shuttle persistently between them. Among those 

adopting this rootless mode of existence were Clare Kendry, 

who visited Harlem each time her husband, John Bellow, 

was out on business (PSS, I47); Albert Ramond, who "used 

to be forever haunting" the Seventh and Lenox avenues, and 

the dancing places (PSS, 96); and Todd James, whose white 

wife was not able to prevent him from answering "the repeat

ed call of Harlem" (FRT, 200). 

The characters in the third behavioral pattern 

both resemble and differ from those we have so far exam

ined. On the one hand, they are like the preceding in that 

existence on the borderline of white life (passing) is 

accompanied by the same va-et-vient movement between the 
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two racial groups. On the other hand, they are unlike 

the characters described above, as their pendulum-like 

life-style does not persist indefinitely, nor does it end 

in final or permanent reunion with the black subculture. 

For, after a trial period, these third-type protagonists 

sever all ties with the folk culture and re-enter white 

life -- to be exact, only a pseudo form of it (pp. 285-86) 

never to return back again. The behavior of Helga Crane 

is a good example of this. S.P. Fullinwider sums it up 

in this way: 

Her first flight was to Harlem to be "among 
her own," but it was no good; she was soon 
hating the dark faces around her .~ •• She es
caped from the dark faces •••• Then back to 
Harlem, the world of wild color, of dark 
laughter, to glory in her primitivism •••• 

Bu.t-primitivism was a delusion and Helga found 
no escape in it ..... The final attempt to es
cape ended in her ripping away all illusion. I 

This occurred when the heroine retreated from Alabama low

life -- "the quagmire into which she had engulfed herself" 

(QSD, 296). Similarly, Max Disher went to and fro black 

and white life; then rejected the one for the other: 

Unaccountably, he felt :at home here among 
these black folk. Their jests, scraps of con
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versation and lusty laughter all seemed 
like heavenly music. Momentarily he felt 
a disposition to stay among them •••• But, 
then, he suddenly realized with just a tiny 
trace of remorse that he must seek other 
pastures •••• He was white now. (BNM, 46) 

Sometimes a slight feeling of regret that 
he had left his people forever would cross 
his mind but it fled before painful memories 
of past experience in his home town. (BNM, 63) 

ThllS, as the foregoing modes of existence indicate, the 

initial return to the black subculture by the disenchanted 

white Negro is never permanent or lasting at first and 

may be followed by outright separation from it. 

Significantly, the above types of hybrid behavior 

do not seem to have a wide basis in contemporary Renaissance 

SOCiety. This is because separation as a social phenomenon 

never existed or did so on an insignificantly small scale. 

Hence, the apparent absence of any mention of it in the 

literature of the times. As for the related phenomenon of 

cultural return (upon which the above three patterns of 

hybrid behavior also hinge), it had but a minimal incidence 

in Negro life of the 1920s. This is no doubt why Wallace 

Thurman has one of his characters say: 

My dear, you've been reading novels.Thous
ands of Negroes cross the line and I assure 
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you that few ••• feel that fictional 
urge to rejoin their own kL~d •• ~ • Ne
groes who can pass are so glad to get 
away ••• 2 

That racial recrossing or return was more a reality of 

Negro Harlem art than of life is also supported by Robert 

Bone, who describes it as an "invariable outcome in fic

tion, if not in fact.,,3 

The absence, on the one hand, of sociological 

evidence and the smallness of it, on the other, lead us 

to question the apologist writer's intention in the port

rayal of the above types of hybrid behavior. In other 

words, why did he (or she), consciously or otherwise, com

pound the factual problem of racial crossing (passing) 

with the much rarer phenomenon of return and of rejection? 

In my View, this quasi imaginary expansion of the passing 

problem has its raison d'etre, as Sterling Brown argues, 

in the Renaissance need to subscribe to Ifrace flattery ... 

and idealism.,,4 It is used additionally as a device to 

dramatize disagreement with the folk ideal. 

The folk ideal, as we have seen in the first two 

sections of the inquiry into lower-class life, constitutes 

a radical solution to the American race problem. To bet
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ter comprehend the apologist view of it, a further 

study of the phenomenon of rejection (through which 

that view is articulated) is imperative. 

The rejection of the black subculture, whether 

intermittent or lasting, as in the above three patterns 

of behavior, points to another crisis in the life of the 

returning near white. For just as he was unable to 

achieve his social goals in the white community, so he 

found lower-class life wanting in a number of respects. 

I have already mentioned how his inability to maintain per

manent white contacts or relationships and otherwise pene

trate the majority culture had forced him into a marginal 

position within its limits (p. 292). This marginality, 

moreover, is reinforced by the rejection of low-life, as 

the protagonist, partly or totally disillusioned by that 

life, becomes sooner or later a rootless wanderer, in con

tinual transit between the two cultures. That such a 

high mobility is characteristic of the marginal man has 

been further suggested by Robert E. Park, who argues that 

the individual, "not quite at home in either of the two 

worlds, tends to live on the margin of both.,,5 E. Franklin 

Frazier attributes this behavior to the peasant and gen

teel make-up of the average hybrid personality,6 while W.E. 
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B. DuBois~ himself a mixed-bload, poignantly describes 

it as a social burden: 

One feels his two-ness,--two souls, two 
thoughts, two unrecognized strivingsp two 
warring ideals in one ••• body, whose 
dogged strength alone keeps it from being 
torn asunder'? 

The foregoing split-personality and divided-self 

explanation for the rejection of the minority black culture 

is but a partially valid one when applied to the hybrid 

cases hitherto examined. Thus it could be applied to and 

account for only some of Helga Crane's vacillations. As 

will become evident in this continuing discussion, the 

hybrid's dual n.ature is not the principal factor for the 

rejective types of behavior that I have described. This 

fact naturally leads to the consideration of a more import

ant, because more dramatized, cause for them. Pointing 

to that cause are such words as "quagml.re" and "painful mem

ories" (pp. 306-07) that are used by returnees to articulate 

their feelings of disillusionment toward the folk culture. 

Such feelings tend to suggest an apparent malaise 

within the fabric of the fictionalized folk culture. In 

order to circumscribe this malaise -- in my view, it is 

the main. cause for the hybrid's partial or total withdrawal 

from lower.-class life in the novel -- we will have to re

http:quagml.re
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examine the folk and mixed novels where this malaise 

finds its fullest dramatization. 

Creating this malaise are the apparent short

comings or limitations of the folk culture. I am here 

referring to hedonism -- immoderate eating, drinking and 

sexual indulgence. These excesses, which constitute a 

by-product of folk-art involvement, were examined in our 

discussion of the hedonistic search (pp. 157-61) that 

featured characters like Latnah and Malty (Banjo), Little 

Augie (God Sends Sunday) and Jake (Home to ffarlem). 

Another factor motivating these excesses is the liberti

nism issuing from religious intolerance or disbelief -

a trade-mark,. like artistic enjoyment t in the lives of 

these characters. In addition, the malaise which tends 

to undermine the quality of life in these novels also 

arises from work apathy. I have already shown how this 

apathy together with irreligion usually accompany the 

anti-American, feeling that is so rampant in the radical 

Harlem novels. 

The c,ombined influenc e of the above three social 

habits -- epicurism, sensuality and sloth -- tends to tarn

ish the blazon of lower-class life in the novels, as it 

creates an unwholesome environment where the racial need 
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to save oneself spiritually in white America, through 

involvement in folk-art as artist or participant (pp.I80

81), is not subordinated or made complementary to the 

more basic and larger human need to sustain oneself thro

u~ honest, remunerative labor or work. 

Epitomizing the above habits in these novels is 

the "sweetman," the Renaissance version of the parasitic 

fictional type. This indiv'idual, whose malingering and 

inveterate dislike for organized labor have been mentioned 

(p- 241), pursues a wholly dependent life-style that makes 

low-life appear even more reprehensible. Undoubtedly, 

his prototype is Anatole Longfellow, a minor character in 

Carl Vechten's black novel, Nigger Heaven.8 The "sweetmanll 

has a lot in common with Sherley A. Williamts streetman, 

the quick-witted, underdog bully, who forever pretends to 

be what he is not. 9 

Highlighting the character of the "sweetman" are 

a number of offensive social traits observable in Vechten's 

archetypal model. One of these is a slick, flamboyant 

exterior, as that of Braxton, "the reddish-brown aristo

crat" (BTB, 110), who used to compare himself to Rudolph 

Valentino, the ucinema Sheik" (lBTB, 164). Another is 

an excessive indulgence in alcohol that ended in sudden 
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collapse or death. For instance, it is reported that 

Alva, Braxton's heterosexual roommate, had turned a deaf 

ear on his doctor's stipulation to stop drinking liquor 

beverages (BTB, 202) and, as a result, was one day carried 

back home on a stretcher from a saloon hide-out (BTB, 2I2). 

A third trait is a happy-go-lucky temperament, a prominent 

characteristic of the pre-Renaissance black novels. IO 

Exemplifying this trait is Strawberry Lips, a typical 

stage Negro and minstrel coon (HTa, 63-64). A fourth is 

an almost uncanny capacity to attract and live off woman

kind, like Jerco Jones who, after Miss Rosalind's death, 

preferred to take his own life than face the "ignominytl of 

self-support: 

Jereo had cut his throat and was lying 
against the bowl of the water-closet. Some 
empty coke papers were on the floor. And 
he sprawled there like a great black bear 
in the mass of blood. (HTH, 262) 

Yet another trait of the "sweetman" is a virtually un

controllable tendency to engage in verbal and physical 

disputes each time his self-esteem or social pre-eminence 

is threatened or attacked (GSS, 87) and his femL~ine sup

porters run the risk of beL~g pilfered away by rivals 

(BJO, 167) in the subterranean world of gambling and sex. 
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The above traits, which are, as it were, the 

privilege of the "sweetman," also permeate the social 

behavior of other Renaissance character types. This fact, 

which has been suggested in previous discussions, will 

become self-evident in the ensuing criticism of these traits 

that mar" lower-class life and provoke partial or perman

ent rejection of the folk culture by the hybrid returnee. 

strange enough, part of this criticism of the sub

culture permeates the Warlem School novel itself. Formula

ting it are a number of McKay's characters: Jake and Banjo, 

the foremost veterans of low-life; Ray and Squire Gensir, 

its longtime sympathizers and intellectual advocates. 

The disgust motif, through which their criticism finds ex

pression, has been alluded to by several writers. Sherley 

A. Williams, for instance, declares that Jake, the natural 

man, is "often disgusted by what he sees around him.! II 

and H.M. Gloster recognizes in Ray "a sensitive and intel

ligent Negro who has a distaste and sometimes aversion for 

low life.n 12 

Although BanjO, the folk artist, pursues a ttloose , 

instinctive way of livingn (BJO, 319), he nevertheless 

feels that life in the Ditch -- the European black cul
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tural outpost -- is being defaced by the utter dependence 

on panhandling. The constant reproof (BJO, 39-40, 42) 

that he addresses to his fellow beach boys, the perpetra

tors of this foul habit, occasionally dampens his relations 

with them, creating sporadic bouts of estrangement, which 

remarks like "he went alone" (BJO, 2I) or "he was standing 

a little way of~' (BJO, 4I) tend to capture. 

That unpleasant feel~ng is even more felt by 

Ray, the black Haitian expatriate who, as poet and free

lance philosopher, is not a member of the lower-Class, 

but who, nevertheless, espouses and encourages the folk 

ideal, because of its proven emotional and spiritual appeal. 

He therefore celebrates the beach boys' way of life, des

cribing it as a microcosm of "how to live [and] how to exist 

as a black boy in a white world" (BJO, 322). Yet he mani

fests certain reservations or misgivings vis-a-vis this 

kind of life which, ironically, can make Alva-like victims 

(pp. 3I2-I3) of his two companions, Jake (HTH, 2I7-I8) and 

Banjo (BJO, 244-45), and can unexpectedly turn into ugli

ness the beauty of a fine evening: 

The interior of the house gave Ray a shock. 
It looked so much like a comfortable board

ing house where everybody was cheerful and nice • 

••• At the piano a yellow youth was playing 
blUes ••• Ray suddenly felt a violent dislike 
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for the atmosphere. At first he had liked 
the general friendliness and warmth and 
naturalness of it. But something about the 
presence of the little boy there and his 
being the women's son disgusted him. It was 
just an instinctive intolerant feeling .••• 

(liTR, I9I-92) 

Ray's attitude in the lower-class world that he adopted 

is thus strangely reminiscent'of Conrad's Marlowe and Fitz

gerald's Nick, both of whom were attracted to, and repulsed 

by, life in their respective environments. I3 

Another character of Ray's intellectual stature 

similarly moved by black lower-class life is Squire Gensir, 

the old English naturalist who, in what Alain Locke has 

termed "the provincial duel between peasant paganism and 

middle-class Puritanism,n I 4 chose to side with the for!!ler. 

During his extended stay in the Jamaican village of Banana 

Bottom, he maintained close contacts with the peasants, visit

ing their tropical fields and eating with them under their 

thatched roofs, and turning the native folklore -- songs, 

jammas and shey sheys -- into writing (BNE, 7I). Yet, lLke 

Ray in Marseille and in Harlem, his intellectual and moral 

probity (BNE, 308-09) only "tolerated" their manners (BNE, 82) 

and was "repelledtt by the endemic ftrobust and purely animal 

http:environments.I3


- 317 

sexuality" (BNB, 128-29). 

The undesirable aspects of the subculture of the 

Harlem School novelists that have just been exposed appear 

even more objectionable to the black hybrid. Unlike the 

Rays and Gensirs, whose lower-class association was delib

erate and free, the Negro hybrid embraced black life only 

after his forced exclusion from white life had made the 

former attractive. Hence his association with black life 

was, naturally, less a matter of the mind and the heart, 

and thus was more likely to be affected subsequently by the 

limitations of that life. This likelihood, moreover, was 

increased by the returning hybrid's middle-class upbringing. 

As I have indicated in the present section of this inquiry 

and before, the Negro institutions of learning had made 

the capitalistic virtues, together with faith in the Ameri

can Dream fantasy, their sale objective. As a result, 

the hatred of capitalism, which finds expression in the 

subculture in "carpe diemism" and sloth, was totally un

acceptable to the upwardly mobile and ambitious near-white 

protagonist. N.l. Huggins expresses this fact by saying 

of Nella Larsen,the apologist writer, that she resented 

lower-class life because of its "avoidallce of experiment, 

chance-taking alld daring. It I5 
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The hedonistic excesses, too, which complement 

the above social ills, must have appeared more reprehen

sible to the half-caste attemptL~g to re-embrace black life 

than it was to the Rays and Gensirs. On the one hand, the 

latterst involvement with that life followed their dissa

tisfaction with Puritan morality with which their consciences 

had been overfed. I have already noted Ray's ravings against 

Uthe false morality of the Christians"(p. 215). As for the 

Squire, Ray's intellectual counterpart, he was a self

proclaimed atheist (BNB, 91), who used to condemn the in

fluence of the local clergy on the Jamaican peasantry (BNE, 

202). On the other hand, the former's association with 

black life was never divorced from his faith in conventional 

Protestant morality with which he became acquainted, as I 

have mentioned earlier, in the religiously-oriented, miss

ionary schools of the North and South. Gra~ting this, it 

is not difficult to understand ~~x Disher's denunciation of 

the "inferior morality of Negroes" (BNM, 63) and Helga Crane's 

feeling of "absolute horror" of the black man's life (QSD, 

IBI), which finally dissuaded Angela Murray from making a 

"frank avowal of her race fl (PLB, 335). 

Finally, looking back at the three discussions 

comprising this last section of this study, one can discern 
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a fictional strategy whereby the middle-class or apolo

gist writer of the Harlem Renaissance seeks to discount 

or dissociate himself from the racial solution of his 

lower-class counterpart. Thus, recrossing the white color

line to rejoin the black community signifies not only the 

repudiation and disavowal of the Aframerican desire to 

be white. It also represents a willingness, if not a 

strong desire, of the Negro'bourgeoisie in general to em

brace or sympathize with the spiritual values issuing from 

Negro folk-life. But, more importantly, the subsequent 

rejection (partial or permanent) of the latter suggests a 

profound disagreement with the Harlem School writer's form

ulation of these values. 
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CONCLUSION 


Just as the reading of the Harlem Renaissance 

novels conveys a sense of fluid movement (p. I7I), so 

the discussions set forth in the thesis exudedynam:tsm;,.'~ 

The latter derives from the multiple social con£licts 

involved. By social conflict is meant "a struggle over 

values and claims to ..... status, power and resources 

in which the aims of the opponents are to neutralize, 

injure or eliminate their rivals .."I 

The analysis of lower-class life has revealed 

three broad areas of conflict that involve blacks and 

whites in American society, stratification within the 

former as well as racial, artistic and cultural ideolo

gies. In conclusion, I would like to review these 

conflicts, pointing out, L.'1 particular, the way in which 

they helped bring about the three main findings of this 

study~ the oral tradition of the early Negro, the 

folk ideal of the Harlem School writer and the rejective 
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sta."1ce of his apologist counterpart. 

To beg~"1 with, I showed how the folk-arts of 

black Americans arose out of the conflict that set the 

white plantation plutocracy and the population of slaves 

and freedmen against each other in Colonial, Civil War 

and Reconstruction days. We remarked how this conflict 

was economic, social and physical, as it involved the 

exploitation of human labor in the fields, mills and fac

tories of America as well as the rigid curtailment or 

the denial of participatory rights in the white majority 

culture together with sporadic efforts of a violent kind 

to flee from these forms of oppression. However, most 

slaves and their progeny eschewed such efforts thro~gh 

the development of residual African lore. The creation 

of a large, diversified body of tales, songs,music and 

dance acted like a Ventilsitten2 or safety-valve for 

the channelling of the tensions, frustrations and bitter

ness arising from a circumscribed role and a diminished 

status. As I pOinted out, this purely artistic opposition 

to white oppression has been a great advantage generally 

to the burgeoning negro community and a resolution of 

a sort to the continuing white-black confrontation of the 

early years. ~r.is evident in the somewhat pleasant 
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and inoffensive effects of that opposition,. in the 

psychic rehabilitation that it achieved a~d i~ the quali

ty and popularity of some folk-art productions. 

As with the oral tradition, a number of cott1licts 

hel~ed forge the ideal of folk-life. Advanced by the 

younger writers of the Harlem School, this ideal proposed 

a radical solution to the American race ::,;roblem in the.

wake of a series of abortive strategies. Among the con

flicts that had a major impact on its formulation were the 

recent developments in white-black antagonism and class 

opposition within the Negro group itself. The antagonism 

culminated in sporadic race riots throughout the pre

Renaissance era and in the abysmal disap-pointJnent of" the 

post-World War I years.. Class opposition, which grew 

out of the division of blacks into house-servants and 

field-slaves, widened steadily, as increased color differ

entiation, economic wealth a!ld opport1.L"lities swelled the 

ranks of the small middle-class. This opposition, as 

we have seen, led to the formation of a separate class 

within and beyond the limits of Negro life that reportedly 

courted as well as coveted the virtues of American capi

talism, often to the exclusion or in defiance of black 

cultural values issuing from the tradition of folk-life. 
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As a result, the members of this select class were 

for the most part regarded as symbols, if not as de 

facto agents, of white oppression against the numeri

cally more important underprivileged mass of Negroes. 

This negative view of the Negro middle-class was, in part,. 

responsible for the resurgence of sympathy for the latter 

among the folk-oriented intellectuals of the Harlem 

Renaissance. Their unreserved adoption of the lower-

class subject-matter for black fiction -- in the literary 

controversy of the early 1920s -- is but one ex~ression 

of that sympathy. 

But the debate ovex the fictional merits of the 

lower-class and of the middle-class theme was not the 

only ideological conflict that (together with unsatis

factory race a'1d class relations) he bring about the 

formulation of the folk ideal. Also contributing to 

the latter, as I argued, was the racial debate over the 

biological and social status or position of the darker 

races in human evolution. This debate pitted supre

macist theoreticians against their egalitaria'1 counter

parts up to a'1d throughout the Renaissance. I have 

demonstrated how the twin notions of Negro specificity 
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and artistic hegemony (arising from the elder black 

writers' disapproving response to the latter debate) 

were made the bedrock of the folk -ideal. 

The third ideological conflict to affect the 

ideal of folk-life was shown to be that waged by a pri

vileged group of white intellectuals against current 

American ethical and artistic norms. Such a conflict, 

in which their black radical counterparts took part, 

attempted to revolutionize American culture by reinstating 

huma~ sensibility -- atrophied by Protesta~t strictures 

and the genteel New England tradition -- in art and every

day life. This cultural conflict, which drew from the 

emotional resources of the black oral tradition, gave 

moral, aesthetic and economic support to contemporary 

.&0"forms of folk expression. In this way, it made the .I.lC

tional embodi~ent of the latter more acceptable to a 

portion of the white reading public and press, thus ccn

tributing to the short-lived popularity ~~d finanCial 

success of Harlem Renaissan~e fiction. 

The third finding of the thesis, the rejective 

response to the ideal of lower-class life by middle-class 

apologist writers is, like the preceding, the outcome 
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of yet another set of conflicts. As I have demon

strated, the underlying factor in these conflicts are 

the opposing values of the Negro lower-class and the 

middle-class. T~e folk ideal, by setting itself 

against the various aspects of American life (its re

ligious, educational ru~d economic institutions), 

alienated within the novel the aspiring class of mu

lattoes that had embraced that life. r·~oreover, the 

hedonistic idea, which is part and parcel of the folk 

ideal and which seeks to supplant the void created 

by excluding from the latter the Protestant work ethic 

and the American Dream. stimulus , bred indolence, apathy 

and overindulgence that acted like a damper on middle

class efforts to embrace or sympathize with the lower-

class. 

Thus, while the radical Harlem novelists, the 

artisans of the folk ideal, may elicit our praise for 

the affirmation of their groupts traditional values, the 

essence of its racial ide:ltity, they have nevertheless 

failed to carry it through in a way that would be aTnen

able to across-the-board acceptru~ce. If one of the crit

e of authentic art is the universality of its appeal, 
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as Lucacs suggests (p .. I2), then there is some. truth 

in this:- "A satisfactory workable i!!1age f::Jr the Ameri

can Negro never emerged from the quest of these 

writers .tt3 . 
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I Lewis A. Coser, The Functions of Social ITonflict 
(Glencoe: The Free Press, 1964), p. 8. 

2 ~., p. 4I. 

3 Francis R. Kelly, "The Harlem Literary Renaiss
ance~n The North American Review, vol. 253 (May-June, 
I968), 34. 



- 330 

Novels: List of abbreviated titles 

God Sends Sunday, GSS 
One Way To Heaven, OWH 
There is rronfusion, TIC 
Plum Bun, PLB 
The Chinaberry Tree, CBT 
The Walls of Jericho, WOJ 
The Conjure-Man Dies, Cl~ 
Not Without Laughter, WNL 
Passing, PSG 
Quicksand, QSD 
Home to Harlem, HTH 
Banjo, BJO 
Banana Bottom, ENE 
Black No More, BNM 
The Blacker the Berry, BTB 
Infants of the Spring, IOS 
Cane, CNE 
The Fire in the Flint, FIF 
Flight, FHT 
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