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literature reflects the reality of the Negro as he indeed perceived
himself regardless of color--the reality of the psychological
mulatto. Histroically, black scholars must re-evaluate the origins of
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. negroes
with

© black people.
' . .Don L, Lee, "New Integrationists"

The Negro Renaissance literature and the ideology of militant int:zra=
tionists of the 1920s formed the basis of the first organized, large-scale

movement for. assimilation. The Negro intellectuals in ljiterature and politics
% »

. mutually reinforced each other; they were proud of being Negroes, yet they

despefateiy sough% a fole within American sociéty. Their philosophy produced
contradictions and denials of their African heritage and their quasi-African

culture. The integration movement of the 1920s and the subsequent Civil Rights

‘ movement of the 1960s, as a result of :he inherent contradictions and denials,

served as a cathartic release, thereby negating the potential. for forging a
meaningful political, economic, and artistic existence for the African-American.
The black people who survived the rigors of Southern slavery were more

African than Anglo-Saxon. Parents and grandparents, by recalling stories and
r ) B

.imaéZs of Africa, fostered a worldview grounded in a communal spirit, which

the system of slavery did not ;bliterate. Blacks retained stable extended

- family relations that existed with great difficulty on the plantations.1 The

agrarian skills of planting. cattleraising, and fishing which blacks as slaves
had instructed their mgsters remained with African-émericans.2 Black agricul-

turalists united in political and economic movements after Reconstructiom to
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oppose rising racism and to gain self-sufficiency. Black peasants of the 18905

who farmed in Dixie's cotton belt d;'eamed of owning their own land and of con~

[
n

trolling their own -political systems as their grandparents had in Africa.3 The

wide support for Pap Singleton's and Henry MeNeal Turner's black nationalist

proposals is an indication of the Africaness of black peoplé.h

o "The ascendance of a capitalist poiitical-economy. racial.repression,
gnd the influence of urban society upon American life did not déstroy the
Africap ideals and spirit'og“black people. In.increasiﬁg num?eré. blacks
worked in_mining%and transportation industries in the South's new industrial
‘é@mmqnities. Black men and women sold their labor power to a new business
_elité,who desired maximized profits under the most brutal conditions;Sﬁ In the

urban North, whites aggressively forced African-Americanms into ghettos, nullified

their eivil rights and extended "Jim.Crow" to schools and public accommodations.6

..

" The "Southern Way'" of race relations rapidly became the '"American Way."7 Unlike

other immigrant working-class minorities, the African-American did not lose his
culture during the immediate transition from rural to urban life and labor.
Some social ;nstitutions. like the black caurcht were less influential within
urban communities.tﬁénlthey had been in the South; however, in many Northern
working clzss areas, despite harsh economic and racial pressures, the black .
famil& did not disintegrate. Work habits, family patterné.,music. and other
él;ments of culture retained the African continupm.. Black laborers clung to
precapitalist_attituéss and concepts, rejecting the lifestyle of the modern
white worker.

| African aspects of black culture and white racist restéictions en-

4

couraged many African-Americans to advocate self-help and nationalistic ideol-

~ ogies. Behind the rhetoric of black accommodation and pnlitical moderation,

‘Booker Washington sought to create independent black social and economic

&
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institutions. Thé supporters of his Négro Business League were not wedded to
the.whité community as,the free Negroes of Frederick Douglass's era had been,
Black cap{talism. grounded in African-American self-help efforts, was a logical,

although ultimately self-destructive, program of conservative ‘protest in a

bourgeois soclety.g In a similar but more militant fashion, the African-

~ American supporters of Marcus Garvey urged blacks to associate themselves

splrltually with Africa, Like the Negro Business League, Garvev s Negro
Factories Cérpora“ion served to support blas. netty bogr3901s efforts of self-
shfficiency.lo Both Gar?eyﬂand Washington we roud'of their blackness;‘Both
'men were able to generate African protest }.:ements in this country and in .
Africa itself. Participation in'American society was secondary. Their primary
efiorts wére geared to the immediate needs of the African-American community.ll
Leading qritics of Washington and Garvey repudiated the tactics of
self-help and the princigleg of domestic black nationalism and voluntary segre-
'gation; In 1903, W.E.B. DuBois observed that Washington's prdgram was opposed

to the "ideal of ultimate freedom and assimilation" which lrederick Douglass

had charmpioned. His Souls of Black Fo;5_5£ated persuasively that blacks owed -

as much to white America as they did to their mothérland: however, ﬁe further

stated that blacks should '"not Africanize America, for America has too much to

teach‘the world and Africa." America, according to DuBois, had given the
world a new man, the Negro, who was neither black nor white., 'One ever feels
his two-ness," DuBpis stated, 'an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts,
two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in ore derk body. » o " Beyond
his call for academic education and a "talented-@enth." DuBois urged blacks to

work for "the greater ideals of the American Republic. . . » We fought their

. battles, shargd_their S0rrowv, [Ehg7 mingled our. blood with theirs. . . ."

Arguing that the Negro should ﬁé proud of his African past, but should also

determinedly seek integrétion'as a means to ultimate freedom, DuBois asked,

L=
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"Would America have been.Amerlca w1thout her Negro people?" To DuBois, African=- -
American leaders during the slave revolts and tpr?ughout history sought chiefly’
;_"uléimate gssimilation through self assertion. .'.‘." .The Negro. was certainly
white and American as well as blaek.12 f -
. | The Negro Renaissance, the firsf‘recognized and massive effort of
Aﬂfican-Amaricans to'define. aﬁalyze, and criticize'the race's relationship to

American society, primarily accepted and became- the logical extension of DuBois'

-
-

'stated contradiction as reflected in Alain Locke's concept of the New Négfo.-
It was 'the business of the New Negro who had shaken off the "aunt' and 'uncle"
stereotypes to capitalize upon the similar conditions of his brothgrs and’ o
glorying in their di%érse-consciousness. become Americanized; The assumption
of this posture placed the African-American in the‘pdsitiou of reactor, and
seldom, if ever, as an initiator of action. He became, to paraphrase author l
Ralph Ellison, 1nv151b1e to white America, who by virtue of their failure of
.recognltzon ar;)sleepwalkers unaware of the subaected, hidden patencv of. the
invisible people except through the ékprgssion of rage against a greater
invisibility. > : .
The writers of the Renaissancey in conveying the people, life-styles,
" aspirations, scenes, and events of the Harlem of the Twenties, have, perhaps
'unw;ttingly, left us a record of the personél aspects of the Negroes' strgggle
in his quest for acceptance by and full participation in American society., That
the bulk of the Renaissance literature is an exponent of the inﬁelligentsiﬁg_
" that political disunity rather than solidérity prevailed, that the literary

artists did not emerge from the lower class of the masses, does not negate the

importance of the Renaissance as indicator of the African-American's role as

-
-

reactor and the~1nherent questioning of self-worth leading to undercurrents of

self—denlal, both of which fostered the 1ntegratlonzst approach to the American

P 13
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.race problem wvhich gazned its political foothold durlng the Renalsgance and -

thrived-with few challenges until.the mid-sixties. Hence, true to form. the

Negro Renaissance--its promulgation fortunately occurring at a time when the

white literary world sanctioned and encouraged Negro literary expression--may .

be 8P~ «c a response to and 2 verbalization 'of the frustration.and sense of
se.’=failure the African-American encountered.
Langston Hughes, more than others, captured this frustration in its

many guiées.' He wrote of the Negro migrant who brought his "one-way ticket"

-

. to the Promised. Land, and‘found. upon arrival that:

eeoe the N .." ) Y o -
trains are late.
The gates open=---

but ti re're bars v
.. N at ¢ gate. ‘
: . .. ("One-Way Ticket")

~a

He examines the piercing alienation of the mulatto who wonders '‘where ZFE'g?

gonna dies, being neither white or black,'":who perhaps loves ''Bessie, Bach, and

‘bop," or who feels societal pressure to deny one or several of his heritages in -

+

favor of another. ("Theme for English B"), Léngston Hughes, Nella Larsen, .
Jessie Fauset, Walter White and other Renaissance artists in poetry as well as
other zenres exhausted the theme of the tragic mulatto earlier touched upon bv

wrlters such as Charles Chestnutt, William Wells Brown and most thoroughly

'preated by James Weldon Johnson in the Autobiography of an Ex=-Coloured Man

(written in 1912. however, the authorship of which he did not acknowledge until .
1927). They uniquely explored the pitfalls and ironies inherent in the ‘physical .

mulatto 8 attempts to pass for white.’ Central to the tragic mulatto theme is a T
Ve, . .

denial of self in that thé tragic flaw or Achilles' heel is the possibility of

the discovery of the mulaito's damning blackness.

n

In reacting to America, in attempting to become Americanized, the
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exotic, passionate, mysterious concept of Afrita as the mother country, not seek- ,

African-American sought no definition of himself in terms of his heritage, buf
rather, in terms of America--the supposed'conglomeraticn of selves to yield a
new self to fit the American puzzle. Indeed, James Weldon Johnson asserts in

-

his autobiography, Along T**s Way, that the solution of the race problem in-

volves the salvation of t'. wnite man's soul gnd ti.e black body, therebv sug-

gesting the black man's maperial destiny to be.solely dependent upon the

spiritual (an ca‘nvicms].y'Isz‘u.gf*ier)"d"i.s;i‘z':s‘:'.t'.:‘:cm'\;of—vtvl'n‘d:e'1"&1113_1‘:1.%1.1‘+ T
Countee Cullen explored in "Heritage' the contradictions_of~Christianity

and Western culture which confronted the African-American:

Not yet has my heart or head '

In the least way realized

They and I are civilized.

‘ T . _("Heritageﬂ)

He did not however admit to the possibility of an African continuum, ‘Instead,

he romanticized Africa’as a haunting enigma to the Negro‘American. *Further in

. %
"Heritage" he recognized and attempted to accept an ambivalent, superficial,

ing to affirm its worth lut simply to exclaim to the world that Africa is just

as good as any 6ther mother country. The dream deferred affects them alle--the

rural to urbna migrant, the mulatto obsessed with finding a sense of belonging,
the African-American longing to grasp his tradition who contents himself with
being, as Cullen states in "Heritage":
. One three centuries removed
From the scenes his fathers loved,
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,
What is Africa to me?
As Leroi Jones argues in '"The Myth of a Negro Literature," a literature
fraught with respond1ng to and imitating white culture resulted, and an atmos~

phere of self—den1a1 inaffirmation of their aspirations. demanded a negation

of the past, the African heritage--themselves. 15 . Assuming that his essence-

[

-



found roots in Westérn culture, the African-American created a literature and
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a life-style largely o sham, .

Jean Toomer, perhaps ostracized for the very rééognition of the
necessity for the African-American to seek his unique herifage. produced in
Cane n literary Work outstanding in that he captured the essence of thé

African~American's dilemma, Especially in "Kabnis," he works wlth "two ..

warring ideals" .and sadly suggestsf/;e truth: the only alternative to be-

coming inert within the ambivalence ‘and contradiction is to succumb to ‘the
overwhelming force of &mcricén dominance and accept the subsequent limitations.
. Throughout the 1920s, the N.A.A.C.P. élite stressed the feelings of
racial ambivalence expressed in.Renaissance work. .Just prior to the '"Red
Summer" of 1919, DuBois acknowledged in The'Crisis. the N.A.A.C.P.'s official
publication, that Amep;ca "lynches," "éisfranchises its own citizens,"
"encourages ignorance," and it "keeps us consisteﬁtly and universally poor."
Yet this genocidal nation was "our fatherlané," DuBois declared. The Negro

who served during #orld War I fought "for America and her highest ideals. . . ."}6

Locke described t'ie New Negro and his social rcle inﬂﬁmerican life in a very

similar manner. The New Negro was "an integral part of the large industrial and

‘social problems of our present-day democracy.' The Ne,ro while segregated was

' "cramped and fetter[f;7 " The Negro mind reaches out for "Amer;can wants,

-

American ideals /and for th;7 fullest sharing of American culture and institutions."
Both DuBois and Locke applauded liberal America's.foreign and dbmeStic triumphs
through their campaign for uitimate political and cultural assimilation. Es-
pecially in Locke's writings, democracy and integration encouraged a denial of
indigenous black cultural prerogatives.17 |

African-American scholars lent their support to those who denied the

— e ——— e ————
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Africaness of black people, E, Franklin Frazier, Director of Howard Univer-
sity's Soc1ology Department id 1934, and. Charles S, Johnson, Sooiolpgist and
Editor of the Urban League s Opportunity magazine, re-interpreted black-culq

ture into an zntegratzonzst framework. Frazier's 1925 article, "Social

Equality and the Negro," denounoed coluntary segregation and the concept of a

unzque, self-suffzczent African-American culture..18 Frazier's The Neggo'

Famllx in the United States argued further that enslavement and white oppres-

sion had destroyed Afr1can social institutionms. Black folk culture was "low,"

"ignorant," and "inferior," 19 L:.ke other New Negroes, Frazier applauded the

demise of the agrarian standards within black life and the.Negro's migration

into the urban eetting. Johnson generally agreed with Frazier. At best, the

.

Negro was a "narginal man''--a* creature who was part black and part white, par-

tially primitive and rural, partially urban and progressive. Integration,
not separation, Johnson declared, would bring blacks salvation.20
Negro civil rights activists stressed assimilation not as a means far

African-Americans to attain equality but as an ultimate goal itself. Walter

‘bhite, Executive Secretary of the N.A.A.C.P., organized legal attempts to

desegregate white universities but scorned. attempts to build separate ®lack
educational institutions.21 James Weldon Johnson,‘as N.A.A.C.P. gecretary,
lncorporated“the.contradictions of the Renaissance and translated them into
political realities’'and responses to white oppression. Although Johnson

recognized the unique gharacter of Negro culture, he criticized conservative

. black nationalists who "expect/567'the Negro in Harlem or anywhere else to

nle

wWhite, Johnson and others with the N.A A C | 1eadersh1p ranks

_stressed a program whioh would ultimately deetroy the African-American spirit

of solidarity and rat¢ial integrity. When their ideological mentor, DuBois,
< . N

. .
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" defended an 2ll-black economic cooperntxve commonwealth for Aﬂrzcan-Americans
and oritlclzed lmberal Amerlca s economlc. polltzcéi’and oultural values° the

' NeAJA.CoPe black and white elite had I;ttle choice but to force hzm out of the

organlzatzon ani condemn hlm.a} '

’ ..
[}

The Negro intellectuals and the ‘N.A.A. C.Pe. hlerarchv never supported

+black cultural nationalism; 1nstead. they drew heavily from those amblvalences

o evident in the Renalssanoe s literary works and pol;tics.ah As the Renaissance

‘lacked 2 cultural philosophy autonomous from white America, S0 did the new

- E} -
, urban political leadership of the Afncan--Amerioans.25 While Afrlcansvhad

]
[}

"been agrarians and deeply conscious “of their ouitural integrity, New Negroes
glorified the cxty and urban llfe. supported progressive legzslatlon for in-

tegration, and declared war on those who doubted the wisdom of ultimate

- " assimilation. Just as artists such as Hughes and Cullen.colled out desperately .

for opportunities in white American culture, the leadership of subseauent civil
rights movements in toe 1950s and 1960s would demand opportunities for upward |
mobility within a capitalist American society, which, by its aggressive and
exploltatlve nature, could never yield equality to the African-American.

-

In summation, ‘the. literature of the Negro Renaissance needs to be

-
-

/' re-exeoined from the purview of the pervnsiveness of the conflicts apparent
in suoh literary themes as the tragic mulatto, the glorified and idealistic
African past, the alienation from American culture, and an implied, and at
times overt, self-hatred. The Renaissah%e literature reflects the reality of

. ‘the Negro as.he indeed perceiﬁed himself regarﬁless_of color--the reality of:

the psychological mulattoil Historically,.black scholars must re-evaluate the
orxgzns of the 1ntegrat10nlst movement. Eveo now most refuse to asﬁ themselves
if it was relevant to the African-American working class laborers and farmers

whether or not a few Negroes got 'eoual opportunity" to become part of white

-
L)
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. ~Amerlca. L;ter‘fy and other cultural aspects of the black Aherlcan idgerzence
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must be employeq in the historzographv of analyzing such-quesiions as. ‘Who.

.

"'really wanted this struggle for totaliassimllation into white culture and .

economics? Why is it-that the Nepro intellectuals, until recently, rgfﬁsed to

ve asSociated wifh ény€ﬁfhg "black," "revolutionarv;" or "African?" Why do -

.Neé?o scnolars of sociolagy and\hzstory charge that the znstatution of slavery

o destroyed the black famlly, sense of communlty and cosmology, and then proc1a1m

that the Afrlcan-Amerlcan s struggle for surv1va1 in the u{ban ghetto has been

the product of a long march toward "freedom," "democracy," and "1ntegrat10n°"

‘Unfortunately, prresent-day New Negroes,bu11d1ng upon the faulty foundations of

' )

the Twenties,retard the political and artistic advancement of the race and deny .

‘the establishment of a legitimate black historical tradition and black literary

4
L 26 . ) o T .
tradition. - ‘ .. : : o
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