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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
Americzan 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 of blaék
talent. Part Cne is concerned with the affirma-
tive aspects of the ideal of folk-life. The
originality of this study resides partly in its
analysis of black folk values and in their descriv-
tion as a kind of racial or group soul. Part
Two, which focuses on the critical aspvects of the
above ideal, explores the histerical origins and
the fictional expression of the resistance to white
American culture. Anc Part Three examines reserva-
tions toward the ideal by dissenting Harlem novel-
ists through a new intervpretation of the "passing'
theme.
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RESUME

La préoccupation avec les basses classes,
qui est le trait saillant dw roman noir Américain
des années 1920, a son origine dans le désir de
certains intellectuels de Tromouvoir une solution
culturelle au probléme racial. Servant d'intro-
duction a la présente étude de cette solution
est une revue générale de 1l'éroque. Elle vise
4 recréer l'atmosvhére essoufflée et d'euphorie
qui a marqué Ia vie contemporaine et qui a vu
1téclosion sans précédent du talent artistic noir.
D¥abord, on étudie l'aspect positif de la solution.
Lroriginalité de cette démarche réside dans
lfanalyse des valeurs traditionnelles propres a

la culture Afro-américaine et dans l'interwnrétaticn
de celles-ci comme l'essence de l'Zme collective
noire. Ensuite, on considére l'asvect négatif de
la solutiocn, en examinant les racines du sentiment
anti-américain noir et éonvexpression.dans le type
prolétarien du roman Harlem de l'époque.  Enfin,
par un procédé nouveau et avec l'aide d'un autre
tyve de roman contemporain, on tente de démontrer
les faiblesses inhérentes & la solution culturelle
pronosée.
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INTRCDUCTION

The subject of the present inquiry is Harlem Ren-
aissance fiction. 1In this introduciory 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 concept in the
Harlem novel by examining the latter's sociological and
ﬁolemic 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 develdpment.

. Serving as prologue to these discussions is this general

review of the Harlem Renaissance.

The Harlem Renaissance is a name generzlly assigned
to the Afro-American cultural explosion of the Twenties.
Its immediate causes lie in the political and economic events
surrounding World War I. On the one hand, large numbers of
Americans of European origin were hurrying back to their
homelands to assist in the war effort; and, as a result of
the armed conflict, there was an almost complete stop in the

flow of immigrants from the 0l1d Vorld to the New ¥World



territories. On the other, the subsequent involverent of

the United States in the war increased the demand and produc-
tion of war supplies, thus creating a great shortage of labor,
especially in the manufacturing and service industries of the
North. Moreover, with the urgent demand for manpower, the
traditional movement of blacks from predominantly rural areas
of the southern States and islands to the urban industrial
centers of the North received a ''mew and tremendocus impetus."I
More than a million Negroes took part in this mass movement
northwards.

In addition to the need for manpower, the harsh con-
diticns to which blacks were subjected in the South helped fuel
this Great Migration. These .conditicns were chiefly hard labor,
the denial of basic political and economic rights,'and the
persistent attacks by anti-Negro groups like the Ku Klux Klan.2
As a result of these misdeeds, the North took on the virtues
of a promised land and was perceived "in terms of a new vision

of opportunity, of social and economic freedom, of a spirit

to seize ...," notes Alain Locke.3

Harlem, the Negro enclave of New York City, was the
chief pole of attraction among northern urban areas. "Great
numbers of these migrants headed for New York or eventually
got there, and naturally the majority went up into Harlem,"

states James W. Johnson.* For, in the I920's,
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New York wés 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,
vartly on account of its relatively great size and ancient
roots.6 These factors helped transform Harlem, where the ma-
jority of the city's Negro community 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 man from the city and the man
from the town and village; the peasant,
the student, the business man, the prof-
essional man, the artist, poet, musician,
adventurer and worker,.preacher and crim-
inal, exploiter and sccial outcast. Each
group has come with its own sevarate mo-
tives and for its own special ends, but
their greatest experience has been the

7

finding 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 prospverity of the sur-

rounding metrovolis, produced an unyrecedented group aware-



ness as well as a strong sense of collective and indi-
vidual worth. 1In this respect, Alain Locke (the "origina-
tor of the phrase, 'Negro renaissance'’ ")8 observed that
"race sympathy and unity [?aé] determined a further fusing
of sentiment and expe'rience,"9 and that the Negro gquarter of

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

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-

IT

ist, Charles S. Johnson -- has articulated this fact

with greater felicity than Alain Locke himself. Ee further
perceived "a new spirit [Ehat waé] alive in the masses"IZ
together with a Mtransformed and transforming psychology."I3
Eenjamin Brawley, also a Negro scholar and critic of the era,
elaborates thus on the new personality which the latter had
created: "To be blacqu ceased to be a matter for explana-

tion and apology; instead it became something to be adver-

tized and exploited."l?

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



fictionists, Eric Walrond and Claude McKay; the New Orleans
trumpeter, Louis Armstrong; two Washingtonians, 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 "Dublin ... had played for
Ireland or Prague for the New Czechoslovakia;"I6 and the lat-
ter (so-called "forerunner" of the Renaissance)17 had thought
of a number of cultural rebirths -- the Arabian, Irish,
Russian and European -- in conceiving the possibilities of

18

the Harlem Renaissance.

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, varti-

cularly the two main Negro publications (The Crisis, Ovpor-

tunity) and from white journalistic organs (Century, Scrib-
ners) and publishing houses (Boni, 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 c¢f the Harlem Renaiss-

ance were in the area of the performing arts (song, music



and dance) and literature (drama, poetry and fiction).

In the United States as in Xurope, black Ameri-
can music (ragtime derivatives and jazz) increased in popu-
larity. 1In 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 014 World countries. As a result,
Negro music and song (mainly blues) became an international
vogue. Hence the outstanding success of dance bands (The
Clef Club Musicians, The Memphis Students), revues (Shuffle
Along, Blackbirds) and artists (Florence Mills, the three
Miss Smith singers, Roland 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 many of them were inspired by Negro productions. Mil-

haud's La Création du Monde, Ravel's "Piano Concerto in

D" and William Walton's La Facade are but a few examples
of works by white composers that bear imprints of Negro

19

music.”

New York's reputation as a center for theatre and
the stage helvped 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-



ton), the Dunbar (Philadelphia) -- or in national ones
(Broadway). Typical of such plays was Porgy, 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 (I925) and the bet-

ter-executed Harlem (I929). Written by J. Rapp 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-
ance.ao 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

2T

to the age, the poetic medium gave vent (as did ficticn)

chiefly to its reprehensible aspect. Hence, Harlem Renaiss-

ance poetry usually portrays the darker side of that blackness

described by Benjamin Brawley preceedingly.

The four representative poets of the period, with the
exception of Jean Toomer, wrote more than three collections
of verse about the reality of blackness in the world at
large. Countée Cullen, in associating this reality with
the god-head (as a result of his religious family background)

and Africa, sought to give it universal meaning



and significance, in poems like "Heritage" and "Shroud

of Color."

Claude McKay handled the sonnet form nearly as skil-
1fully 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 is closer to Claude McKay than to
Countée 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 characteristic of Harlem Shadows.

But, like Cullen, he probes the African roots of the Afro-
American ("I am a Negro/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



0f the Harlem Renaissance, has teen acclaimed the most
22 g

~

gifted men cf ficticn cof the period. wrote Cane (IS2L),

Il

a fusion of pcetry and prose written in s terse, syzbolic

style. In Cane, Toomer indulges in the extensive experimen-

taticn that characterizes the voetry of Eughes. 3But, whereas

By
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tter (as we remarked) experimeated with cultural elements
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that are vart and vparcel of the black exverisnce, Toomer laborsd

with form and language for a 'mew idiom," in order to cele-

in that year brought an abrupt end to an era of prosrerity
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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

27

an American '"fad." 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

28

and progress of smart Negro society.

The Negro writers of the twenties did not
take themselves as seriously as the writers
of the thirties -~ the hungry era, when dro-
letarian authors were in vogue.29

This last criticism is extensively treated by Wallace Thur-

man in his bitter, caustic satire (The Infants of the

Snring) of the bohemian literary and artistic fringe of the
Renaissance movement. Like the visionaries in Nathaniel

Hawthorne's utovian work (The Blithedale 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
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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"BI 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),>2
concludes: "it is clear ... the Negro ... movement that
welled up then was no flash in the pan, no literary dud."33
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 '"a serious
attempt by the Negro to interpret his own group life."Bu
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-

Cevts -- such as the Black Aesthetic.">”
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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 1it,

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 M"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

soclety, 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 Honoré 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."58 He tﬁerefore 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 witﬁ-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 Renaissance
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
undertaken. The discussion of the socioclogical 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
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life.

It is necessary to survey the socio-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 ﬁp 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, approximately twelve ver 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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vle . in form. As such, it was substantially different from
the white class structure of the times, which carried a
respectively smaller and larger Lower and niddle class. How-
ever, in the black fiction of the Twenties and in the criti-
cism associated with it, these three classes are usually
reduced to two -~ 2 lower-class and an extended middle-class.

I

The name, "talented tenth," originating from the black scho-

0y

lar W.E.B. DuBois, freguently designates tre hard-core
menmbers of this enlarged middle-class.59 Besides, the terms
"lower" and "uprer' are commonly used in Renaissance litera-
ture to take into account variations within each of the two
classes, éonsequent upon the increase in Negro urban living,
educaticn and training.

Furthermcre, throughout the vericd, class distinctions
within the Wegro group were usually cut zlong color lines
or were reinforced ©y them. The terms "black," "dark" and,

to a lesser extent, "brown," tecame associated with the lower-

igin in the slave era, when "countless msle aristocrats
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see tried valiantly to wash a whole race whiter than snow."L+O
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, central 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



.17 -

of the "Harlem School, nkl made up of the younger and,
fictionally, more radical elements of the Harlem Renaiss-

ance, opted for the portrayal of the eccnomically under-

A

privileged. They wrote the folk novel, which purported to
represent the life cf the folk Negro. Charles S. Johnson,
sociologist and political activist of the veriod, describes
that sceial type thus:

Within the lower classes a distinction should
be mzde between the 'folk MMegro' and the rest
cf the populstion. This distincticn is impor-
tant and more cultural than eccnonmic; it re-
fers to the family habits and walues evolvad
by the Negro culture under the Instituticn of
slavery. Stripped cf their btasic African
culture by the exizenci of life in America,
they evolved a sccial 1life and culture cf their

own.”42

These writers, for the most vart,; acguired their lcower-clzass
mpathy vartily from their first hand knowledge of this sub-

3

grcoup with whom they lived or worked ouf

ot

ity or free will., Notable among them are Claude McXay and

Langston Hughes, some of whose writings commonly rsveal

\
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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.k>

From all this pretentiousness Seventh Street
was sweet relief, Seventh Street is the long,
0ld, dirty street, where the ordinary Negroes
hang out, folks with practically no family
tree at all .... I liked the barrel houses

of Seventh“itreet, the ... churches and

the 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 01d Guard novelists (I890-I920) by portray-



ing middle-class»mores in what is generally labelled

the apologist novel. This tyve of novel, cheampioned mainly
by Walter White, Nella Larsen and Jessie Fauset, devicts

the 1life of educated, wealthy or aspiring Negroes. A4s a
result, lower~class life has a function similar to that which
middle-~class 1life bears in the folk type of novel. Lower-
class 1life is treated in the apologist novel either verizther-

ally (The Fire in the Flint, The Chinakerry Tree) or like
¥

Ead

a faded reality of the past largely cut off from the

present (There is Confusion, Plum BEun).

The decision by most Negro Renaissance writers to
restrict their ficticnal persvective to cne or other of the
sccial classes was guestioned by a number of critics in
the literary controversy that ensued. A short review
of the latter is necessary here. Not omly will it bring
out the conflicting arguments underlying the two artistic
Viswpoints and some of the proklems peculiar to Harlem Ren-
aissance aesthetics. Such a review will alsc throw light

upon much that is to follcw in this study.

In the debate, the foliz novelists argued for the

exclusive use of low=-life material in fiction. Claude XcZay,

the most aggressive of the "rebel" writers, wzated the
Renaissance to create '"things that would e tyvical

of their grouv. Larngston Zughes, nrilder In ftemperszzent
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but no less a staunch defender of this position, felt
fhat "the masses had given the race a heritage valuable
in itself -- a heritage it should be proud of."6  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 fear or shame .... We know

we are beautiful. And ugly too.l+7

Moreover, through journals like Fire, Independent and

The New Republic, Wallace Thurman kept up the attack, ex-

horting the Negro writer to sever relations with the old
tradition that rejects '"the seamy or sordid side of life or

the 'low down,' common, everyday, black 1ife-style."48

The elder wing of the Harlem Renaissance litera-
ti -- consgervative 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 "atavistic impulses"so and "minstrel characteristics"51

in the folk novel; and Benjamin Brawley denounced what
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he thought were themes got "in dives or cabarets or
with women of easy virtue."52 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
oppenents 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 common

Negroes, will judge them by the same stand-
ards.sl+

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 aceceptable 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 advocating absolute freedom
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in the selection of literary material, he nevertheless
cautioned that "a true picture of life would include the
good, the bad and the indifferent."56 The much younger
Renaissance novelist, Countée 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 genuflex-
ion away from true art .5 7
As a result of this latter attitude, there were fictiocnal
efforts that aimed at giving a more balanced view of lower
and middle class living. This mixed type of novel was

written by Cullen himself (One Way to Heaven) and by Ru-

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

Dies). 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 bridging the solitude of

the two social classes. Moreover Cane, 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.
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In the foregoing part of this discussion, I
have attempted to circumscribe the sociologiczl ele-
zent of the Harlem Renaissance ncovel, which conecerns -
class relations within the Negro group. I will now examine
the novel’s polemic quality or its treatment of black and
white relations within Western society. The underlying aim
of the present discussion, as I have indicated (pp. I,I3),

is to determine the level of conformity in this novel

to a tyre of social realism.

The era of the I92Cs saw the transfcrmation of the Negro
ncvel into a vehicle of social zrotest comparable to that
waged by the various organs of the Negro rress, notably

Crisis and Oppcrtunity. The new mcod in the black ncvel

arises from the negative sccioc-eccnomic effects of the white
caste system, waich had replaced the plantaticn system that
governed nmaster-slave relations in America for centuries. Th
white cast system, from which the Negro caste system arcse,
imposed a pattern of widespread discriminaticn and segre-

gation upcn the black communities. In Jamaicz and som

other West Indian islands, the colored middle-class sorme-
tires succeeded in esvzading the btad effscts of the white

czste by aligning itself with the white middle-class in the

extloitation of the lower-class. In the United States,
the Negro middle-class had also hoved to byvass those ef-
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fects through its “color, breeding, gentility, wealth

and prestige."6o But its expectations had fallen 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-

61

cognition. These injustices accruing from the white
caste system as well as efforts to cope with them by both
white and black are traditionally referred to as the

Negro vproblen.

It is the novelists! efforts to grapple with
the adverse conditions of the Negro problem that impart to
Renaissance fiction its polemic quality. Before examining
the latter, I will 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 training of

the brains and the training of the hands, --~
all 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
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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
"... went most of the illusions and high hopes American
Negroes had felt would be realized," notes James W. John-

63

son. So optimism gave way to disappointment and

outrage:

A general feeling of unrest, defiance, im-
patience, and even bitterness, swept over

black communities, and few Negroes were

ul:wu‘.‘fec:i:ecl.6‘+
These feelings soon erupted in sporadic outbursts of
violence, notably in I9I7 and I9I9, in numerous American
cities.

Events such as these gave a new impetus to
afforta 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-
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tion" with the dominant white society.65 Another ex-

treme but more important group -- Marcus Garvey's Universal
Improvenent Associlation -- saw the only hove of survival
in "withdrawal from American socisty and ths creation

of African States."66

A third, headed by Philliv A. Ran-
dolph, viewed the destruction of Capitalism, through the com-
bined socialist action of whites and blacks, as the only
hoveful avenue oﬂ‘liberation.67 An intermediate and mocderate
soluticn, 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 champicned

68

by W.E.B. DuBois and Charles S. Johnscn.

In general, the resvonses of the Renaissance novelists
to the foregoing vroktlems of the Negro in white American
society resemble as well as differ from those held by the
varicus militant groups just mentioned. Thus the Harlem
School opted for isolationism, whereas the writers of the
014 Guard or more conservative wing of the Renaissance
settled for a middle-of-the-way position that may best te
descrited as acccrmocdative. The isolationist soluticn

ural

-
ct

iem School novelists is more cul

t

r
than ohysical, as it differs from the separation zreached DY

3
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Marcus Garvey, which would have involved emigration to
makeshift African colonles. 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, naturzl
desire -- a desire for respite from the unrem-
itting, sgruelling struggle; for a place in
which refuge might be taken. We are again and
again confronted by this gquestion. It ig ever

69

present, though often dormant.

The isolationist stand on the Negro question also drew
Alain Locke's 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-
reriment, and its ultimate success is im-

possible except through the fullest sharing
of American culture and institutions.7O
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Alain 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 isoclationism with every-

day black life within the context of white society.

Now the accommodative response of the 0ld 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
Advancerment of Colored People and the Negro Urban League.

Since these more comnservative 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 cultures
As a result, the sclution to the Negro problem advanced by these
writePs consisted in making the best of the two worlds.

That is, they accepted certain 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 propaganda 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 peovle of his own cultural group, whom he tries to
convince of the validity and viability of isolationism;

But, with the 0ld Guard writer, the protest and propaganda
are directed toward the white group, his aim being

to apprise educated whites of the existence
of respectable Negroes, and to call their at-

tention -- now politely, now indignantly --
to the facts of racial injustice.7I

The necessity for the Renaissance writer to address himself
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to one or other of the two social groups is referred to
by James W. Johnson as the problem of the double audience.
Johnson further observes that

eee it is a divided audience, an audience
made up of two elements with differing and
often opposite and antagonistic points

72

of view.

The tendency to engage in volemic has resulted in the
appearance of four main character types in the Renaissance
novel. One extreme tyve figures in the folk and mixed
novels, and involves a protagonist with exclusive lower-class
sympathies or attachment, coupled with a marked indifference --
sometimes bordering on dislike -- for everything that savors
of middle-class resvectability, white or vlack. Jzke Erown

(Home to Harlem) and Sam Lucas (Cne Way to Heaven) are anmong

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

=1
v

e protagonist, who happens to be fair and middle-class,

is s0 enamored of life beyond the color-line and so hateful
of it within his own as to commit zn act of disloyalty Dby
severing all ties with his groupn. This situation (generally

103

known as "passing! j) is described extensively ia the
apologist novels (3. IS). In the third character tyve, the

vrotagonist subscrites to the ideal of cultural pluralism

(thaet incorporates the best elerentis of the two cultures)
and adovnts the role of advecate cr martyr (Fire in the
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Flint, There is Confusion). Richard Wright identifies

this type as

the prime and decorus ambassadors who
went a-begging 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 character type on whom lower-class life
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 volemic 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. I2-I3) that realistic
literature of the kind now being discussed calls for a

social theme of high prominence and gravity. In my viewl
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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:

Though many novels have been written about
Negroes, there are none that can afford any
just critic to say that this book is a true
saga or depiction 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 1lit-
erary survey of the period, he mentions some areas of the

Negro problem that have been overlooked:

«+es the Harlem (Renaissance) school, like
the plantation tradition, neglected the

gervitude. 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
unempioyed, the overcrowded schools, the
delinquent headed straight to petty crime,
the surly resentment -- all of these seeds

79

are conspicuously absent.

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 1s 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 apologist novels. More specifically, this inquiry

into lower-class Negro life will be concerned with the various
aspects of the folk culture and with its depiction in the

Renaissance novel.
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Furthermore, this inguiry into the Negro folk
culture will comprise three separate studies: Negro
Folk Values, Anti-Folkx Values, znd the Problem of
identity. In the first of these studies on the Ren-

aissance novel, the positivistic nature of the values
will be examined. These I have identified as the affirm-

ative, hedonistic, humcristic, manemcnic, imaginative

and the expressive. The second study will discus
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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 I1920's, and which has in part become
evident in the foregoing discussions. But, in spite of
numerous literary studies on the era, there is still a de-
plorable absence of in-depth, exclusive analyses of the
theme of lower-class life. Thisg 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;"80 and it is impossible
to describe culture ... and at the same time exclude val-
ues."8T  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 ... extrinsiec coefficients."82 Charles I
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Glicksberg, like Alain Locke (p. 27), cautions the Negro
intellectual against "the accentuation of the racial to the
neglect of other values."83 The concevt 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 c:ultu:re;-"al+ and Robert A. Bone
argues that the artistic effervescence of the I920's
"helped [}he Negré} to discover unsuspected values in his

own folk culture"85 as against 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 inguiry

into the Harlem novel.
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NOTES TO INTRODUCTION
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Survey Gravhic, LIII (March, I925), 636.

2 For a more detailed account of causes, see Iouise
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umbia University Press, I930), pp. 45=53.

5 Quoted in the "New Negro," Alain Locke, ed., The
New Negro (New York: Alfred and Charles Boni, I$25), p. 6.

4 James w. Johnson, op. cit., 637.

5 see ibid., pp. 635-39; Charles S. Johnson, "Black
Workers and the City," Survey Gravphic, LIII (March, I925),
641,

6 See James W. Johnson, op. cit., 635.
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PART ONE: EMPHASIZING THE ORAL TRADITION

Chapter I: Origins



In the intrcductory chapter, I stated that
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Mo wcnder, then, that the xind of life issuing from the
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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 opposition that the vpresent inguiry
wishes to address itself. As a means of analyzing

the various aspects of this opposition, 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 accgunt 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-
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cal 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 0ld Guard
writers is best seen in their response to the charges
of black inferiority. These charges permeate early pseudo=-
scientific studies on race, like Frangois Bernier's in
the seventeenth century ! and Johann 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 Négre de Suriname 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 orincinle,

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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"at the head" of the ladder and, the latter, "at the
bottom." 5 Besides, internal group differentiations were
made wherein were specified the respective positions of
the constituents of a given grour. 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 FEurope, 1899), 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 Passing

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

gfoup, race exponents distinguished between a number of
sub-groups: Mongolians (Finns and Tartars), Malayans
(Oriental peoples), Ethiopians or Africans and Americans
or Indians. Prominent among those supvorting these cate-

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

Man, I850) and the Alabama vhysician, Josiah Nott (Types 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 respcnse 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, ¥ this theory maintains that all
human species underwent a primeval period of gestation dur-
ing which their resvective characteristics were formed

under environmental conditions peculiar to their native
habitat. The following remarks summarize the main arguments

underlying this theory:

«oo Climatal and environing conditions orod-

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
ag the fields or wilderness afford, is
generally to be had at all times of the year
+eee It was in these lands of enduring ease
that our African people were cradled, while
our gavage and barbarian ancestors were
combatting the winters in the stubborn
fields of the high North. 2

Another theory that is similar to the preceding
establishes a correlation between temperament and climate.

In the eighteenth century, Montesquieu, a French writer,

mentions it in his Théorie des Climats:

Les peuvles des pays chauds sont timides
comme les vieillards le sont; ceux des

vays froids sont courageux comme le sont
les jeunes geans. 6
Madame de Ztaél, another French writer, reasserts the

assocization in De la Littérature, a nineteenth century

romantic study:

Les peuples du Nord sont moins occuvés des
plaisirs que de la douleur, et leur imag-
ination n'en est que plus féconde. Le
spectacle de la nature agit fortement sur
eux; elle agit comme elle se montre dans
leurs climats, toujours sombre et nébuleuse.7
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, the associa-

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

gravhic Environment (I9II). In this work, the American
8

disciple of German anthrogeographer, Frederick Ratzel,
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 "deeply
ingrained race traits in which the instinctive and the
impulsive predominated OVerlihe rational."IO Similarly,,
G. Stanley Rall, in a comparative study of the Negro

in Africa and America, referred to his "tropical imagina-
n’,.II

tio while other writers discovered a "tropical exub-

I2

erance'" of temperament.

The principle of racial inequality also derives

from Charles Darwin's theory on evolution (On_the Origin

of the Species, I859), itself a product of T.R. Malthus'

Essay on the Principles of Population (I?98).I3 Funda-

mental to Darwin's enunciation is the belief that all plant
and animal 1life become warring elements in a process of
continued struggle for life in which the weaker svecies
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
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by Social Darwinists like John Fiske and Herbert

Spencer.m+

Quite obviously, these racial conceptions
are not poles apart, but share some common elements. For
example, the influence of nature on individual human tyves
permeates the germ and climate theories, while the
belief in physical struggle also underlies the latter
théory and Darwinism. However, the influence of natural
forces on human development seems to be more fundamen-
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 orinciple (com-
prising the twin concepts of inferiority and superiority)
and then the three thecries 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 asvects of American Negro life.

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

There had been a slow extinction of native American

veovles 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, slow
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, Freder-
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ick L. Hoffman notes this movement away from the rural
areas:
The tendency of the colored vopulation 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.I7
Robert A. Bone further notes: "More than two million people
left the farm in these early decades."10 In the aggregate,
between I860 and I9I0O, the urban Negro population in the
North and South increased from 5.1 per cent to I0.4 and
from 6.7 to 22.0 per cent respectively.I9 Besides, by I930,
the southern migration to the North had made a phenomenal
jump to avproximately 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

21

of urban life." These negative forces, which will be

reviewed in the second part of the inquiry, are inherent in
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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 vauperism -- boosted the already high level of disease
and infantile mortality. Such a situation c¢could not but
please white supremacists concerned about the possibility

of Negro numerical superiority.22

Furthermore, white supremacists, apolying the
preceding racial conceptions to the Negro urban situation,
attributed the above-mentioned social evils and the de-
¢lining population trend they triggered to vhysical inadapnt-
ability. Among those sharing this opinion was Dr. R. Pearl:
"The negro is biologically a less fit animal in the Ameri-
can environment ,.. than the white."23 But the northern
portion of the United States -- the so-called "land of the
Caucasians"2£+ -~ was more frequently alluded to as vroof
of the inadavtability 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-
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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

26

destined for them."

Moreover, some believers in Social Darwinism
interpreted the negative vopulation 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 I893, Dr. Eugene R. Corson assert-
ea: "The Negro race was destined to disappear, a victim of

'the struggle for existence against a superior race.' n2?

In The Color Line, a few years later (I905), 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 I9I9, he made

a similar pfophecy: "Tn the North the climate does not suit
them," he argued, "and they tend to die out,"29 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. His 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. T have already
indicated (p. 50) how the germ theory, in particular, had de-
nied the people of African descent qualities normally asso-
clated with material success. One of those who applied
this theory to the Negro's economic record was Alexander
Tillinghast: "In his motherland the negro received a very
poor heritage of industrial knowledge."jo 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.! n3I

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 urban demographic decline and an unsatisfactory
economic 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 erromneous. 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-

S e A

1ias and 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 conclusj_ve.33 This conviction is evidenced in

the flood of racial writing in the nineteenth and

early twentieth centuries of which these discussions can
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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: "We are subject to the same natural
laws as other races ... these people cannot live in the same
territory without ... fatal collision."Bq The second writer,
in another article in the Proceedings of the Academy, arrives
at a similar conclusion. To him the laws of nature were
"inexorable' and "proved dnly for the survival of the fittest,”
in. a world marked by "industrial struggle [Ené] commercial

s."55

rivalrie

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 ovrosvects
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 vin-pointed apvarent errors
and inaccuracies in current black census procedures.37
As for the charge of Negro cqnstitutional weakness, it was
challenged, at the beginning of this century, by Archi-

bald H. Grimke, who pointed out the Negroest'! fine demograph-

ic record in the pre-Civil War era:

The negro 4id not succumb to ... his en-

vironment .... EIGZI exhibited instead ex-

traordinary vitality and reoproductive

vigor.38
Moreover, unlike Douglass and Gardner alluded to above,
Eugene K. Jones admitted the depopulation trend in the
I920s, but indicated a progressive improvement in the mor-
tality rate since I9I2.57 At the end of the Renaissance
era, W.E.B. DuBois' confidence seems to re-echo the general
oprtimism of the black community as regards its numerical
future: "We are vhysically able to survive," he argued,

",.. and yet remain the most prolific, original element of

America."4o These words were uttered at a time when Negro
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ropulation growth apreared to be reverting to its opre-

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

41

Charles Gardner,*! Arthur A. Schomburg,*> and W.E.B. Du-

43

Bois. Thus, refusing to ground the low level of Negro
economic progpverity on a lack of competitive ability arising
from an alleged inferior African inheritance, 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 workerstt and cited their good
verformance under slavery as proof against the charge of in-

45

nate economic inability. Pursuing this line of thought,
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Archibald H. Grimke argued that the Negroes' normal
progress was purvosefully keot down ~- through the denial
of education and employment opportunities -- in order to
verpetuate 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:

A1l attempts to oush 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 rigses in the scale of 1ife.47

In the foregoing analysis, I have reviewed that
part of the social struggle concept that was accented
and rejected by the 0ld Guard writers. Likewise will I
examine their dual response to the individuation concevt.
As mentioned (».53), the latter concept underlies the germ

and climate theories. As with the social struggle concent,
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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

" 1+8

of blood, color and cranial measurements. But greater
emphasis was placed on what he called 'the deeper ...
spiritual, psychical, differences" that to him were infini-
tely more t‘.ranscénding."l+9 In these latter differences,
he saw the basis of "racial genius"50 and "identity."5I

AlsoO supporting the individuality idea was the London Pan
African Conference of I900, which recognized racial
differences in '"the color of skin and the texture of the
hair."sa Moreover, the foremost Negro national organiza-
tion, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, also "believed in Negro blood and ... genius..”53
Furthermore, in I924, when only two of the eighteen-odd
novels of the Renaissance had been published, the idea was
being suggested in such allusions as Alain Locke's '"charac-
teristic traits"54 and, three years later, in Kelly Miller's
"native genius."55 And, at the end of the era, the con-

tinuing use of the term "genius" to describe Negro indi-

56

viduality resurfaced in Benjamin Brawley's studies.

Of course, the terminology, like the concept of

racial individuality itself, did not originate in the
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of the vpresent discussicn, this cdual resversal on cie zart of
eider black intellectuals was not a re-aifirmation of ths
doctrine of different-but-ecual (p. 67), but a de facto

declarztion of Negro superiority.

In the first form of resversal, two qualities

norrally asscclated with the mental -- creativity and sviri-

4

tuality -- were shifted tc the temperamental. The direct
result of this relccation was the zerception of Negrces as

1

fundamentally an artistic peozle, mcrs sensitive to the

teauties of the outside world than whites, because of the
- - . 71 . a” e -
formers' alleged keener sense.’ Such a view of the black
temperzmeat is echoed in DuBois and in Alkert C., Zarnes.
To these twe scholars, the Negro was "an artist"72 anc

"a peoet by birth.”73 Morecver, his new artistic role was
reinforced by that of svyiritual guide or norsl teacher.
It was generally felt that the vpsycholcg

alone could make tlie white man happy and show hin the

value of leisura.’4 Such an cpinicn was nct cnl

]
}J
[

[

soired oy the ased to dignify or rehavilitate the black

1

he result of an unccnscicus dislike
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for material pursuits and interests, 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
of 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

ith 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 wa%] something
elemental about the race, something that [g?und its
origin in the African forest, in the sighing of the night
wind."76 Charles I. Glicksberg was later to dub this
last observation "a bit of anthropological nonsense."77

But DuBois was so delighted with it as to include it in

his imvortant 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 cld racial
78

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

the temperamental:
.« the only race which has held at bay
the life destroying forces of the trovics,

has gained therefrom ... a sense of beauty,
varticularly for sound and color, which

79

characterizes 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 hardshins 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, reviewing the early history of Negro religious
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The Negro leader, W.E.BE. DuBois, in bitter-
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one voint by apyrezling tc a counter-racisn

tased upcn the supposed superiority of

s

T + - 3
Hegroes to whiftes.

H o T R T 4

irconically, SuZoils also levels suca a charge agzinst Mar-
cus Garvey, whose political vhilosophy differed funda-

mentally from his own (»r. 25-27): "he sought ... to

(o]

ppose white suvpremacy znd the white idezl by a crude

Zz
and equally brutal black supremacy and black idea.”BJ The
following facetious remark by Arthur A. Schomburg carries

further vroof of the vrevalence of the superiority idea:

-~

The blatant Caucasian racialist with his

theories and assumrtions of race superiority

B

and dominance has in turn bred his Ethiopi?
counterpart - the rash and rabid amateur who
has glibly tried to vrove half of the werld's

geniuses to have been Negroes and to trace
the pedigree of nineteenth century Americans

from the (African) Queen of Sheba.84
Schomburg's remark also snows the extent to which the icdea
of Negro pre-eminence had degenerated.

This idea, morecover, which svread like wild fire
within the Negro intellectusl community during the first
three decades of this csntury, was exvressed superlatively
in direct allusions to the temverameantal or to the folk

arts and values thrcugh which (as I shall voint
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out) it finds expression. Charles S. Johnson's refer-

85

ence to "unique culture traits” is an example. A more
direct allusion to black suveriority is this remark by
Barnes: "The white man ... cannot comnete with the Negro
86

in spiritual endowment.” In yet another exampnle, the
pre-eminence assigned to temveramental traits is couched
in derogative terms: "the coarse and evil wit" of whites

is compared to "the loving, jovial good humor of negroes."87

Having reviewed the elder Negro writers! res-
ponse to the racial speculation of the vpast centuries, I
will now focus my attention on the effects of that resvonse
on the Harlem Renaissance writers. As I said earlier (pp.
4L7-48), that response together with the cult of primi-
tivism of the anti-raticnalist movement helped shape the
younger novelists! 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 indevendent familiarity with racial litera-
ture. This knowledge is indicated, for examvle, in face-

n88

tious allusions to whites as "Nordics. A knowledge

of racial literature is also evident in occasional refer-
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ences to white surremacists and their works. IZxamples

of the latter are Claude McKay's mention of Lothrov Stod-

39

(€¢)

X . aGo
nd of Herbert Sxrencer”

dard's T

¥
(1
e

ising Tide of Color

as well as George Schuyler's allusi t0 Franz Boas and to
Mzdison Grant, a orominent race thecretician of the early
twentieth centuiry.’ °I ne 0ld Guard or more conservative
writers, tnerefore, did not pioneer the acquaintance of the

o

younger Renaissance novelists with racial literature. Wnzat

they did was to comumunicate to these novelists their own

response tc that literature through their writin

R
-
clal

n
Q

158,
and literary contacts. Such a rssponse, in turn, helped the

82211 group of Harlem ncvelists define their own position

=

Social contacts between tine younger and elder
egro writers were occasional, as Clzude McKay and Langston
G

- . v . s 32 .
dughes report ia their autobicgrapnies.” Mere importantly,

iar with their elders

B3
e

the Harlem novelists bvecame fa

o) -

through the latters! publicatizns and journalistic endeavors

ct

or co-workers. These publications include the princizal

black journels of the veriocd -- The Crisis and Osnvortunity,

0Oz - .
and the burgeoning Journal cf Negro R:-storfg.bu in this way,
a great admiration emerged for the leaders of black intellsc-

tual ovinion, varticularly for DuBois, whom George Schuyler

0 which they sometimes contributed as columnists, subscriters
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dubbed "the dean of the Aframerican.literati."9AL Hughes

has paid tribute to DuBois' v»rose, comparing it with Paul
Robeson's vocal skill and Jean Toomer's Qggg.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 (The Souls of

Black Fol%] shook me like an earthquake.
Dr. DuBois stands on a pedestal illuminated

in my mind.96

This favorable ovpinion 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
opnosition and that of other elder writers to the Harlen
School novelists' vortrayal of lower-class life (vp.I9-20).
But the above reference by McKay furnishes a clue to this

apvarent 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.



However, the younger novelists did admire the latter's
literary combativensss and vituperative attacks against
supremacist detractors. That is why McKay further des-
cribed DuBois as a fine "vassicnate polemich 7 and HZughes

discovered in his writings a "truly racial prose."

The most significant response ¢f the ycunger
writers to their elders' staadpoint on racial matters was
their endorsement of the Negrc svecificity argument. In-
deed, the idea that black Aiericans were fundamentally

different from their white countervarts lzater became so

generalized as to be axiowmatic in radical Renaisszance

l.~-l

iterature. That this was so is partly suggested in occa-

1

sicnal racial statemeants bty Harlem School novelists. Thus
Wallzce Thurman refers to the need to introduce "a Negro
note into American literature ... by writizng atout ...
race characteristies;"99 and Hughes exacrts the woculd-te
Hegro ficticnist not "to pour his racial individuality
inte the mold of American standardization 190

o~

The endorsement cf the Negro individuslity idea

by Renaissance ncvelists also included accepting part of t:

glder black writer's view of the temperamental traits con
waich that individuslity was founded. Accented were the

arious elements making up the temceramental s
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The Harlem School novelists also accevted
their elders' argument that the virtues of the tempera-
mental (its alleged exuberance, spirituality and origin in
racial suffering) conferred distinction and suveriority
upon Negro culture. Allusions to the latter freguently in-
volved bitter name-calling and innuendo. As in the case
of the elder writers, 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 whicn were res-
pectively attributed to blacks and whites. The assumption
that whites were deficient in the former quality promvted
Negro writers to describe them in temverate or lifeless

térms.IO5
106

London, for example, was said to be a '"cold ...

city" and the religious songs of the southern whites,

unlike those of Negroes, were dismissed as "drab meIodies."Io?

Sometimes, such derogatory descriptions of whites would

degenerate into slurring, as in this second example by

McKay:

I do nct 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.IO8
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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 reviewing
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 adherents of this seccnd white
movement were overwhelmingly in favor of the tempvera-
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 temveramental
was slowly ebbing, around the beginning of the second dec-
ade of this century, under the onrush of mounting scientific
criticis-m,IO9 support for it was picking up momentum and
was to reach its high-water mark at the end of the
Twenties. This new symvathy for the temveramental, 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 and writers.

The new interest in the temperamental was sparked
by widespread dissatisfaction with western culture. Writers
such as Joseph Conrad had already criticized its unhealthy
concern for exvediency 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 Americéan tradition. Nathaniel Hawthorne
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had already cast a negative view on the latter in works
like "The Maypocle 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-

110

ance" in American life, resulting from what he called '"the

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

IIT  9he influence of this tradition on the

erial interests.
arts was also deplored. Malcolm Cowley, another adherent
of the anti-rationalist club, thus wrote about "emotional

and aesthetic starvation."IIa

Carl Van Doren, a third
adherent, saw in American literature the need for '"free
expression of gay or desperate moocls."I13 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 foverflow-of-powerful-feelings poetry'IIlJr

and the eighteenth century English ncvel of sensibility.
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Such a search led to the rediscovery of Africa.
Oscar Cargill notes that European artists were enamored of
the "gimplified emotional forms'" of African art.II5 Alain
Locke also notes the "revitalizing influence'" that art
had on painters (Matisse, Picasso) and sculptors (Evstein,
Lembruch).II6 This influence was also extended to French
painters like Paul Guillaume, the author of several studies
on primitive Negro art.II7 “Besides, Alain Locke argues that
French voets (Blaise Cendrars, René Basset) were inspired
by Negro '"rhythm" and the "exvressive technique" in African

plastic arts.I18

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 Milhauds

La Création du Monde, William Walton's La Facade and Kren-

ek's opera, Jonny svielt auf.II9 Not all European musi-

clians 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 Mills, 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 mbinations was in fzct the symptonm

of a profound shifting of aesthetic values.

The ceater of the disturtance was rrance, where
tae utzost piteh of refinement zad teen reached
by Debuzsy and Ravel and tie reacticn set in

e
with corresponding violence. The fureur négre

was an attempt tc escape from the exguisite,
the evocative, the scented, the precious,
intc a world of simgple, tough, unpretentiocus
reality.;zo

m, 2

This search for a new aestnetics was even mcCre

drarzatic in America, where the Negro finally became the

4 N v ~ 1 I ) IZI my
exbcdiment and symbol of the temreramental. The younger
set of the American revolt movement did not have to pursue
their search for very long. For black novelists had already

b
accevted, as stataed before (pn. 77-78), the emotions and

e

basis of their new fictional credo; and Harlem, where most

from Greenwich Village, the then white radical artistic
baze. Feance there followed a gulcx aisccovery of zutual
sympathy, which socn blossomed in a short veriszd cof fru

ful collaboration. "Aftsr World War I," notes H.lf. Gloster,

"negro writers, esvecially those In New York City, fratern-
2 IR | 1 3 T FRL F RN s HIE'Z Avmadtrnar g o
ized with their white contemporaries. incther writer,

derold Cruse, writss of an "eiiznic and zesthetic inter-
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accion" between the Two zroups.
These white and black writers of the revolt mcve-
ment trzded tenefits throughout tiig 2ectic Twentles, with

Ca o -l S . T - L Lo Y
48 28Conl Providlilg _...’lS”S_I‘aulwl z2ad access Lo tue cengera~-

cunities z2ad azesthetic encouragernent. 2lack writers aad
artists Teczme conduits through which their white countervarts
could experience Iegro cultural life. For example, allace

Thur~ven bhecame escort and usher nar exzcellence in black en-

Tcus points, the Civic Club, was owned by the NAACP and har-

borsd the offices of The Crisis, the prozminsat Negro journal.

These whites also attended Gatsbylike Saturday-night and
rent-varties (officiated by vrominent nosts and hostesses like
T
"26) as well as

Caroused in exclusive cabarets, like the Cotton Club and 3ar-

Hegrovhiles, who were enamored of the temveranental, Jjcined
in characteristic Negro dances lile jazz and listesned to black
zainly blues), sung or rlayed by noonular Negro ar-

tists like Paul Robeson, Florence Mills, and Ethel Waters.
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Following is a description by Rudolph Fisher, a Harlenm
novelist, of one of Ethel Waters' performancess:

It was a sure-enough honky-tonk, occupying
the cellar of a saloon. Here 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 mawnin'

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 of 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 Gecrge Gershwin

who turned the latter drama of simple rural Negro life into
a successful musical composition; Eugene 0'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 revolutionary plays in the
history of the American.theatre."I29 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 cm.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."IBI

But, in terms of Negro art, this greater success of
the white writer was more commercial than aesthetic, argues

the same writer..I32 The reasons for this assertion will

now be examined by reviewing some of the problems of the
Harlem novelist. For 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-



lectual community. Thus, referring to his fellow writers,

the younger Harlem novelists, James W. Jonnson abserved that

at the begianing <f the Twenties they were still & '"ancveltly
ad 1 ¥ HBB my., =2 . 3 1

ant a strangs ovnenomenon. This writer alsc noted the

fficulties of trhe black novelist, including

the vroblem of the "double udience."‘74 Inlike the white

]

writer of ficticn, the Negro cculd not use white and black
materials at will, but was comvelled tc limit himself to
his own ethnic or cultural province. Also, in using his
own group material -- black life aand character conceived in
temperamental terms -- creative freedconr was constricted by
sed arnd stereotyped white wview of it. e have

Z hcow this view tended to demean the Negro folk cul-
ture. This difficuliy appears even greatsr, when one con-

siders that the Negro writer's audience was made um cof

o

whites and of only a small number cf blacxkxs -- those whosse
ic viewvoint was that of the dominant

white grouv. This difficulty of the MNegro novelist is

in his poyular Negro novel, Nigger Zesaven. Ia it, the

would-te black writer, Byron, is zitted against the white

)

editor, Durwood, whose exclusivist view cf black art

-

seens to gtifle the young man's fictional iaspiration.™
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H.M. Gloster reports another difficulty:

Although the fiction of Chestnutt and Dun-
. bar was handled by major voublishing houses

between I898 and IG05, Negro novels and short

stories between the latter year and I923 were
almost invariably vresented by small firms

that were unable to give their authors a

national hearing.I38

It is in the light of difficulties such as these that
should ve viewed the white intellectuals' contribution to
the Harlem novelists attenpts 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 -- Mabel Dodge's salon in Green-
wich Village or the Parisian art colonies of Montmartre and
Montparnase -- Negroes rubbed shoulders with their white

countervarts. In The Looking Glass, ‘/allace Thurman mentions

how several black artists were thus brought "out of obscur-~

ity."IEg‘ Besides, some white intellectuals acted as go-
betweens, bringing influential whites and blacks together.
An examvle of this is Lewis Gannett's luncheon invitation
to McKay, which orovided the ovportunity for him to meet

Carl Van Doren, an editor of the Nation. Introductions like



the vreceding sometimes ripened in business careers

3 ETTa AN N T 7 e = LR ] . - [T X ~r
in white jJjcurnalism. It was In this way that lcKay be-

r~ o A o 2 A LA 3 TR« S T L -~ 3
Canme a zemPer $I tng edlildrial 3tali C1 Thne _ileraitlor and

M., - m'l a wep 11 m O LY O e mam
“hurren of The Tew World. Cf Thurnan, Mae Juende

Zenderson observes:

Tis job ... brought him ato contact wit
many leading and influential people in tre
literary and publishing worlds

&

connecticns there which ... would later

T I
prcove useful.“go

Gunnar Myrdal makes a similar observation: Getting acguasinted

with the white literati opened up "excellent ecozmomic 0pPOr-
-« LS S ',IQI T- 3 L W 4 F o > - ~ 1

tunities. In addition, financial aid was another means

wnerety members 3f the white revolt movement znd their

and doanations, lixe the Spriagern orize, were cccasicnally
given by men of letters (Prof. Spriangarn and Carl Brandit,
feor example) and by a number of "kind-hearted New York

.H IL}E‘

ladies with money to helv young writers n The Eig Sea,

them -- "a bpeautiful

Q
[}
ct
(@]
[
]
O
[}

Hughes writes emotionally ab

- =
woman with snow-white hair"t2 gnd "America's finest

AT 4 - ~ -~ -3 R a3 ] Foth oW 91 [
legrces hnad "something very srecious ... and a deen vwell
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of spirit within ..."145 Also, elder members of the

white revolt movement sometimes acted like tutors to young
Negro novelists, proffering technical or ideological advice.
4 notable example is Frank Harris' exhortation to McKay:
"You are an African ... You must accomplish things for your

1] L6

race ... fou must write vrose. McKay mentions one
instance when he incurred Harris' ire: "You are a bloody
traitor, sir!" he snapped. "For if a man is not faithful

to his own individuality, he cannot be loyal to anything." 47
These harsh words by the Irish critic and editor of Pearson's
Magazine were oroanounced at a time when he thought his

ouvril was swerving away from temveramental rectitude. Note-
worthy in Harris' remarks is the allusion to Negro identity

-~ an issue that has been exhaustively treated in previous

discussions bearing on the racial debate.

More importantly, the white contribution to
Negro arts and letters also affected the elaboration of
the Harlem Renaissance novel. The white intellectual's re-
formed view of art had some imvact on the black novelist.
It is not easy, however, to measure its exact extent.
This reformed view of art has traditionzally 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 I920s:

Freud, who became popular in the U.S., after

a series of lectures at Clark University, in

I909, stimulated an interest in primitivism

as an avenue of escape for jaded Americans,
by attributing many of the neurosis of human

behavior to the suppression of ... instinct.148

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 TUnited States, had created a
strong need for sensuous indulgence. These values are finely
dramatized in the "Lost Generation" works 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

kind, self-restraint is replaced by licence and resvonsi-
bility by withdrawal. Underlying such works, too, is a
strong desire to forget the unpleasant experiences of the
immediate vast. 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
vredominate in the white Negfo 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-
varts. Commenting on that influence, Robert A. Bone says
that the black novelists found in the white models a "useful
support" for their own creations.ﬂ"9 Another commentator,
Amritjit Singh, believes that the use of primitivism by
black writers helved them to define their own identity.120

In this respvect, Carl Van Vechten's Nigger Heaven has been

singled out for svecial mention. H.M. Gloster argues that
"it affected the work of the Negro fictionist more than
any other bvook in the history of American literature."I5I

Undeniably, a number of Harlem novels, esvecially of the

folk and mixed tyves reviewed earlier (vv. I8-19), do drama-
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tize the expressive and affirmative values that permeate

Nigger Heaven. These include novels by Claude McKay (Home

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).

However, 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-

152

mental self-image of blacks. As a result, he did not

value greatly works like "Melanctha" and Nigger Heaven, and

even went to great lengths to disown their influence on his
creations.153 Hughes' case is a little different. Unlike
McKay, he did admire and defend the portrayal of Negro
character by white authors.154 Yet, in spite of this and the
latters' obvious influence on his works,I55 he continued to
suggest that these were independent creations and that he

156

was unable to write primitively. Besides, Hughes' remark
that the white novelist's success in representing Negro
character was more commercial than aesthetic tends to accen-
tuate the rejection of primitivistic influence. Elsewhere,

however, these writers of the Harlem School have lauded the
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primitive ideal esvoused by white intellectuals. Thus

Hughes himself observed:

In the primitive world, where veodle live
closer to the earth and much nearer to the
stars, every inner and outer act combines

to form the single harmony, life .... They
do not, as many civilized peownle do, neglect
the truth of the physical for the sake of
the mind.27

Similarly, McKay asserted that paradise was "a primitive
kind of place"I58 and that he was "a vrimitive savage and
«++ a stranger to civilization."I59 It is only natural,
therefore, that such an endorsement of the »rimitive should
reflect itself in these writers' novels, in sv»ite of their
femarks to the contrary. Hence, I will attemvt 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. Among them are Rudolvh

Fisher's mixed novels (The Conjure-Man Dies, The Walls of

Jericho) as well as a number of avpologist ones, like The

Chinaberry Tree and The Fire in the Flint. Other novels,

Iike Flight and Banana Rottom, bear but the attenuated
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marks of that influence. Thus the influence of the

white Negro model on the young black writer has not been

so universal and stifling, as a number of commentators have
suggested.léo This fact is partially reflected in a remark
by Bone: "The influenée 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 vrimitivism on their works stems
from the nature of the white model itself. The fundamental
vpurpose of the Harlem Renaissance novel was to dramatize
Negro individuality in terms of the temperamental, its
alleged basis. Primitiviism, by revresenting mainly two of
the six values issuing from that individuality, vroduced
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 toc shallow or limi-

ted.

Also militating against the acceptance of the
vrimitivistic label on the part of the Negro novelists were
the vpeculiar racial awareness of the era and an intensive
desire for distinctive grouv expression. Thus the Harlem
School novel, by aiming at a fuller and more authentic

portrait of Afro-american identity, through the dramatiza-
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tion of the folk culture is, in meny respects, a reaction

against the white Negro novel.

Having indicated in the foregoing studies the
influence of both racial dogma and the vrimitivistic cult
on the Renaissance novelist's view of Negro individuality,
ny attention in the following chanter will focus on the
black values on which this alleged individuality is founded
and which were but partially devpicted by white novelists.
This study is historical inibutlook and will vrepare us for
another (chapter three) that views Negro folk values as the
ingredients of the black soul. Together, these three
chavters constitute the first vart of the inquiry into the

Harlem Renaissance novel.
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PART ONE: EMPHASTZING THEE ORAL TRADITION

Chapter 2: Survival Value



This chapter will further explore the oproblenm
of Afro-american identity through a study of the survival
value underlying Negro folk-art. Values, in general, con-
sist of three comvonents. The first, which John Laird calls
the "emotional,"I was 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 ocutlets through which all values find exvression; and,
the other, to the value itself. To Risieri Frondizi, these
twin components are resvectively the "carriers'" and '"con-

tent" of Value.2

Corresponding to the former in black folk culture
are the enjoyment or entertaining 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 "deev feelings and un-

usual emotions."3 Statements like this, which are numerous

L

in black sociological literature, sometimes specify the
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nature of the feeling or emotion as well as the folk
outlet involved in the above cultural vrocess. An example
is Claude McKay's statement, which links "the bitterness

in negro life" with the svirituals and blues.” Another
example is Arna Bontemvs' argument that these songs are the
expression of the "stress and strain" of the Negrol's day-

6

to-day existence.

In the preceding chaéter, we noted that Negro
emotions or feelings were considered a lot more exuber-
ant than those of other human svecies. We also remarked
that writers .attributed this apparent condition to heredit-
ary factors or to the hardshivs of life in the Americas.
As a result of this expansive view of the temveramental in
Negroes, most black intellectuals revresented the exXvression
of feelings through the folk arts as a »rime cultural ne-
cessity. I shall elaborate on the latter in the next

discussion on the folk arts, the second comvonent of value.

Three considerations seem to add credence to the
above assumvtion by black writers. One of these is the vroven
abundance ancd diversity of Negro folk-art »roductions, whether
in dance, music, song or the oral tale. These two gqualities,
which will later become apvarent, have impressed all students

0f black American folklore. Thus Martha Beckwith exvressed
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urorise at the latterftsz "rich ... development,"7 while
Zoward W. Cdum ccnsidered it ”.ne*mauyuble."8 A second
consideration that seems tc validate the assumption of a
cultural necessity for smotiocnal articulaticon through the
folk arts is the aprarent universality of tkeir indulgence.
This prompted one writer to say that tiis kind of indul-
gence was "common to every vart of America where the scns

9

of Africa had been carried.! Another writer, citing story-
telling as an examvle of this widespread immersion in folk-
art, cbserved that it was a "deer-rocted habit for negroes
5f all ages and sexes" and not merely a pastime for thre
crivileged faw. 1s0 stressing the universal aature of
folk-art involvement is the remark that "the love of fiddling,
singing and dancing" was generalized among southern nlanta-
tion Negroes.‘I The third consideration tending to validate
the belief in the existence of a group necessity for em
tional exvressicn through folklore is an alleged artistic

faculty. Verious epithets -~ imagination, impulse, power,

-

genius, talent -- were used %to describe it.

0y

Moreover, two related aesthetic vrocesses -- lnmpro-
visaticn and variation -- were advanced in support of this

faculty. The first alleged creativ

(6]

Trocess re
comvositional activity through which a folk-art item evolives.

ucdents of Negrc folklore were guick t
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in terms of content, a tune, dance or tale was not a
fixed and vre-arranged piece, but an embryonic entity
achieving full growth only during execution.IB A Negro
story, they further argued, was a bare motif or theme

L

orogressively filled out with circumstantial detail;I and
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 conmplementary variational process menticned 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

16

locality to another. Professor White, who also drew

attention to this phenomenon, has noted that "few songs had

a fixed beginning and almost none had a definite end."I7

On the other hand, some writers have argued that
improvisation 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 assumntion that white art was more

18

formal 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. Whites, however,
who refused to concede to the Negro any artistic, let alone,
intellectual, advantage, rejected outright this seemingly
vrevosterous idea of a svecial faculty. For them, the twin
processes supvosedly associated with the latter were but
black forms of imitation of Turo-American models. In this
respect, the ballad and the spiritual were considered notable
examples.I9 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.zo

These, then, are the three considerations
(abundance and diversity of outout, universal involvement
and aesthetic endowment) underscoring the belief in a deex

cultural need for emotional articulation through the folk arts.

In the ensuing analysis, I will continue to examine
the folk arts, the egquivalent 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 veriod
oreceding the Harlem Renaissance. The supporters of the
hereditary theory in matters of Negro primitive culture (op.

50-5I, 67-71) have traced the above-mentioned need to Africa.
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There, they argue, singing, dancing and story-telling

were a cdeev-rocoted vractice long vefcre the cnset of Aneri-
can slavery;a‘ The origin of this practi
tuted by others to the mercantilism that the latter form cf

exvloitaticn provoked. During the Middle Passage -- the

sea-Jjourney from the African meinliand to the New World
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slavers apparentl; bove practice in a con-

tinued effort to stem the tides of despondeacy and revolt

.- p3e}
among their uaruly human cargo.““ 'hite plantation masters,

00, had freguent recourse to this practice, their mctives

teing, tc 21l intents and purposes, similar to thcse which

s - 23 - ,
the cwners of slave-ships.™ In this resvect, maki
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the siaves 'hapoy'" through nusic, =0
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and dance was, revort-

<

edly, an effective way to elicit their goodwill and thus
increzase prcductien‘aa Towever, voluntary indulgence by
slaves, and not comrulsicn by their masters, seems to have

predeminated in folklore activities on the plantations,

as willl bvecome evident. By the ead of the Civil Yar, which

hastened the end of the slave era in the United States, ti

b'

is
alleged practice of impulsive emctional release (initiated
ty slave captain, plantation master and slave) through folk-

lcre had nc doubt grown into a firm cultural habit.
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Helping its growth during the three hundred or so
years vreceding the Harlem Renaissance was the rural insula-
rity of black life, fostered by the American caste system.
As I pointed out in the introductory chavter, the latter
instituted a widespread pattern of socic-economic segrezation,
which tended to alienate white and black life from each
other, thus forcing the Negro groun to fall back unon its
own resources for cultural sustenance. Later, in the vost-
bellum Reconstruction period (I865-90), such anti-Negro
legislation as the Black Codes (they sought to curtail and,
in some States, repress the freedman's newly-found civil
liberties) avpear to have strengthened this tradition of emo-
tional artistic exvression. But, threatening its dynamisnm
and, in scme cases, undermining it altogether, were the
successive waves of rural emigratiocn from the end of the
nineteenth century (vages I-3). In the new milieu -~ the
industrial centres of the North and South -- Negro life
found itself in relatively closer »roximity to white cul-
tural contacts than was possible in the southern hinterland.
This was due, in part, to the zroliferation of service Jjobs
and to the relatively greater ovvortunities for Negroes

in the white-controlled areas. Hence, the greater influence



that such contacts increasingly exerted on the new ur-
ban dwellers. In the early twentieth century, this in-
fluence was accelerated by the growing use of the radio
and gramovhone, which then were already making forays even
in distant Negro rural life. 3RBesides, the greater access
to the public schcol system, transmitting ideas other than
those of the black subculture, only served to augment the
"adverse" effects of white Americam influence on the Negro
oral tradition. (In the second and third varts of the
present inquiry into the Harlem Renaissance, I shall ela-

borate on this influence).

Black writers in general attributed to this oral
radition 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 prior
to the Harlem Renaissance. Arna Bontemps, for examvle,
believes that this indulgence "satisfied ... the cravings

25

of the svirit in the oopvressed and dezrived;" while
Gunnar Myrdal and Margaret Butcher, looking back at the
oral tradition from a more distant vantage voint, resvect-

ively argue that it fostered "internal group cohesion"26
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and "evolved unique ... ways for making life liVable."27
This conception of Negro survival through folk-art clearly
contrasts with its white counterpart. In the last chapter,
I mentiomed 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 folk-art in-
dulgence has aroused much displeasure among black writers.
Richard Wrightt!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 and 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 Guunnar Myrdal notes that " ... the puritan-
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, in
particular; and short stories like "The Maypole of Merry
Mount" and "Young Goocdman 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 symvathy 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. Indeed, during the long period of
slavery as well as after it, black minstrelsy was the main
source of vleasure and merriment for plantation whites. How-
ever, like the clergyman, the average master is said to have
been ignorant of the avowedly deever significance or meaning
of the songs, music, tales and tunes, which usually accom-

panied the daily rounds of plantation life.

In the ensuing vart 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
uvhkeld by blacks and rejected by most whites. The oral arts
which make uvp this tradition perform variocus functions.

It is through them that this value or sustaining quality

is articulated. As a result, any 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 ncte 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 emotions as well as by the varticular need
or desire that seeks fulfillment. Thirdly, functions usually
arise from the interplay of several folk-arts and are,
therefore, not the result of any one of these in varticular.
Thus a dance (like jazz) and a svecific tale item may con-
tribute to the same type of function, although belonging to
different genres., I think Morroe Berger is emphasizing this,
when he says that jazz is an art-form containing several

values outside the realm of art.BO

These artistic functions,
which I am about to examine, constitute what hgs initially
been termed the value content or the third comvonent of

value.

Furthermore, the survival value of Negro folk-arts
derives from the psychoanalytic nature of these functions.
Richard Wright's understanding of this fact nrompted him to
sugegest that "the new values of life and exverience'" of
Negroes should be analyzed with the aid of Freudian con-

cepts.BI Similarly, Melville J. Herskovits suggests:

+++ Certain aspects of the vsychology of »rimi-
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tive Negro cultural behaviour ... may be the
better understood when some of the broader

concents of nsychoanalysis are applied to

their interpretation¢32

Moreover, as Negro 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 and

drives that are biologically or socially acquired.

In the Negro folk traditiocn, one level of sublimation
of thwarted desires and drives is carried out by what may
be called the exvressive function. In it emotional release
is conducted through vocal (verbalization or instrumentation)
and »hysical means {motor or muscular behavior). Articula-
ting emotions mainly through voice were the Spirituals, the
universally acclaimed religious songs. W.E.B. DuBois des-
cribes them as "the rhythmic cry of the slave;"33 Benjamin
Brawley, as an exv»ression of "orayer, hove and yearning;"y+
and, Newman I. White, as "a record of the feelings of the
race under slavery."35 Wegro emotions also found exrpresszion

through a combination of the above-mentioned means -- voice,

instrument and body. A good example of emotional release
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incorvporating mainly voice and
the secular countervart cf tae
of unreqguitecd love, sorrow and

chzanging haunts (railroad, street-corners, honky-tcnks) by
dewn~trodden, itinerant songsters. That these sad Negro
Lyrics also coanstitute an emotional record for the race is
attested by & nameless comzeniator cof early black life and,
more recently, by Ralph Zlliscn. The first sees in them
a "curious story of disillusionment [wherein| stark, full
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tant worship for the Baptists as well as the Methodists
in the early days of slavery. As for the Gosvel Songs,
they tended to supplant the Spirituals in the cities from
early vre-Renaissance times. Of these modern counterparts
of the sorrow songs Eileen Southern writes:

When the black people began pouring into the

nationts cities ..., they took their ...

spirituals with them, but found the rural-

born music to be unsatisfactory in urban

settings and unresvonsive to their needs.

Consequently, the church singers created a
more exvressive music to which they apvlied

39

the term gosvel music.

Another artistic medium of emotional release in-
corvorating instrument and body movement is jazz, that

strange mixture of rag music and blues song,L'LO

which ach-
ieved wide vopularity within and without the race prior to

the I920s. Its characteristic imoulsive beat or rhythm

is described by V.F. Calverton as a "vicarious ocutlet for

the negroes' crazed emot:i.cms"L+I and, by J.A. Rogers, as

a "unique conduit for the expression of the gayer feeling:—s."L+2
Several other dances, including the Juba, also emvloyed

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-
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jectory hand-clapping and faot—tapping.-l1L3

This tyve of function, which consists in the
expulsion of revressed emotions through the above means
is, to some writers of Negro folk-life, inherently »urga-
tive. This is what writers like Frantz Fancn and Margaret
Butcher suggest in their use of the term "catharsis" to
describe that vsychological process.44 During catharsis,
emotions that have been pushed down into the unconscious are,
as in the Negro exvressive function under study, forced out,
thus removing or vreventing the twin evils of repression
-- anxiety and neurosis."’5 This alleged cathartic effect
is uvhely by Philliv A. Bruce, a nineteenth-century suvnrema-
cist. Such a "concession' on Bruce's part is survrising,
in view of his persistent denigration of Negro character in

the heyday of racial debate.X6

A second function, the mnemonic, contrasts with
the exvressive in that it obliterates, rather than recalls,
vainful feelings or unfulfilled desires. The need to
forget on the part of the pre-Renaissance folk -- described
by #.2.B. DuBois as prison-house residents“7 and by Richard
Wright as "that vast, tragic school that swims in the denths

against the current"L*8 -- was renortedly very strong. This
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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 black Americans, writes that through
dancing, music and singing "they forgot or were not sensible
of their miserable condition."L+9 Another writer similarly
reports that at night southern Negroes would, by such

s s . . 0
artistic means, cast off all care in comscious abandon..5

In the matter of withdrawal and escape through folk-
art, jazz is the most frequently cited medium, with several
writers attributing to it an excepticnally mnemonic effect,
as of drug or alcohol.SI However, one writer felt that jazz
was far better a means of escape, because it could achieve
"temporary forgetfulness ... infinitely less harmful"
than the above two stimulants.”@ This predilecticon 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:
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Away! away! for I will fly to thee,

Not charioted by Bacchus and his vards,

But on the viewless wings of Poesy ...53
The above remarks associating jazz with alcohol and drugs
find zn echo in Freud's contention that "one of the chief

=
functions of art is to serve as 'narcotic.' ol

The "narcotic" effect of Negro folk-art, which is
most evident in jazz and which procures temvorary flights
from unpleasant reality or orings about the obliteration of
a too burdened memory is, in many resvects, a form of racial
suppression. Suppression can be described as

ee. a controlled reaction in which the individ-

ual deliberately turns to other thoughts. This

more 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.””

In the Renaissance period in particular, many a
Negro supvlemented his own benign form of racial suppress-

ion through art with alcoholism. Chief among the factors

contributing to this vractice were the short-lived econonic
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prosperity and licence cf the period of which tze literary

works of Claude YcXay (A Long Way from Home), Langston

3ig Sea), mranest Hemingway (The Sun 4lso Rises)
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reflections. The hedonism arising from the ¢«
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mbined incdul-
gence in art and alccholism and sex brought avecut cultural
cebasement and moral decline, both of which provide the

vasis for fictional drama in tne mixed and avolcocgist novels
(pr. I8-I9). This question,; of course, will be fully examine
in the third and last part of this inguiry into lower-class
life. 3Below, I will continue to explore the yroblem cf tae
Negro's vnsychological survival in America through two more

analyses about the functions underlying nis folk-art.

Suporession was alsc achleved through the substitu-
ive function, so-callied because it supplants one emotion cor
feeling for zanother that is deenxed anti-sccial. During the

three or so centuries that vreceded the Renaissaance, egrc

¢}

could not express their resentment cvenly without iacurriag
the plantaticn master's wrath or the white community's in

1

genersl. Richard Wright revorts that the occasiosnal free

eXpressicn cf this feeling "would carry rvenalities. varying frocm
i1d censure to death‘"56 Such punishments, for exanmvle,
followed the crackdown cn the Rlacx Caribs revolt in the
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West Indie357 as well as. the Turner and Vesey uprisings
in the United States during the first half of the previous

58

century. Further proof of the dangers inherent in cvert
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 avold white retaliation and as a means of
self-protection, Negroes adopted an accommodating pattern
of behavior. About it, Howard W. Odum makes this succinct
remarks '"the negro has two distinct social selves:s the one
he reveals to his own people, the other he assumes among

60

whites, the assumption becoming natural.”

One form of black posturing was what Richard Wright
has dubbed "outward submissiveness"6I -— a mixture of largely
feigned meekness and subservience. Plantation drama, in
which the Negro played the part of an ingratiating fool,
helped generate 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
http:century.58

62

as Carter G. Woodson and W.Z.B. DuBois have noted,
to transmit their own Christian brand of meekness and obed-
ience. And, since non-religious Negroes were, aprarently,
more intractable than staunch believers, many a white

master would encourage the singing of such songs. Thus,

on the one hand, the Negroes willingly imposed the sheevish
image upon themselves, out of social necessity. On the
other hand, the image was forced upon 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 vhysician and sudremacist Robert B,

63

Bean has remarked, 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 Myrdal as

a "high-pitched cackle"®® and by S.P. Fullinwider as a kind
66

of raucousness. Margaret Butcher, drawing attention to
its deceptive nature, further describes it as a "protective
mimiery, more contrived and artificial than natural and
spontaneous."67 As among the folk people of the Furopean

Renaissance era,68 Negro early life was constantly immersed
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in laughtsr, part of whicn arcse out of day-to-day folk-
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63

wolf), were a continuocus source of laughter s were the

slave satires underlying the numerocus riddles of plantatiocn
life.7o Laughter also arose in the normal course cf sing-
ing, dancing and stcry-telling, as this cbservation notes:
Within his cabin, and cheered by goocd com-
vany and a bright fire-light, the negro slave
resuned his gayety, and sang and danced and
laughed .... His day's work and zis appetite
apveased, ne abandoned himself tc mirth and

These two forms cof tlack pesturing -- cutward sub-
missiveness ané chseriness -- constitute the essence of
Hegro humer. In defining it, scme writers have tried to
demonstrate how different it is from white humor. Thus S.F.
Tulliawider suite rightly argues that black humor is essen-
tially z wask: wh a2 wvhit humnr re = iging fronr

ially z mask; whereas white humor Ze sees as arising fron
-~ 2 N Fod : LW > ‘72 A F~3 ol PP ] o
vne irony of a given situation.’ As for Sterling Brown,

‘N x R ‘e -~ - < ~33 % - v o T omlem
s sees in the mask a much mcre pervasive reallly among RLACUsS

thafi’' 1 dﬁyTaméng"whités.73 This apparently greater indulgence
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in humor on the vpart 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 relationship between humor and reseni-
ment is corroborated by rsychoznalysis, which has long
discovered a link between the former and aggression.7z+
Cued by this, Negro writers have discovered in turn a sim-

ilar link in Negro folklore.75

In itself, aggression is a self-destructive emotion.76
This is why vsychologists have associated it with the
Death instinct.77 The Negro of pre-Renaissance times was
revortedly 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 supremscist --
and thus was effected his psychological self-vreservation.
That the 0ld Negro could accede to this third form of sub-
limation is abundantly 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 counterpart, 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 accomvanying aggression. Similarly, arti-
culating motifs of revenge were the energetic beat as well as
the rhythmic shuffling of feet that are so vital a vart of
jazz. Hence DuBcis dubs jazz rhythnms "riotous”78 and Hughes

sees in its 'tom-tom' cadence a vicarious form of "revolt.”79

Furthermore, motifs of revenge were also articulated
verbally through the singing of Svirituals and the telling
of animal tales. In these, the white man was revresented as
potential or de facto victim. Miles M. Fisher notes that
some of these Negro religious songs contained a subsidiary
and undercover statement or message, inviting slaves to
rebellion and envisaging flight from the plantations as oun-
ighment for the potentially helpless master.SO The Spiri-
tual, "Steal Away," lends itself to such an intervretation.
Also, the desire to see their ovvressors vunished was ren-
dered through the slaves' and freedmen's vrofession 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-
teroreted as a guarantee of versonal salvation for them-
selves =~ after the travails of earthly life -- and the lat-

ter they held uv as a negative reward for their enemies.
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Of course, the vpunitive desire carried through by this
second symbol (hell) was imvariably couched in irony and
double-entendre, as in the following lines of a freedom
Spiritual:

Before T stay in hell one day,

Heaven shall-a be my home;

I sing and pray my soul away,

Heaven shall-z be my home ...8I

In the above excerpt, the racial persona clearly exvresses
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
seens to render even more dramatically the punitive desire
underlying the hell symbol:

Remember me, remember me,

0 Lord, remember me!

I am a soldier of the cross,

A foll'wer of the Lamb.92
Here, the racial persona seems much less certain of a
heavenly abode. Therefore, he reminds 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 runish-

ment to be meted out to those of the other army -- the
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non-black pervetrators 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 generaticns of vlantation maids and
servants, who used them to entertain countless white house-
holds.83 These, of course, never doubted their apvarent
innocence nor susvected their underlying harmful intent.
Writing about the most reputed of these tales, the Uncle
Remus cycle (edited by the well-known southern white author,
Joel C. Harris), Bernard Wolfe argues that they constituted
the "half-supppressed revenge of a resentful minor:‘uty."&+
Partly incarnating and executing this emotion is the
notorious animal hero, Brer Rabbit. A fine examvle 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 varticularly imvortant to

the slave, because he was unable to release his aggression

ovenly and needed a psychic symbol of his resentment against
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86

the white man." Another symbol of aggression is the

Svider, the hero of the West Indian Anancy cycle of folk
tales. His veculiarly metamorphic versatility, which in-
c¢luded human as well as supernatural guises, reandered hinm

a votentially more effective avenger than the Rzbbit. I
will further examine these tales in the following fourth and
last analysis of Negro artistic functions. In the vreceding
analysis, I have tried to circumscribe the substitutive
function, showing how the overt artistic behavior of the Ne-
gro was to a great extent a fagade whereby he sublimated

his violent feelings against the white community,.

Life in America during the slave and Reconstruction
veriods not only fostered black aggressiveness, but also
attennted to inculcate uvon the Negro a feeling of inferior-
ity vis-a-vis his white counterpart.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 decentive behavior described orecedingly. However,
that a2 number of slaves and freedmen may have felt themselves
infericr to whites generally, as Idus A. Mewby claims,88
is highly probably, in view of their traditional dewnrivation
and exvloitation, and their overwhelming socio-econonic

1ag.89
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Generally, a fesling of infericrity is accompenied
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istory, the blacik Americsn has trisd to overcome such

a feeling in diverse ways. CFrofessional sports is én out-
standing examvle. The successful careers of egro Jjockeys likxe
Isaac Murphy in the last century are examples of the Negroes'
efforts ta cope with the debilitating stigma of inferiority.‘j
And, in cur own day, the exploits of the boxer, Muhummad AlZl,
and of the Harlem Globe Trotters, in basketball, are not
vithout the latter subsidiary motivatiocn. 2ut, in pre-Ren-
aissance tires, the folk-aris have been the Hegroes' vrincirgal
recourse fcor coming to terms with this acguirsd or impcsed
feeling of inadequacy. They have resorted to them not only
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Cne of its manifestaticas 1s the act of creation
itself., As in sports, indulgence in imvrovisation and varia-
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tica -- activities inherent in artisiic creatica (pp. IIé-

17) == enabled black folk artisis to excel in eatsrtainment,
) . o
a social field largely igncred by whites in the early years.”

2ro groud's prominence in art was iatervreted by at

!

least sowme blacks as evidence of a supericr artistic sk ll; -
a feeling which the constant exyosure to both black and white
cre-Renaissance audiences only served to activate. As a

sult, playing and acting were much sought, zs they permitted
talented Negroes to direct the attention of non-blacks in

varticular -- their accussrs of Iafericrity -- to an area

its vilification by white writers and supremacists.

There are nuxzerous recorded exanmples i1n black folk-1ife
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of individuals drawing or trying to draw attenticn to their ar-
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years in the mushroozing of Negro bands and clubs, in Zuroce
as well as imerica {(v.6). Noel C. Zarris' zeeting with
wunber of comrpeting Negro raccnteurs at a rsilroad station

is a classic example of this vying fcr white attention.
Morecver, according to Richard M. Dorson, seeking sttenticn
as a compensatory measure found eloquent eXpression in dramatic
acticn:

Negro storytellers not only fully utilize

their oral resources but also gesticulate and

even act out parts of exciting narratives.

These nistrionics bulld up to a small rerform-

ance, the tale verging cn drama cr farce.97

It has been revported that this need fcr attenticn also mani-

fested itself in language Several writers have ncted the
colorful and inflated idiom of the lower-classes in conver-

. . & . .
saticn zs well as narration.”’” Tne of them sees in this verdbal

~
reculiarity a conscious effort to outdo the whites in speech.79

This ovinion is borne out by the tales themselve
which, mcre than any other Negro genre, dramatize:. the asser-
tive function underlying Negro art. Thus, in additicn to

veing =z medium of vicarious revenge, the trickster anizzal
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tales display a verbal 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. I38)
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 robber of his black-eyed peas; the subse-
quent catching of the culprit, Brer Rabbit, and his final
escape when he thrusts his tarry forepaws into the old man's
eyes. The narrating of such successful guile and ingenuity
acted like another ego-booster and was, therefore, an addi-

tional source of compensation.

It is, 'in part, to the artistic functions just described
that Marlem Renaissance writers turned in their attempt to
elaborate a cultural ideal. 1In the next chapter, the third
and last in this initial part of our inquiry into lower-class
life, the fictional formulation of this attempt will be

examined.,
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PART ONZ: EMPEASIZING THE ORAL TRADITION

Chapter 3: The Soul Concept



Having reviewed the psychoanalytic functions
of the Afro-american folk tradition, I will now analyze
their treatment in Harlem Renaissance fiction. This
dual aporoach -- historicalwand then fictional -- will

be pursued in the two remaining sections of this inguiry.

In their treatment of the pervasive functional
motif, the Harlem School writers' aim, for the most vart,
has been to aporise their peovle of the vital importance
of the folk tradition in racial 1life as well as of the
necessity to make that tradition the corner-stone of any
rrogram of cultural advancement. TIn Banjo, Claude McKay,
a forerunner of the Renaissance,I states this aim quite
clearly:

It's the common peovle, you know, 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 down 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. f course,
there was no need to inform the lower-class of the im-
vortance of these operations arising from the folk-art
tradition. As I indicated in the last chavter, the folk
Negroes, who constituted the most abiding element of the
lower-class (p. I7), had keﬁt the functional tradition alive
from the dawn of slavery. In the main, the Harlem School
writers! plea was directed at the crust of elder writers
and race leaders. For, as this inquiry will increasingly
show, it was the Negro intellectual who had traditionally
shouldered the over-zll reswonsibility of racial advance-
ment. Moreover, the fundamentzlly folk outlcok adovnted by
Harlem novelists in matters regarding the latter is not
2t all survrising in view of their deeply-rooted lower-
Class symvathies. I have noted two instances of this: the
debate over a suitable subject-matter for Negro fiction
(op. I9-22) and the intellectual response of these younger

writers to the continuing Negro oroblem (vo. 26-28).
The above folk argument is embodied in the Hzrlem
School novelists' revresentation of functions. I will,

therefore, examine these in three related discussions.
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as the pursuit of life, 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 coveted 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 you'self. I knowed her long before
you did, when she was running after me.
You're a dawggone liar!
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 nronounced in Arna

Bontemps' 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
prize 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 comvarable
to Miss Dessan in attractivgness. For a time, he thought
he had found her in Della Green. But, Journeying back

to New Orleans, he rediscovers his first love:

I jes!' come back ...

How you lak St. Louis?
There ain't nuthing there for me. No veace.

So you ccme back on account o' dat?
De season is done finish ... I'm gonna be heah
a long time, an' I wants yo' ccmpany, yella gal.

Augie's heart leavpt 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 Cod Sends Sunday, a2lso vernmeates Home to Harlen.

This novel begins by showing us Jake cutting short his
military assignment in Zurope. After this farewell-to-arms
of sorts, the reader sees Jake verbalizing his much anti-

Ccivated reunion with homes=x
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Nip me all you wanta, Mister Louse ...

Roll on, Mister Shiv, and stinks 211 the

way as ycu rolls. Jest take me 'long to Har-

lem is all I »ray. I'm crazy to see again the

brown-skin chippies 'long Lencx Avenue. Oh

boy! (3)
Uppermost in Jake's mind was Felice, a cabaret singer,
whom he had known for a short time before his trip to
Eurovne. The high and low search for her through the slum-
my streets and entertainment haunts of Harlem cuts across
the entire novel. The reader is first confronted with
Jake's initial high spirits and hoves for an early reunion
with Felice (35-40). Then he sees these turn awry, when
the search for her drags on with seemingly no end in sight
(4LI-I03). Later, he views a despairing Jake unexvectedly
catching up with the object of his feverish quest (299).
And, finally, he witnesses their celebrated reunion, with
the two making amorous plans and showering each other
with expressions of deevp attachment (300-340). The need
to seek out a nerson of the ovvosite sex (in whon the
rrotagonist pins his hope for happiness) also constitutes

a strong urge in novels like COne Vay to Heaven, Walls of

Jericho and The Blacker the Berry.

Also permeating these and other novels of the
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Harlem School are excessive eating and drinking, the
two remaining compconents of the hedonistic triangle of
Pursuit. The pursuit of drinking as an ideal is a con-

stant motif in Wallace Thurman's two novels -- The Blacker

the Berry and Infants of the Soring. 1In these works,

drinking as a way of 1life gives rise to an exclusive group
0f pleasure-seekers that tend to duplicate the irresmon-
sibility of the "us" fraternity in Hemingway's novels.

Lize some of Hemingway's men and women, the members of this
selective group are continually "seeking out" (202) their
favorite hide-outs and "locking for liguor" (I58). In

Thurman's other novel, The Infants of the Spring, the group

of fellow revellers is an ill-assorted lot of vuseudo~-artists
and intellectuals inspired by Fourierist enthusiasm. The
writer, to dramatize the extent to which alcoholic indul-
gence is indispensable to the comvany, engages its members
in a mock Christian ritual, wherein the dire need for gin

takes on the urgency of divine manna (I02).

The hedonistic search for havniness through eating
and drinking is also oprominent in Claude McKay's novels.
But, in them, the vursuit of these two activities amounts

to 2 form of evicurism. In Home to Harlem and Banjo,

for examvle, characters are versistently discussing the
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merits of this or that food or drink as well as acting
like seasoned gourmets. Jzke, more than any other, exem-

plifies this behavior in 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' (I0). Nor would he fare
on Maryland fried chicken if_it were not accompanied by
"candied sweet potatoes" (I0). In Banjo, moreover, evicur-
ism or the search for happiness through the pleasures of the
valate is dramatized by the "beach boys,”" a bunch of black
vagrants. Their movements in and out of the low restaurants
of Marseille are dominated by the connoisseur attitude

that is the stock-in-trade of their countervarts in Home

to Harlem. BRugsy, one of the lot, dramatizes this attitude

in his proud rejection of vin rouge ordinaire (7) and in

his predilection fcr gras double and vieds macuet Marseill-

aise (62). The bearing of the hedonistic nursuit of hap-
piness on the functional, our subject-matter, will become

evident later in this chapter.

Parallel to this ramvant hedonism in the Harlen
School novel is the religious search for hapviness. I have

already mentioned how this second tyve of search involves
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the pursuit of Christian ideals (hove, charity, meek-

ness ... ) as well as indulgence in folk suverstition or
conjuring. These two forms of religious activity becone
additional avenues of well-being in a number of novels.
These avenues are either indevendent of each other or conm-
plementary. Foremost among the novels that dramatize the

indernendent kind of religious search is Not Without

Laughter. In it Aunt Hager,’a powerful religious figure
with rock-like convictions, pursues the Protestant way of
life unswervingly and in vain attemnts to impose it on her
youngest children (Harriet and Sandy). Protestant ideals

are vursued with no less a fervor in Banana Bottom by Rev.

Malcolm Craig and his wife, Priscilla. 3But these two
champicns of the "Free Church" (95) achieve a relatively
greater success with Bita Plant and Harold Newton, adovted
children who remain steadfast religious enthusiasts uv

to their mid-twenties.

Banana Bottom also devpicts the comvlementary form

of the religious search for happiness through characters
like Belle Black and Yoni Legge. These females, unlike the
characters just mentioned, lead complex lives that alternate
between Christian and conjuring ideals, sometimes direct-
ing their steps to the community church znd, sometimes,

to the obeaghman's cave, in a persistent effort to find solu-
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tions to material problems. Also exemvlifying this
duality are the day-to-day activities of Aunt Mandy, Mat-

tie Johnson (One Way to Heaven) and of Mrs. Araminthra

Snead (The Conjure-Man Dies). In the following passage,

the revelations of the latter v»rotagonist under question-

ing clearly brings out this duality:

I don't do no work at 2all - not for wages.
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 havpyen that a devoted church-
worker like you, Mrs. Snead, comes to seek
the advice of 2 man like Frimbo, a master
of the vowers of darkness?
If one medicine don' help, maybe another will.
0 I made up my mind. Everybody know 'bout
this man Frimbc - say he can conjure on down.
And T figure I been takin' it to the Lord in
prayer long enough. Now I'm goin' take it %o
the devil,
So you came here?
Yes.

This search for well-being along religious lines usually

conflicts with the functional, the vursuit of folk-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 Califormia and then
among the well-to-do set of black Harlem -- was constrained
to sacrifice her female and male compamions (Hazel, John)
of lower-class origin. She loved them dearly, but felt,

nevertheless, that they were bvelow her station.

The pursuit of middle-class goals by the black-
colored protagonist within her own racial group is also
an important motif in the avologist novel (pp. I8-I9).

For exampnle, There Is Confusion vortrays a family in which

its members vlay the nart of dogged middle-class aspirants.
The father, Joel Marshall, conguers 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 in The

Infants of the Svring, craves after white '"musiczl distinc-

tion" (53). And Maggie Ellersky, a hanger-on of the
Marshall family, seeks a marriage of convenience with the
latter'!s brother that would bring her "comfort, resvecta-

bility and love" (I1I8).

The avologist novel, however, is better knowm
for its dramatization of the other form of the material-
istic search -- the unrestricted pursuit of white middle-

Class material advantages by the fair-skinned or near-
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white Negro protagonist vposing as white. Just as the
previous form of the materialistic search by the black-
colored 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 passing or crossing the

color-line (p. 30).

Bxemplifying this second type of materialistic
search in the apologist novel is Vera Manning, a minor char-

acter of Jessie Fauset's There Is Confusion. 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 and freedom" (I3) that she felt were ab-
sent from her own group life. Flight, another avologist
novel, 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 oprejudices" (289), represents her final attempt

to obtain material ease and wealth in the white world.

Passing by Nella Larsen is a similar work depicting the
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attempt by a white Negro girl (Clare Kendry) to con-
quer the happiness of the white middle-class. As in the
vrevious examvle, the white husband is a man of means

with strong Negro antipathies.

Harlem Renaissance novels like the preceding
usually vortray the materialistic search within and be-
yond racial limits as a misguided adventure culminating
in disillusionment. In both forms of searcn, the striver
after the middle-class way of life sodn discovers that
this 1ife is not so self-fulfilling or productive of hap-
piness as was hitherto thought. In the case of the fair-
skinned Negro protagonist, such a disillusionment is made
more painful by what Nella Larsen dubs the "dark secret’
(PSG, I33) ~- the need to hide and the actual hiding 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) and black lower-class life

(Banana Bottom).for the dark-skinned, 4 nom-striver




- 168 -

in Passing expresses this phenomenon thus: "They always

come back. I've seen it happen time after time" (96).

Important to our study is the new interest in
lower~class life on the part of the disenchanted striver.
It is this interest which establishes the link 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 vresent 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 boys" of Marseille are
an exXample of this form of characterization. They inhabit
a sea-vort that is a "great fish town" (BJO, 85) and their
pan-handling existence is comvared 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. 17-18), 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, ié reversed in the apologist
novel. In this type of Renaissance fiction, gocd 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 vrimitivism
that is often levelled at the Harlem Renaissance2 vartly
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-
vlicaticns also. The pursuit of happiness through diverse

avenues creates a split-personality type of charac-
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ter. 1Individuals within this type exhibit actions

that are both contradictory and destructive. The con-
tradiction arises fror the pursuit of dissimilar goals or
ideals that are incompatible with one another. These ideals
become destructive, when the disversion 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 voress-
ing demands. I have already given instances 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 suas
necessary to sustain a way of life dominated by bacchanalia
and public self-exposure. Prominent in his functional
vursuits 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 tyve of character involves
the protagonist whose hedonistic or functional activities
have been severely curtailed by the subsequent pursuit

of Christian objectives. After the results obtained from

the latter pursuit 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-
ance novel who lead such double lives as well as given

an examvle of the rationalization underlying such lives.

(p. I63).

The third effect stemming from the extensive vattern
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 landscape
dotted with starting-off and terminal points as of a vast
station or outpost. Hence the frequent departures and arri-
vals, sojourning and reandez-vousing that mark the plot of
the novel. No wonder, then, that vprotagonists 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-
glia and restlessness underlying such wanderings. The fluid

effect that these create make the Harlem novel resemble
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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 socioclogy. For the
lay concept of soul,4 which apparently made its first form-
alized appearance during the early decades of this century,

5

was revitalized in the Soul Movement of the sixties” 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 example,
they both crystallize lower-class urban experience into
a kind of mystique7kand 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 labelling of behavior, folk-art and commercial

items, in such catchword phrases as "soul brother," "soul

food," "soul music," '"he has no soul."9

However, the recent concept of soul is different
from its Renaissance countervart 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 emblazoning
the folk inheritance (pp. 70-72). This difference is

evident in their view of the Negro soul as a kind of Over-



soul -- a racially inspirational and motivating force
with which the individual black soul may communicate.

II

This Emerscnian idea, fundamental to the Renaissance

concept of soul but only incidental in the modern, is wide-

T
spread in racial writings of the Harlem era.‘2

What is
more, these writings represent functions or folk-art exper-
iences as the operations of that Over-soul. Such a view
of functions is implicit in this remark:

But at night, like the firely, the negro

recreated and refreshed in song his soul.I3
It is also borne out in such curt phrases or statements
as "singing soul,” "soul-stirring experiences,"Iq "the nu-
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 attemot to emblazon the folk inheritaxnce.

In the ensuing part of this discussion, I will be con-
Ccerned with the multiple fictional embodiments of this

Vview.

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 McKay, the

term, Spirit, connotes age and immemoriality. McKay thus
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dubs it "ancieat™ (BNB, I30) and Toomer associates it
with a brooding old vatriarch (CNE, 2I7). Associating
the racial soul with the past is, of course, a way of eli-

citing respect for the oral tradition.

Sometiﬁes, the Spirit tehaves like a supernatural
being of biblical lore that can be conjured up as well as
inhabit the body during folk-art execution (WOJ, 102).

But it may also becone inactive through artistic neglect
and, as a result, be mourned (BNB, 250, 268). The idea of
mourning strikes a romantic note. Like the poet lanmenting
the spoliation of Nature by modern industry, the Harlen
novelist experiences solicitude for the alleged deteriora-
ting quality of folk-life. The following observaticns

by Toomer and McKay actualize this solicitude::

With Negroes also the trend was towards the

small town and towards the city -- and in-

dustry and commerce and the machines. The folk-

spirit was walking in to die on the modern

desert. That spirit ... so beautiful .... Its
death ... so tragic.

Yet even the dictatorships were meking concess-
icns to the strong awakened group spirit of the
peoples .... Regional grouvs such as that in
Brittany and in the Basque country were reviv-
ing their ancient culture .... But there is very



little group spirit among Negroes. The Ameri-
can Negro group is the most advanced in the

world ... But it sadly lacks a grouv soul.I7

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, I78)

Dear Jesus, do not chain me to myself and
set these hills and valleys heaving with folk-
songs so close to me ... (CNE, I6I)

A false dusk has come early. The country-side

is ashen, chill. The choir, dipping into a long

silence, sings ... and canebrakes whisper. (CNE, I80)
In the above, Negro song vibrations beccme the breath of
life that animates the Georgian landscape. This romantic
commnunion between singer and environment is intended to
mirror the psychological benefits accruing from the overa-

tions of the racial soul or from indulgence in folk-art.

The operations or functions underlying the Negro

oral tradition find an additional embodiment in the heart
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symbol. TIn several fictional situations, folk-art execu-
tion 1s 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
Harlem School novelist incorporates the old conception of

18 Music and dance executions are

the soul as energy source.
thus described in terms of burning wood (BNB, 7I; CNE, I92),
electrical power (BJO, IQ8) 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® scul in the animal body.19 So individ-
uals who haunt the artistic environment, like Alva and Jake,
are described in fiery terms (BTB, 208; HTH, IO). These
descriptions are 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 "mold" (CNE, 224) in

oral narration -- an 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. I76). It is
suggested that this "mold" will thrive only if fed with the
vrover verbal nutrients (CNE, 224). Carrie K., the girl
who caters to the 0ld man's nutritional needs, seems to en-
act this suggestion:

Someone is coming down the stairs. Carrie,

bringing food for the o0ld 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 missiocn.

(CNE, 233)

Just as Father John is kept alive and well with food sup-
piied by her, so will the "mold" by the oral narrative art.
Moreover, Father John's association with his namesake, John
the Baptist (CNE, 2II), reinforces the idea of the Negro
soul as an identity sustained with words. For it is well-
known that the biblical narratives of this provhet gave hope
and sustinence to 0ld Testament Jews in the vre-dawn of

Christianity.<C

In this third discussion, I will continue to ex-

plore the means the Harlem School novelist takes to drama-
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tize his view of 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 Harlem novelist's
cultural persuasion are efforts within the novels to dev-

elop that soul.

I have already mentiocned how The New Negro, the

compendium of essays on Afro-american culture edited by
Locke, was well-known to the younger writers of the era.(p.
5Y&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 founding new centers, it is finding
a new soul.,"23 William Braithwaite believes that Locke's
joy over "this acquisition of a new and developing soul" is
the result of his familiarity with Lowes Dickinson who, in

his Ingersol Lectures at Harvard, insisted on the difference

in soul growth among the races .2 Albert C. Barnes,
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25

another contributor to The New Negro, also expresses

interest in the develoovment of the racial soul:

Many living negroes -- Bu Bois, Cotter, Grimke,
Hayes, Braithwaite, Burleigh, the Johnsons,
McKay, Dett, Locke and many others -- know the

Negro soul and are leading it to richer fields

by their own ideas of culture and art.26

It was this intellectual interest in the welfare of the

group soul as well as the Eélief on the vart of Harlem School
novelists that it was not as thriving as elder non-fictional
writers of the Renaissance would have us believe (p. I75)
that made its promotion such a fundamental issue in 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, into the heart of many a black enclave. Moreover, as
his real-life counterpart, the fictionalized folk artist
carries out his promotional task in these areas through per-
formances that involve imvprovisation and variation. These,

as I have mentioned (pp. II6-I7), make up the essence of
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Negro folk-art execution and produce soothing effects
through their release and non-release of racial emotions
(p. I25). Furthermore, as will soon become evident, the
role of promoter, which the necessity to develop the Negro
soul thrusts uvon the talented protagonist, tends to
aggrandize or belittle his personality, while his efforts
to fulfill that cultural necessity tends also to confer

on Negro oral art a dulce et utile purvose that is far

27

from the purist's cry of art for art sake.

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
vartial or entirely non-existent. I will examine this tri-
ple fact in some detail and then assess its impact on the

novelist?’s own success as a cultural propagandist.

Uncle Dan Givens, the vrofessional 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 o0ld man's '"unend-
ing flow of fabulous reminiscences" (267) not only increased
his longevity, but generated a kind of laughter (267) that
refreshed generations of black vagrants for whom the small

town of Stanton 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 atten-
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"
(31) 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), and 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 ma 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:

... and 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 me la, too,

and a few other movements veculiar to South-

ern Negro dancing, and sometimes together

they went through the buck and 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 becanme
a roving artist, verforming to large audiences and 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

e+.. The audience yelled, and clapved and

whistled for more, stamping their feet and
turning to one another with shouted comments

of enjoyment. (298-99)

The attempt to promate the group soul in Banjo

and Banana Bottom is not entirely successful. Unlike Not

Without Laughter, the artist-oprotagonists in these two
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novels do not 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 vortrays 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 (2I16-I7), and we see him and
his band of players moving about in the "Ditch" (the black
ghetto), "spreading joy" (I90), 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 '"sharvp, noisy notes" would
recall the race'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 disavpointments, 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 know how great his

influence was over the beach boys. His going

away with his instrument left them leaderless
and they fell avart. (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. 1In this respect, his career
resembles that of the ill-fated romantic poet, Chatterton,
whose work was unexpectedly nivped in the bud. ILike him
and the foregoing protagonists, Crazy Bow possessed an ex-
ceptional talent: his playing 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 abruvt
end to his astonishing variational performances in the local
church and at tea-meeting socials (9). It is true that his
sudden and tragic withdrawzl from the village (Banana 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 bewitching effects of

his vlaying created.
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An 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 (BNB, 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 instrument (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:

Cane and God Sends Sundavy. 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 vreachers 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 drinking 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, Mr. Kabnis, I shall
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not feel obliged to call in the sheriff. (I186)
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, from which this tradition emerged,28 and in the need
he feels to be enlightened 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. (I75)

Further suggesting Kabnis' 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 loocks and re-sees the old man.). Eh, you?

To hell with you. What do I care whether yocu
see or hear? You know what hell is because
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you've been there .... Your soul. Ha.

Nigger soul. (232)
Thas Ralph Kabnis has failed to emerge as a folk artist
in Cane. His actions, nonetheless, demonstrate how aber-
rant it is to try to uplift a group in the absence of a fund-

amental grasp of its culture and traditions.

Little Augie of God Sends Sunday is another artist

manqué type of character.2? Unlike Ralph Kabnis and like
the vrotagonists examined before him, he possesses consider-
able musical skill together with a great knowledge 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 crying, making
a new song:

I hate to see de evenin' sun go down,
Lawd, I hate to see de evenin' sun go down,
'Cause de man I love done lef' 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 ma '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 trunk an' make
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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 couple of idle boys came in
from adjoining rooms and listened. (50-5I)

Yet, in spite of his qualifications, 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 like Nias
Black, his inseparable instrument catering more to his dog-
ged self-indulgence than to the vromotion of the racial soul.
Performances such as the one above (they remind us of Jim-
boy's in Stanton!) 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 thenm
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 1'homme épuisé-° with Bigger-

31

like violence and despair. A fit nemesls, one might say,

for a 1ife of constant betrayal.

The unsatisfactory promotion cf 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

satisfactorily 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 situations, like the following, wherein

Jimboy successfully withstands the hedonistic temptation:

"Come on, sing it with us, Annjee," 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 Jimboy too much, that's what was the matter
with her. She knew there was nothing between hinm
and her young sister except the love of music,
yet he might have dropped the guitar and left
Harriet in the yard for a while to come to eat
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Such instances of moderation are lacking in the livs

cold siice of ham~ she had brought
him. She hada't seen niz all day long. ‘hen
sne went to work this morning, e was still
in bed -- and now the blues clzinmed him. (3)

-

Gocd-evenin', ycu-all," said Annjee. I
ought you a nice plece o' steak, Jimboy-

-

ugar, and some biscults to ge with it.
e

5
Come on in and eat while I get dressed to

go to the drill oractice."

"Nz don't want no steak now,' Jimboy answered
without mcving. "Aunt Hager and me had fre
fish for suvper and egg-corn-bread aana
full. Ve don't need nothin' more." (68)

[

. : 3 il

, as I nave suggested. Unlize Jimi

0
ag

formances, are frequently disrupted oty inter

M

tent bouts of drinking or by sex-prcvcokea quarrels:

N

tasatisf

oy their

i}

A crash cut through the music. A table went

jazzing intc the drum. The cabaret singer lay
syrawling on the flocr. A raging putt-sxinned
aulatress stanmced on her ribts and swat in asr
fecel "That!'l

every tinme . "

Thers is no doubt a causal relaticnship betwsen the

factory record cf the fictional artists =nd effo
1

creators, the Harlem School npve

culate the

P B ~3 < o PRGNS P S - $ -
ne cultural necessity for artisztic sxuressic


http:i:.'.,..YJ

- ~ -~ IR p 3 - T -

The fictionzl artists! »cor saowing generally ia trying

i . R ~~ - ! n K - - -, 4 3 A

to prcomcte tne group 3cul can be intarvreted zas an indict-
+ £~ op + T A 3

ment of such effcoris. HZzd these novelists created znrota-

cculd have teen achieved. 32ut the Harlem Schcol groun of
writers was, for the most part, temperamental

of doing so. The cause 2f its failure seems identical to

o
o)
M
o
o
f
Q
P
3
) 4
H
I,_I
o
)
ot
®

against the Augies and the Banj
the vprecseding study. It is widely known that the 1life

of most of these writers (children of the Jazz Lge, whose
immoderzte life-ztyle 1s reminiscent of that of eighteenth-
by the same hedonistic lizbility

tzat crivrled the career c¢f the fcregoing ficticnal artists.

The following self-criticism tends to bear this judgement outs

Thurmsn was very vpessimistic. He thought

the Negro vogue had made us all too con-
scious cf curselves, had flattered and szoiled
us, and had provided tcc many easy ovpcrituni-
ties for some of us to drink gin and mcre gin,
on which he thought we wculd zlways ve drunk.
With his bitter sense of humor, ne called

-
|

the Harlem literati, the '"niggerzati.!
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Hughes! observations elsewhere34 show that he did agree

with Thurman's assessment of the Harlem School writers. The
hedonistic 1liability, 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 AND 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 asvects 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-
ing effect. We also discovered that the Harlem School
writer, having realized the survival as well as fundament-
2lly racial nature of such an indulgence, 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,"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 main components of white American culture. It is to
this anti-American feeling -- condemned by Alain Locke

(p. 27) and relegated to "social pathology" by Guanar Myr-

dallt —- 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 institutions 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 writers and artists
(pp. 80-85). It also has its roots in Negro history and
experience., I will therefore review the latter bvefore 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." Refore I%20 churches rarely took
official cognizance of either.5

Such a criticism of the American churches does not ex-

clude the black American denominations:

In the years following the Civil War and Re-
construction veriods, the negro clergy ...
acceoted most of the pronouncements white men
were nmaking 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 fringe group within the black
clergy challenged the status quo.7

The Church's poor record in the area of Negro
rights and freedom that these writers have noted stems
rainly from its endorsement of the racial principle of ine-

quality (pv. 48-49) as a divinely ordained sanction:

The Southerner was never at home in appealing
to Cartwright, Nott, and Darwin. [?or hié]
"the great God who created all races never
intended the negro, the lowest," to have
equal vower with the highest, the white

race.
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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 race9:

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 Providence.IO

These beliefs dictated the Church's racial vpolicy
toward both whites and blacks. On the one hand, this pol-
icy issued moral and religious support to the Negro's
opvressors. Among them figure, of course, the slave-master
bent on exploiting his band of uprooted Africans and ask-

11 There

ing himself if baptism would be a hindrance.
i1s also the southern politician wishing to curtail the ex-
slaves' newly-found social rights with as clean a consclence
as vossible. Governor Perry's campaign against universal

. : . I
suffrage is a good example of this. 2

The clergy's support
also encouraged the supremacist writer and is evident in
religiously inspired racial tracts like those signed by
"Ariel" and "Prospero."I5 Such a support, coupled with a

narrow fundamentalist view of its mission, prevented the
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American Protestant clergy from spezking 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 Bishoo Bratton,Ih 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 exchange
for compensation in the after-life, Such ideas, trans-
mitted through pulpit and song (pp. I25-26, 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 evident in numerous relig-
ious satires such as the following one reported by Ster-
ling Brown:

I don't want to ride in no golden chariot

I don't want to wear no golden crown
I want to stay down here and be

16

Just as I am without one plea.

At the root of the slave's énd 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 Master Thomas'
religion worthless, when it did not improve

his attitude toward his slaves; and his

thinking was revpresentative on that subject.I7
0f course, in the above remark, it is not sc 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 Negro's plight.

The partiall acceptance of the theology of hope and

reward together with the nagging feeling that the Areri-
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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-

I8

tion 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 classical
Negro literature of Dunbar and his associates, while exuding
"a deep, abiding faith in God,”19 also betrays a "strain

20

of doubt and frustration" mixed with a "growing conscious-

ness that change should be perfected along the lines of

racial and social justice."ZI

Black literature in the early years of the twentieth
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 '"nmegro mission ideol-
ogy" -- 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 military victory of the

Allied Powers, and at any rate since the

collapse of the Inter-Church World Movenment,

we are pretty convinced that they have

betrayed us.23
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' 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."@2 Similar anti-religious sentiment and
expressions of disbelief permeate the writings of James W.
Johnson, a DuBois ccllaborator:

As far as I am able to peer into the inscru-
table, I do not see that there is any evidence
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to refute those scientists and philosovhers
who hold that the universe is purposeless;

that man, instead of being the svecial care
0f a Divine 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 Renaissance.

Young Renaissance writers of the Harlem School vushed

religious dissent even further than their elders:

Out of this situation came floods of negro
literature expressing a lack of faith in CGod
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 af;er 1920 fraught
2

with agnosticism and atheisn.

Among these dissenting writers, however, religious dis-
belief appears most subdued in Countée 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 wretched dying men, of whonm

One doubts, and one for pity's sake believes.28
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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.BO The religious retreat of other Harlem School
writers is, of course, more pronounced. While Hughes' has
been declared the most extreme,BI 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.53

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 atteantion
on those imprints, which mark all three oursuits of lower-
class life. These have been identified as the folk reli-

gion, hedonism and folk-art indulgence (p. I56).

We have seen how American racism created certain
psychological needs in the black man and how these were
satisfied vicariously through indulgence in folk-art (»p.

IT4-15). As numerous researchers of Negro folklore have
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shown,34 other needs that can be reduced to a desire

for ohysical or material vrotection and revenge have also
made themselves felt through the yvears. This second cate-
gory of needs issues largely from a primitive world view
whereby the individusl feels himself pitted against 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 inheritance and vartly
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 knowledge of these beliefs as well as his boyhood
religious experience to articulate his rejection of Ameri-
can Protestantism. Like myth and symbol, these beliefs
vrovide 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 1ife. He does so by showing the almost universal

credence they gain among the lower-class. Thus statements
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linking 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"

(BNB, I53) tend to suggest a generalized custom.

Having established these beliefs asgs a fact of
group life, the black novelist then attempts to justify
them on human, though not on ethical, grounds. The absence
0f moral support for these beliefs is especially evident
in the frank revelations of their more gruesome asvects. A
case in point is the necromancy of Frimbo -- the practi-
tioner of causative and 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 (BNB, I50). Accom-
vanying 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 don't mean that it is good to practice
Cbeah. 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 Obezhmen?

Obeak 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 mine. My mind
is richer because I know your folklore. I anm
sure you believe the fables of La Fontaine
and of Aesop fine and literary .... (BNB, I25)

Similarly, Rudolph Fisher, though depicting Aunt Mandy (the
black soothsayer) with Lucifer-like talons and claws (CMD,
56-57), nevertheless honors her kind-hearted intentions
(CMD, 58). Thus, while some asvects 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
vplaced a much greater eﬁphasis on the soul than on the bo-
dy. 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-
itation was the Church's dichotomous view of good and evil
that excludes recourse to the supernatural agency of evil.
Cf course, this Christian view conflicts with the inherited
African view wherein the two concepts are not voles apart,
but complementary elements of a unique reality. As a
result of this fundamental metavhysical difference,38 many
a black Protestant 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 feminine
devotee carrying the burden of her unsatisfied needs from

the "white man's religion," as the Christian sects were
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derogatively named,39 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, I0), vreventimm

(cMp, 82), imposition (BNB, 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 and abstinence, in
particular), which are shown in opvosition with the hedon-
ism and artistic indulgence that are the main ingredients
of that ideal. Meekness is resented because it tends to
pervetuate the Uncle Tom or Christlike psychology of past

40

generations of Negroes. As a matter of fact, the assert-
ive new life-style that the black writer tried to create

-=- through the promoticnal 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 is the very essence

of the new life-style or ideal. Christian vpiety, therefore,
which incorporates these two objectionable virtues, is

sonetimes portrayed with beauty and reverence, but never

with approval.
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of this is the tirade of Ray, the black Zeyst:

ne cclorsd races are the svecial vicH
iblical mcrality -- Caristian morality.
Zspecially the race to which I belong.

I don't think I lcathe anything mcre than
Tae moraliity of Christians. It is fals
treacnercus, nypecritical. I know tzat,
I nyseif have been 2 victim of it in your
white world, and the conclusion I draw froxm

cet

(=)

it is tnat the world neescs to
(B8J0O

alse moralities. , 268)

fTigure" with a ""lean face'" (BNZ, 33) arnd a carrizge that

~ -7 wardad Y 114 o 3 Y T3 et Ay j20d
& newly-wedded beauty, whose "simou-pure religlioan' (COUVZ,
hl

240) arocused disvleasure and concern iIn her bon-vivant hus-

bend (CWVE, £9-6C). Resides, Cullen scoffs at the Caurca
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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. (OWH, 86)

Other victims of Sam's deceit include numerous congrega-

tions across the States where he chose to stop during his

band-wagon existence. Rudolvh Fisher also makes use of

a hedonistic non-believer for satirical opurposes. But,

whereas Sam assumes the religious guise to mock-heroic pro-

portions (OWH, 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
[?hin%] 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-
1y and brought him about, puzzled and resentful,
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tc see hér shaking her bowed head with ill-
concealed vigor. Thereupon he noticed that
everyone else stood like Linda, motionless,
with lowered head, as if it wasn't vroper to
loock; and he wondered what manner of verform-
ance this was, which one might attend, but on -
which one might not gaze. (WOJ, I78)
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PART TWO : RADICALISM AND THE 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 Negro's

business and employment record right up to the I92QCs.

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-btellum 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 Negro 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, indeed, in 211

kinds of employment where great muscular

strength was required or great heat was to

be endured.l
Among other writings touchiﬁg on the burden theory is
Olmsted's "Journey through the Back Country," which revorts
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 upheldu out of the need for group compensa-

tion or self—aggrandizement.5

As I mentioned above, contrasting with this beast-
of-burden output 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 to =zno-
ther). Thus, speaking of West Indian blacks, a visitor to

the Caribbean notes that "idleness is the one great curse
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6

... and [Ehat whicg] keeps them down." Similarly,
2.W. Odum alludes to "the proverbial laziness of the
Negro in freedom that later developed into shiftlessness
and vagrancy."7 An excerpt from a black preacher's
sermon tends to confirm the preceding opinion:

You lazy, kidney-kneed men are too lazy to

work. 7You have these poor women out in some

white person's kitchen or laundry, and you go
out for your meals, and then stand around the

8

corners the rest of the day being sissies.

Anti-Negro sentiment before the Renaissance attri-
buted this apparent apathy toward work to an inborn condi-
tion. Hence, the epithets "natural' and "inherited" were
frequently associated with it. To a staunch believer
in universal hereditary transmissions, this negative en-
dowment originated on the dark continent:

[?h Afric%], the negro never saw people hurry

up tosmve time ... In the day of plenty he

gorged himself, and trusted to luck to escape

in the day of scarcity. 1In short, he was the

very antithesis of the strenuously energetic,

ingenious, and thrifty American.?

The charge that this indolence is the root cause

of the Negro's industrial lag and inferior economic status



in American society did not pass unchallenged. In one
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of restless wandering ... This notorious

and widespread wandering has been primarily
a search for better or supplementary Jjobs

... Beginning with economic necessity, this
pattern has become a custom which runs on its

TY

own strean.

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‘functioning member of

I3

society.

I will now examine the three aspects of cccupa-
tional discrimination as they affected black Americans.
The most economically negative, of course, was total Jjob
exclusion involving 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
I1820s, when competition from the white American stock (main-
1y English and Scots) began to erode the Negroes' vredom-

16

inance 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 and beyond the last quarter of the

. I . .
nineteenth-century. 7 At the same time, generzl union
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hostility was keeping most Negroes out of work in con-
struction, the manufacturing and shiopping industries.

As a result, the Negroes' numerical strength in these occu-
pations remained near stagnant during the three decades

leading up to the Renaissance.I8

Complete discriminatory exclusion in employment
also encompassed the professions. On completion of their
studies, most Negro\graduafés were rejected in white estab-
lishments: Negro teachers in all-white or mixed schools
and Negro doctors in ].'1osp:'.’cals.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 profe—:‘ss:i.cnals.‘2o

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 vpreferential treatment in work, wages and promo-
tion, in areas like industry, teaching and the armed for-

eI

ces. This policy, therefore, led to lower incomes and

social status for the Negro worker. The hired doctor or
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lawyer was similarly disadvantaged. By not obtaining
affil}iations 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 ...) 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

5t Eurdpéan 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 cessatidn of hostilities and the resumption of the immi-

gration flow, which caused many a black worker to lose
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«f his job. As a result of such discriminatory employ-
ment practices, the Negrc element of American society,
notes Herman D. Block in his recent book, was still at the

bottom of the economic ladder in the era cf the 19205.22

The economic factor in the anti-American feeling
of the Harlem School novel is reinforced by discrimination
in business ventures. The desire to establish an independ-
ent black economy has its origin in pre-Civil War days, when
scattered groups of free Negroes attempted to carry out the
exhortation of Martin Delaney, the black Benjamin Franklin,
to "educate them[%elve%] for the store and Counting House."25
Booker T. Washington's program of economic salvation at
the turn of the centuryau as well as Marcus Garvey's strid-
ent and short-lived nationalism in the I920s was to drama-
tize that desire even more strongly%s Locking 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 preliminary
discussion that attempts to review the Negro's economic re-
cord, I will focus my attention on those efforts of black

capitalism uvp to the Twenties, in order to explain how
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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-keeping,
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
of whites, who "would not want to touch the negro corpse"26

and to the popularity of insurance as a farm of investment
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within black communities.z/

Such successes, however, have been the exception
rather than the rule, as Guanar Myrdal further suggests:
"The vroportion of negroes among all retailers was, if any-

thing, smaller in I930 than in I910."23

The decreasing
vhenomenon in Negro 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.2?  Similarly,
Negro burgeoning banks, like the Washington Cavital Savings
Bank (I884-T90L), had but a transient existence.-C Thus

Negro business enterorises were not only small and service-

oriented; they were also short-lived.

These handicaps 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 imveratives of racial vrejudice. As
Joseph A, Pierce suggests, the latter was most often the
motive for justifying a tight-lending policy.>® Thus, in

the absence of the necessary investment capital, Negro busi-
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BE888 was hampered in its need to grow and expand.

Begsides, these handicaps of Negro entervrises
were also caused by disloyal competition. \Vhereas 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 take over the best locations,
challenging and sometimes even usurping the native black
monovoly. Thus Harold Cruse, who has written about the
plight of the Negro small business, argues that the latter's
failure sprung from its inability "to achieve control within
the negro community."32 As a result, "it could not ex-
pand," he further argues, "beyond the consumer needs of the

negro comnmunity that white business vassed up."33

Also contributing to the smallness, transiency
and lack of dynamism of black-owned entervrisess was the black
cqnsunmer., His generally low ourchasing power was helping
to keep down the volume of Negro transaction sales, thus
reducing the profit margin. Added to this was the black
consumer's inadequate patronizing of Negro commercial ven-

tures. These observations are confirmed by Josevh A. Pierce:
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When the low level of Negro purchasing power
[}é] taken into account, Negro-owned stores

and restaurants [@ié] not have more thanﬁfive
to ten percent of the tcotal Negro tr‘ac’te.pl‘L

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 weeknesses of
Negro business was the lack of preparedness on thé vart 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 npt imprac-
ticable. Hence, the incompetence and misménagement that
often plagued Negro commercial undertskings. A4An example of
this is the closing of several banks (the Freedmeh Savings
Bank in I87L4 and the Negro Banks of the early IG00s) through
unwise use of funds and speculative investments. Anbthef
example -- this time within the era>we are eXamining -- is
Marcus 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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nothing left, so I jest nacherally gotta

find anything that looks some'n' like that

hard-becil' ugly-mug baby they calls a job.

(BJo, 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 apvlies to characters whose aversion to daily
work is so great as to bar éhem entirely from it. Cne of
these completely withdrawn characters is yellow-brown Alva,
who found the conditions in black service jobs repulsive.
He therefore refused to be a porter and "swing 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" (HTH, 257). Later,
having turned utterly destitute, he preferred to take away
his 1life 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 HJager's description of Jimboy as "a lazy nigger" (NWL,
I37) and "a good-for-nothing husband" (NWL, I3), 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 never working. It was Jjust
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 maybe 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 dida'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 ... (NWL, 3I)

In 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. Exemplifying such attacks is Ray's
Philippic against the work ethic. In it he lashes out
against that "great body of people" who work in '"cages,"
questioning their ability to "carry it on from day to day

and LFtili] remain quietly obliging and sane' (HTH, 265).

Like some of Joseph Conrad's shore veovle, 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
weaken 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:
cavitalism 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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PART TWO: RADICALISM AND THEE ORAL TRADITION
Chavpter 3:
The School and the Folk Ideal
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Supplanting the »redominantly denominatiocnal
Sunday schools were embryonic institutions of secular
learning from the beginning of the nineteenth-century.
These were created in the North and South by the Negro lead-
ershiv, backed by white vhilanthropic interests. Moreover,
by mid-century, government grants 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-
orivileged areas were not always successful. For examvle,
the Negro National Convention of the I350s failed in its
attemvts 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 .}+

But, even when such a hostility was absent, and
Negro =chools were tolerated, the conditions therein were
generally far from satisfactory -- much inferior to those
prevalent in white segregated schools. So the "sevparate
but equal" princivle of the I8396 legal segregation edict
(that should have created a healthy balance in black-white

education) increasingly became a matter of "sevarate and
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the white youth are inculcated with the
traditicnal American virtues of efficiency,

8

thrift and ambition.

Some of the foregoing handicaps or shortcomings
continued to plague Negro education -- varticularly the
efforts of Boocker 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
orominent civil rights leader), generalized the idea of
vocational training in the last quarter of the nineteenth-
century. His program of econcmic 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 philanthropn-
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 undermined by forces both within and without the
Negro community. It was opvosed by a large section of the
intelligentsia, headed by DuBois, the then foremost spokes-
mar of the burgeoning NAACP movement. This opposition

argued 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 [kor negroeé} than the coarse materialism of Americam

n9

culture. Mcreover, an exclusively vocational type of
education, such as that provosed by Washington, had the
added disadvantage of catering to supremacist bias that the
Negro was incavable 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,lO

With the death of Booker T. Washington in I9I5,
the leaders of the NAACP (mainly W.E.B. DuBois and James
. Johnson) launched their own integrationist progran,
also with white financial backing and encouragement. This
new endeavor, while aiming at economic self-sufficiency
like its predecessor, attempted to mzke up for the latter's
deficlency in academic or classical training. This progran,
moreover, was to be realized through an intellectual elite
-- the "talented tenth," as it was called (». I5). The
task of its members consisted in helping the ordinary black
worker integrate into American industrial society by assum-
ing the role of intermediary or advocate. The efforts

of the new Negro leadership did not achieve more success


http:twentieth.10

than Washington's, because of the alienation and dis-

rust that were rampant among Negro social classes (pv.
I4-I6). Thus N.I. Huggins notes that in the end DuBois'
leadershin became "imvotent to force change,'" which he

attributes to a lack of "popular support'” and "grass-roots
attachment."II

The foregoing attempts by black leaders to revol-
utionize Negro education are part and varcel 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 arnd happiness for all -- feasible for Negroes:

The years I900 to I930 saw the first vigorous
articulation of this myth by black Americans.

A forceful, dynamic black leadership and set
of organizations had develoved by the early
I900s. The NAACP, Urban League, and Booker T.
Washington Organization were all founded uvpnon 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 eloguently, their faith in

the American Dream and the possibility of its
goals being fulfilled for black Americans. 2

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 Southern California by her father's unexvected oil wealth.
But her lower-class stigmatization -- "darky-like clumsi-
ness' and "raucous laughter! together with a "flamboyant

style of dress" (BTB, 3I) -- came into sharv conflict with
her snob middle-class campus entourage. However, she counter-
balanced her on-campus alienation through cabaret and varty
revels as well as "drunken mid-night drivers" (BTB, L4i4)

until her leave-taking.

Helping the female drop-out articulate the educational
criticism in the Harlem School novel is the persevering
student »rotagonist. On the one hand, he demonstrates a
keen awareness (like the middle-class striver after material
success or happiness) of the social mobility accruing fronm
the cavitalistic virtues. On the other hand, he cannot

help entertaining Locke's reservation toward these same

I5

virtues and their potential for cultural emasculation:

One of the most conspicuous and important
features in Negro life is the rapid and funda-
mental change which education produces in
social status ... Education as a rule means

a complete break with the traditions and
ideals and customs of the masses from which

the educated Negroes sPrung.I6



- 257 -

In the teenage vrotagonist, Sandy, Hughes, more than ver-
haps any other Harlem School writer, vortrays this guandary
of the black American student. Activating the fires of his
Jjuvenile ambition is Aunt Hager, his diehard conservative
grand-mother, who wants him to become another B.T. Washing-
ton (NWL, IL5) and thus enable her to make up for the failures
of her two wayward children, Harriet and Annjee. Her parvenu
daughter, Tempy, seconded her in this endeavor, devising
"orim plans for his improvement"(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 persistent call to respectability are Harriet's and
Jimboy's happy folk life as well as Uncle Dan Givens', which
beckon him in another direction. Eunice Carter exvresses

this dilemma thus:

There is a Sandy with his books and dreams

of education and a Sandy with his eyes wide
Oopen picking up knowledge of 1life about the
house, listening to his father's blues and
ballads in opurple evenings, watching his aunt
«ss 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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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.18

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 countervart (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 ovre-

vent this unhealthy condition.

The above untoward effects that sometimes accompany
Negro education recall others (cynicism and mockery in
chapter one and indolence and varasitism in chapter two)
stemming from the undue reaction to religious and economic
racism. Together, these and other effects constitute the

negative off-shoots of the folk ideal that were menticned

at the beginning 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 vrotagonist 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 (pv. II8-22) tended to
arouse the avproval of a number of strivers after material
rewards. But the hedonism that usually accompanies the trad-
ition (vo. I57-61) together with the anti-American feeling
uncovered in the last three chapters tended to alienate these

middle-class characters from the folk veovnle.



- 261 -

NOTES TO PART TWO/CHAPTER THREE

I see Arna Bontemps, Great Slave Narratives (Boston:

Beacon Press, I969), p. xvi; Frederick L. Hoffman, Race
Traits and Tendencies of the American Negro (New York: The
MeMillan Co., I896), p. 2I2.

2

Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma (New York:
Harper & Rowe, Publishers, I94L), ». I077.

3 A. Meier and E.M. Rudwick, From Plantation to
Ghetto (New York: Hill and Wang, I966), ». 89.

b See Guanar Myrdal, op. cit., p. 945; John P. Davis,
The American Negro Reference Book (New Jersey: Prentice-
Hz1l, Inc., I967), ». 368.

2 Ibid., vo. 368-69.
6 Gunnar Myrdal, ov. cit., ». 902.

7 For information on the claim of black intellectual
inferiority, see Buell G. Gallagher, American Caste and the

Negro College (New York: Columbia University Press, I938),
pp. I76-79.

8

Gunnar Myrdal, op. cit., p. 879. See, also, Alain
Locke, "Education Bids Par," Survey Gravhic, 5 (Sept. I925),
592.

? See his book, The Mind and Mood of Black America
(Homewood: The Dorsey Press, 1969), v. 52.

I0 Nathaniel S. Shaler, "The Permanence of Racial



- 262 -

Characteristics," in Idus A. Newby, ed. The Develov-
ment‘of Segregationist Thought (Homewood: The Dorsey
Press, I968), v». 28I; Alexander Tillinghast, "The Negro
in Africa and America,'" American Zconomic Association,
3 (May, I902), I58.

T y.1. Hugging, Hdarlem Renaissance (New York:
Oxford University Press, IG7I), p. 48.

12 June Sochen, The Unbridgeable Gav: Blacks and
Their Quest for the American Dream, I1900-1930 (Chicago:
Rand McNally & Company, I1972), p. 2.

I3 Ibid., "Editors' Preface," vp. viii-ix,

14 Among these writers figure the contributors to
the Southern Workman., See June Sochen, ov. cit., ». I3,
for a sampling of tkheir writings.

182 See Alain Locke, op. cit., 59I-92.

16 E. Franklin Frazier, On Race Relations (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, I1I968), p. 2II.

T7 Dunice H. Carter, "Review of Not Without Laughter,"
Journal of Negro Iife, 8 (Sevt., I930), 279.

I8

Stephen H. Bronz, Roots of Negro Racial Con-
sciousness; The I920's: Three Harlem Renaissance Authors

(New York: Libra Publishers, Inc., I964), . 86.



PART THREE: RACIAL SELF-DEFINITICN

Chavpter I:

The Problem of Identity



The discussions in Parts I and 2 of the inquiry
into the Harlem Renaissance. constitute an approrvriate back-
drov for the study of the identity »problem. To recapitulate,
these discussiocns showed the American Negro forging for him-
self a unique life-style through the prism of folk-lore,
in an effort to counter the socio-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 dislike for American institutions as an indisven-

sable element of the new life-style.

In the ensuing third and final vart of 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
(vp. I8-I9), used this problem as a fictional device to

ovpose 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 transported to the New World
plantations. In colonial times, in particular, the prac-
tice was very common, becbming a virtual right of the master

or his overseer.I

After Emancipation, however, it fell into
disrepute and gradually disappeared, except in remote or
unguarcded areas, where it continued to be an indulgence of
"anscrupulous whites."2 Yet, in spite of the falling-off
trend, the practice of blood-mixing was sufficiently great to

bolster the hybrid population, o»rior to the I920s, to an

unprecedented high.5

The identity problem itself arises out of the "nat-
ural and universal desire"l+ 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 vassage suggests:

I saw plenty of men and women who were
unquestionably Negroes .... But I also nmet

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 Negr06 to identify himself with the

white race instead of with the dark-colored majority that

make up the Negro race.7

Reinforcing the hybrid's desire to be recognized
as white was a white education or upbringing, as R.S.

Baker further notes:

Tn making my inquiries among colored colleges,

I found to my astonishment that in nearly all

of them mulatto boys are being educated, and
well educated, by their white fathers ... Wilber-
force College ... was largely suppcrted in slav-
ery times by Southern white men who felt a moral
obligation to educate their colored sons and



daughters.8

This near-of-kin kindness on the vart of many whites -~

gsome of them were prominent individuals in southern and

9

northern societies” -- accounts for the generally much

higher level of education among the mixed-blood. In addi-
tion, academic training was, to all intents and purpcses,
under white control, as evidenced in the curricula of
colored institutions of higher learning and in the make-

IO

up of their teaching staff. 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
+se. There was an unwritten official color-
line that said no Negro could teach on that
faculty. Most of the professors on the fac-
ulty were elderly, kind ... 0ld gentlemen,
graduates of Princeton in the 'BO'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 (pv. 236-37) of the majority

culture.

A third factor (besides skin color and education)


http:staff.IO

- 267 -

that reinforced the desire to belong to the white
group was the traditional stigma associated with life

within the black community (vp. 48-5I).

But the overt desire of the mixed-blood for white
status recognition has consistently been repulsed 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 intermediate biological type that adulterated
the purity of the Caucasian stock, as it "inherited the
vices of both races [}he white and the black | , but the vir-
tues of neither."12 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 arguments %o
oppose race-mixing on socioclogical grounds. They cited a
number of territories (Mexico, Santo Domingo) where that

mixing had presumably resulted in social chaos and strifv.ﬂ+
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Negro blood renders a man unfit."I7 Some other writers

have done so more coviously:

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.IB

The color-line itself admits of no distinc-
tion between Negroes of varying degrees

of Negro blood. The whitest Negro and the
very blackest alike must bow to its inex-

I9

orable decrees.

«s. the white race draws a sharp color-line
against the mulatto Jjust as it does against
the black: both are placed in a subordinate
category.zo ‘

For the black hybrid, such a sociological situation
(wherein the desire for white middle-class status is repulsed)

may engender an identity crisis, which allows of one or two

vossible responses, as this passage suggests:

The failure of the white grouv to acknowledge

the former's superior status may often provoke

a vsychic tension which may lead him to take
steps to secure it from the white society as well

2l
as the Negro.

Traditiocnally, these "stevns" have been insularism and the

surreptitious transference of racial affiliation. Together
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these constitute the sum of efforts on the svart of the
very light Negro to come to terms with his déclassé

feeling.

Insularism as a resvponse 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 pcinted out,
this insularism betrays indifference and, in some cases,
contempt for the dark-colored segment of the race.23 It
can also be intervreted as a kind of ostentatious refusal

to accept the white-imposed inferior status. Cne of the
salient manifestations of that refusal was the pursuit

of some form of New Englandism in behavior, outside of white
color-caste limits, and through conformity with the gen-
teel tradition of the 01d South or with bourgeois etiquette
in general. The half-breed's insular sccial behavior also
manifested itselY in the adootion of an exclusive life-style
within the confines of the Vegro community. As with the

2L

New Orleans café-au-lait society, or the Louisiana gens
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de couleur,2? this life-style was studded with selective

parties, clubs or exclusive societies, whose "blue veinism"26
acted as a deterrent against all dark-colored intrusions.

The nineteen-twenties, with its heavy emphasis on dilettan-
tism and the senses, witnessed an unprecedented increase

in such social niceties.

Most of the apologist novelists now under study

27

were of mixed parentage 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 peovle of the
rural South, nor the ghettoes of the Northern cities"28:
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 talking literature and reading voetry
aloud and perhaps enjoying some conversation

in French. White people were seldom present
there unless they were distinguished white
peovle, because Jessie Fauset did not feel like
ovening her home to mere sightseers .... At

her house one would usually meet editors and
students, writers ... and serious people who
liked books and the British museum, and had ver-
haps been to France. (Italy, not Alabama.)29
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The above ironical observation by Hughes, the rival lower-
class writer (vpo. I8-2I), on his middle-class countervart,
tends to give credence to the ovinion that the well-to-do,
light-complexicned Negro's ostentatious isolation within
black society was vartly aimed at setting 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

: . cps 3
the loss of white status recognltlon.“o

Anne Grey, more than any hybrid character of the
avologist novel, seems to revresent this behavior. Al-
though professing a great dislike for white folks, her
elabcrate, Gatsby-like varties in Harlem were vartly used
by her to "ape their clothes, their manners and their
gracious ways of living" (QSD, I06-07). Miss Grey's form
of comvensation for the loss of white status is supplemented
in the novel by the persistent recitation of white family
background, as in the case of Miss Mac Gooden, the prud-
ish and strait-laced matron cf the Naxcs establishment, who
would boast of her kinshiv 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 devicts both types of
passing, but alters their frequency a little. Thus the
vermanent type becomes more flexible and the imvermanent
less regular in its occurrences. Also, he effects a
re~-ordering in the relative importance of the above in-
centives to passing, giving more cr 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 voint out their
significance in the current strategy whereby the middle-class

writer seeks to carry out that purpose.

A three-fold reason seems to underlie the use of
the passing phenomenon by the apologist writer. To begin
with, there was a desire to vortray a sociological reality
of some importance. This importance has somewhat been
established by a recent study, which voints out that the
crossing-cover ratio of black hybrids was highest in the
veriod incorporating the nineteen-twenties (I9II-30) than
during the entire period covered by the survey (I860-
I960).35 This importance is also borne out in observations
by contemporary writers. &lmer A. Carter, for instance,

writes:
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.+. a movement among negroes of far-reaching
significance .... It is nothing less than the

crossing-over of thousands of negroes from

24

their own race to the dominant white race,

Also emphasizing the contemvorary imvortance of vpassing is
McKay's comment on an anonymous lady writer's disobliging

remarks in Don'ts for My Daughter:

I have read an interesting article on "Ameri-

ca's Changing Color-Line," which stresses the

idea that America is steadily growing darker

in complexion and is informing about the

increasing numbers of white Negroids who are

2

absorbed by the white g:r'oup.’5

Secondly, the use of the passing vhenomenon by
writers of the avologist novels was also dictated by racial
considerations. The surreptitious migration of the very
light Negro into the larger white community had serious
negative revercussions on the race itself. This is evident
in descrivtions of the opting-out process as a form of brain-
drain that was robbing the black race of its votential 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 minimum of interchange between the

dark-colored majority and the light-colored minority,37
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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-DEFINITICN
Chavter 2f

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, deplores her
prafound 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 heen able

to acquire a new one to replace it. One writer thinks that
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such a situation is characteristic of the "déraciné" (the
uprooted) and that it is due to a lack of adjustment to

3

an alien milieu,

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 stud&, these persons are mainly
friends and loved ones of the ovvosite sex. There comes a
time when these relations brezk down either through the fzault
0of the new-comer or through that of his associates. Angela,
whose influentizl friend, Mary, abandoned her after getting
to know about her mixed parentage (PLB, 40-4l4) exemplifies
the latter situation as well as Vera Manning whose origins
were similarly discovered (TIC, 27I). Moreover, when
vassing is founded upon the desire to marry a member of the

white group in which one takes refuge from black society,

the feilure on the part of the passer to contract a verman-
ent or growing amorous relationship, as in the case of Miss

Murray, becomes a major source of disapvointment:

Life had somehow ccme to a standstill ....
The fault, she decided, was bound up in her
relationship with Roger .... She no longer



had the old, heady desire to feel herself

completely his .... For some reason he had
lost his charm for her .... There was to

be no permanence in the relationship 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 boundaries may be termed psychological and refers
to the role-playing on which the hybrid's new existence
hinges. The lighter Negrc, who takes advantage of the
color ambiguity surrounding his rvhysical appearance in
order to gain admittance into the 1ife 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 »lay the vart of a white male or female con-
vincingly. In his pre-Renaissance novel about passing,
James W. Johnson brings out the above association between
role-playing and racial invisibility 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-conme,

which made the whole thing more amusing to me

than serious .... Now I began to doubt my abi-

1ity to play the vart. 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

L

differ from the others she knew.

The necessity to indulge in make-believe is emvhasized in

the apologist novel by a vocabulary of disguise (PS$, 54;

FHT, 166-67) and by delicate attitudinizing (BNM, 70; PSg,
I8).

The form of make-believe that apvears the most
difficult to sustain for the fictional Negro posing as white
touches on the lower-class stigma. I am here referring to
the denigrating allusions and innuendoes regarding the black
race to which the hybrid passing as white 1s subjected to
continually and which become as common a stimulus5 for
social interaction or dialogue as the weather or pclitics
in our contemvorary society. Thus the light Negro vasser,
because of his assumed membershiz in the white grouv, nust
occasionally initiate that stimulus as well as resvond to
it adequately. To vut it more clearly, sometimes he has to
take up an anti-Negro stance in his white entourage and,
at other times, he has to resypond fittingly to that stance
when initiated by native whites. In the heyday of racial
bigotry that includes the Harlem Renaissance veriod, such
a behavior functioned not only as a privilege, but also
as a responsibility, of upper-caste status. In the fcllow-

ing excerpt, the vprotagonist, 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 hand in a repudiating
fling, definite and final. "Oh, no, Nig,"

he declared, "nothing like that with me.

I 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 and never will be (PSS, 68)

The novelist, Nella Larsen, as if to underscore the irony
and risks of the situation, adds tautly: "A faint sense

of danger brushed her, like the breath of a cold fog" (PSS,
69).6 This comment as well as the remarks of the "ex-
colored men'" before it testify to the high degree of resil-

ience and courage needed to keep up 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 from well-to-do households and upper-class
background -- after unexpected family disaster has left

them homeless or destitute. Exemplifying this hybrid vroto-
type are Anthony Cruz, whose father was killed in a bi-
racial brawl (PLB, I42) and Mimi Daquin, who had to vprovide
fcr her fatherless boy afterrthe death of her own father had
left her virtually on the streets (FHT, ISI, I63). More=-
over, the desire of the mixed-blood to catch hold of a

white position or to asvire to a good one through academic
training invariably runs aground or falters. The predicament
of Helga Crane and Angela Murray vrovide good examples of
this. The former sought in vain to become a Chicago libra-
rian 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 ocrigins; and thus was undermined 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 (PLB, 252). Then she felt a heavy loneli-
ness descend upon her shoulders (PLB, 254). BRBesides,
walking up the narrow path of disguise and 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 vainter, Angela Murray,
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.
Rut I know. T went to school with her in
North Philadelpvhia. And I tell you I wouldn't
stay to pose for her not if you were to vay
me ten times what I'm getting. Sitting there
she was as good as a white girl." (PLB, 7I-72)

Miss Daquin, the unmarried mother, was similarly spvited

by someone of her own race whc knew her past life in Atlanta:
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The eyes of Mrs. Plummer vpicked out Mimi's
form as it appeared and disappeared. She was
giving a comvplete, more than complete, account
of Mimi and her 1life .... "You can't fool ue.
I can spot 'em a mile off. (FHT, 202)

Moreover, the tension and anxiety érising from this situa-
tion may sometimes erunt in vremature self-disclosure, with
the protagonist fitfully letting out what Nella Larsen

has dubbed the "dark secret" (PSS, I33) -- the revelation
of one's Negro affiliation. And this unexvected avowal
may lead the individual to seriously question his dallying

with white 1ife (PLB, 287).

What is more, the difficulties and dangers encount-
ered in everyday life, as a result of the above social,
vsychological and economic factors, may force the individ-

7

ual hybrid into a marginal existence’ in the alien society,

where he ends up inhabiting a netherland of insecurity

8

and uncertainty. It is this latter situation which ob-
tains in the middle-class novel under study. Here, the so-
to-speak Negro option of existence becomes (again) attract-
ive, as the protagonist tries to recapture that nart of

the racial self which he had suvpvpressed or lost. In the

ensuing part of this discussion, I will examine the various

determinants of this attraction.
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Cne of the incentives which may induce the Negro
passer to rejoin the black group is "ties to family and
friends."9 Helping to portray this influence are Clare and
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 and neglect (PLB, I69; 259).

In addition, other ties linking the individual
hybrid with his veople 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. Franklin 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 vass-
ing, felt that urge: "Sometimes a slight feeling of regret
that he had left his veovle would cross his mind" (BNM, 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" (FHT, 2I4) and, another, about an emerging 'mew

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-



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."II

I have not uncovered any overt allusion
to this form of economic incentive in any of the novels.
Anthony Cross' avparent reference to it -~ "those of us who
have gained the front ranks in money and training" should
turn our attention to "the unwashed, untutored 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 pcinted out by a number of Writers,IZ

is very
common in Harlem fiction. It is evident, for examvle, in
Anthony's obtservation above as well as in Helga Crane's
decision to work "in the vineyard of the Lord" among
aVscattered primitive folk" (QSD, 263). The altruistic

urge also signals the abandonment by the incumbent returnee
of his "Uncle Tom" psychology for that of "race man,"15 as
he undoes himself of his strong dislike for the dark-colored

majority. Moreover, the return of the mixed-blood as '"race

man" tends to offset (by its promise of material and socizal
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upliftment) 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 upon 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 "more comfortable and enjoyable milieu"
-- the Negro sub-culture.Iq

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

- 296 -

5

more enjoyable and more comfortable.”

This overriding 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 lonesone.

"It grew colder and colder,”" he said.

In the evening he sat on the upver deck
and as he looked over the railing he could
see, down below, the Negro nassengers and
deckhands talking and laughing. After a tinme,
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 vlace among
them. I've been a Negro ever since."

Noteworthy in this vassage 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-

17

bolism, here -~ 1t recalls a similar manivpulation in

Canel® -- is reveated from time to time in the apologist

novel:
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Bert (the singer of "Mammy" 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 ... (FHT, 292)

Entering the waiting door-way, they des-

cended through a furtive, narrow passage,

into a vast subterranean room ... (QSD, I28)
In precincts like the above, the retrieved Negro passer
is shown renewing contact with the racial soul (pp. I72-
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, I29)

To her sitting there in a semi~-darkness ...
these songs were of peace and hope and 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

20

Negro problem.” Adds another writer: '"blackness imposes

a common identity that prevails over all other identities

and has inherent in it unique social pressures and role

2l

expectations.” In The Ex-colored Man, 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 tecame fixed upon a
man who stood at my side studying his cata-
logue. It took me only an instant to recog-
nize in him my o0ld friend "Shine." My first
impulse was to change my vosition at once
++«s 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 like to make 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 motivé 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 Renaissance criticism are Richard

Wright's allusion to "prim and decorous ambassadors"(p. 3I)

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:



One of the chief results of the Renaiss-

ance was to force the Negro middle-class

to reevaluate their relationship to the

Negro masses.23
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 up against

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.
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NOTES TO PART THREE/CHAPTER TWO
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PART THREE: RACIAL SEiF-DEFINITION

Chapter 3: Rejection



That a recrossing of the white color-line to
rejoin the black community §ignifies 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 ig evident in the subsequent behavior of the hy-

bhrid.

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. 1In 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 varlor
on New York's I36th street. There, it is reported, she
"would accompany the girls," sitting "through the long pro-
cess," 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 oﬁés, 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 Hamond, 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" (FHT, 200).

The characters in the third behavicral 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 vseudo 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 ....

But 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 quagnmire into which she had engulfed herself"
(QSD, 296). Similarly, Max Disher went to and fro black

and white 1life; 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)
Thus, 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 sevaration 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 atove three patterns of
hybrid behavior also hinge), it had but a minimal incidence
in Negro life of the I1920s. 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 kind ... . 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-
vound the factual problem of racial crossing (passing)
with the much rarer phenomenocn of return and of rejection?
In my view, this quasi imaginary expansion of the passing
problem has its raison d'étre, as Sterling Brown argues,
in the Renaissance need to subscribe to "race flattery ...

NL+

and idealism. 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."” 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-blood, poignantly describes
it as a social burdenr
One feels his two-ness,~-two souls, two
thoughts, two unrecognized strivingsy two

warring ideals in one ... body, whose

dogged strength alone keeps it from being
7

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 nature 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 thal cause are such words as '"quagmire'" 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-
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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. I57-6I) that
featured characters like Latnah and Malty (Banjo), Little
Augie (God Sends Sunday) and Jake (Home to Harlem).

Another factor motivating these excesses is the liberti-
nism issuing from religious intolerance or disbelief --
a trade-mark, like artistic enjoyment, 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 combined influence of the above three social
habits -- epicurism, sensuality and sloth -- tends to tarn-
ish the blazon of lower-class 1ife in the novels, as it

creates an unwholesome environment where the racial need



to save oneself spiritually in white America, through
involvement in folk-art as artist or participant (pp.I80-
8I), is not subordinated or made complementary to the
more basic and larger human need to sustain oneself thro-

ugh honest, remunerative lakor or work.

Epitomizing the above habits in these novels is
the "sweetman," the Renaissance version of the parasitic
fictional type. This individual, whose malingering and
inveterate dislike for organized labor have been mentioned
(p. 24I), pursues a wholly dependent life-style that makes
low-1life appear even more reprehensible. Undoubtedly,
his prototype is Anatole Longfellow, a minor character in

Carl Vechten's black novel, Nigger Heaven.8 The "sweetman!

has a lot in common with Sherley A. William's 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, '"tke reddish-brown aristo-
crat" (BTB, II0), who used to compare himself to Rudolph
Valentino, the "cinema Sheik" (BTB, I64). 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, 2I12).
g 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 (HTH, 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 "ignominy" of
self-support:

Jerco had cut his throat and was lying

against the bowl of the water-closet. Some

empty coke pavers 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 feminine sup-

vorters run the risk of being pilfered away by rivals

(BJO, I67) 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 verman-

ent rejection of the folk culture by the hybrid returnee.

Strange enough, part of this criticism of the sub-
culture permeates the Harlem 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 himh 11

and H.M. Gloster recognizes in Ray "a sensitive and intel-
ligent Negro who has a distaste and sometimes aversion for

ee. low life." 12

Although Banjo, the folk artist, pursues a "loose,

instinctive way of living" (BJO, 3I9), 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 off" (BJO, 4I) tend to capture.

That unpleasant feeling 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 aprveal.
He therefore celebrates the beach boys! way of life, des-
cribing it as a microcosm of 'how to live [énd] 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 1life which, ironically, can make Alva-like victims
(pp. 3I2-1I3) 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 bogard-

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....
(ATH, I9I-92)
Ray's attitude in the lower-class world that he adopted
is thus strangely reminiscent of Conrad's Marlowe and Fitz-
geraid'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-cléss 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,"I}+ chose to side with the former.
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 (BNB, 7I). Yet, like
Ray in Marseille and in Harlem, his intellectual and moral
probity (BNB, 308-09) only "tolerated" their manners (BNB, 82)

and was "repelled" by the endemic "robust and purely animal
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sexuality" (BNB, I28-29).

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 sole 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.I. Huggins expresses this fact by saying
of Nella Larsen, the apologist writer, that she resented
lower-class life because of its "avoidance of experiment,

=
chance-taking and daring."I’
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The hedonistic excesses, too, which complement
the above social ills, must have appeared more revprehen-
sible to the half-caste attempting to re-embrace black life
than it was to the Rays and Gensirs. On the one hand, the
latters!' involvement with that life followed their dissa-
tisfaction with Puritan morality with whickh their consciences
had been overfed. I have already noted Ray's ravings against
"the false morality of the Christians"(p. 2I5). As for the
Squire, Ray's intellectual counterpart, he was a self-
vroclaimed atheist (BNB, 9I), who used to condemn the in-
fluence of the local clergy on the Jamaican peasantry (BNB,
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. Granting this, it
is not difficult to understand Max 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,
I181I), which finally dissuaded Angela Murray from making a
"frank avowal of her race" (PLB, 335).

Finally, looking back at the three discussions

conmprising this last section of this study, one can discern



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 exude dynamism.-
The latter derives from the multiple social conflicts
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,

I . f o s T
injure or eliminate their rivals."

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, in 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



stance of his avologist counterwart.

To begin 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 econcmic, sccial 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 particirvatory rights in the white majority
culture together with sporadic efforts of a violent kind
to flee frcm these forms of coypressicn. However, most
slaves and their progeny eschewed such efforts through
the development of residual African lore. The creation
of a large, diversified body of tales, songs, music and

2

dance acted like a Ventilsitten~ or safety-valve for

the channelling of the tensions, frustrations and bitter-
ness arising from a circumscribed role and a diminished
status. As I vpointed out, this purely artistic opposition
to white oppressicn 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. This is evident in the scmewhat vleasant
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and inoffensive effects of that opposition, in the
vsychic rehabilitation that 1t achieved and in the quali-

ty and popularity of some folk-art zroductions.

As with the oral tradition, a number of coxtflicts
helped forge the ideal of folk-Iife. Advanced by the
younger writers of the Harlem School, this ideal proposed
a radical solution to the American race vroblem in the
wake of a series of abertive strategies. Among the con-
flicts that had a major imvact on its formulation were the
recent developments in white-black antagonism and class
Opposition within the Negro group itself. The antagcnisnm
culminated in svoradic race riots throughout the pre-
Renaissance era and in the abysmal disapvointment of tke
post-World War I years. Class opposition, which grew
out of the division of biacks into house-servants and
field-slaves, widened steadily, as increased color differ-
entiation, economic wealth and opoortunities swelled the
ranks of the small middle-class. This opposition, as
we have seen, led to the formation of a sevarate class
within and beyond the limits of Negro life that repcortedly
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

fgggo agents, of white opvression against the numeri-
cally more imvertant 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
Renalssance. Their unreséfved adoption of the lower-
class subject-matter for black fiction -- in the literary
controversy of the early I920s ~-- is btut one exypression

of that sympathy.

But the debate over the fictional merits of the
lower-class and of the middle-class theme was not the
only ideolcgical conflict that (together with unsatis-
factory race and class relations) helped bring about the
formulation of the folk ideal. Also contributing to
the latter, as I argued, was the racial debate over the
bioclogical and social status or position of the darker
races in human evolution. This debate pitted suvre-
macist theoreticians against their egalitarian counter-
varts up to and throughcut the Renaissance. I have

demonstrated how the twin notions of Negro svecificity
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and artistic hegemony (arising from the elder black
writers' disaporoving response to the latter debate)

were made the bedrock of the folk -idezal.

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 countervarts took vart,
attemvoted to revolutionize American culture by reinstating
human sensibility -- atrophied by Protestant strictures
and the genteel New England tradition -- in art and every-
day life. This cultural conflict, which drew from the
emotional resocurces of the black oral tradition, gave
moral, aesthetic and economic suvpport to contemporary
forms of folk exrression. In this way, it made the fic-
tional embodiment of the latter more accevtable to a
vortion of the white reading public and »ress, thus con-
tributing to the short-lived povularity and financial

success of Harlem Renaissance ficticn.
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



of yet another set of conflicts. As I have demon-
strated, the underlying factor in these conflicts are
fhe opposing values of the Negro lower-class and the
middle-class. The folk ideal, by setting itself
against the various asvects of American life (its re-
ligious, educational and economic institutions),
alienated within the novel the aspiring class of nmu-
lattoes that had embraced that 1life. Moreover, 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.stimuius, bred indolence, apathy
and overindulgence that acted like a2 damper on middle-
class efforts to embrace or sympathizes with the lower-

class.

Thus, while the radical Harlem novelists, the
artisans of the folk ideal, may elicit our »raise for
the affirmation of their group's traditional values, the
essence of its racial identity, they have nevertheless
failed to carry it through in a way that would be anen-
able to across-the~board acceptance. If one of the crit-

eria of authentic art is the universality of its appeal,



as Lucacs suggests (p.I2), then there is some truth
in this:r "A satisfactory workable image for the Ameri-
can Negro never emerged from the quest of these

writers."3 .



T Lewis 4. Coser, The Functions of Social Conflict
(Glencoe: The Free Press, 1964), p. 8.

2

3 Francis R. Kelly, "The Harlem Literary Renaiss~
ance," The North American Review, vol. 253 (May-June,

19633, 7.

Ibid., p. 4T.
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Novels: List of abbreviated titles

God Sends Sunday, GSS

One Way To Heaven, OWH
There is Confusion, TIC
Plum Bun, PLB

The Chinaberry Tree, CBT
The Walls of Jericho, woJ
The Conjure-Man Dies, CMD
Not Without Laughter, NWL
Passing, PSG

Quicksand, QSD

Home to Harlem, HTH

Banjo, BJO

Banana Bottom, BNB

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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