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I HAD BEEN WORKING FOR SOME TIME on a collection of essays about African American literature and U.S. society in the twentieth century when I was invited to give, in the Alain LeRoy Locke series at Harvard’s Du Bois Institute, the talks printed here. The stipulation was that I had to come up with something new, something I was not already at work on that would be published elsewhere. These talks became a kind of dreaming, of looking ahead to a subject I would one day like to pay more attention to: that of the presence of nonwhites in Europe. 




Out There: Mavericks of Black Literature— the title is one of convenience, because independence of vision, a willingness to live out aesthetic choices, personal destinies, are qualities of temperament we might value in any modern writer. Ezra Pound said that most artists fail not from lack of intelligence but from lack of character. When we talk about black writers, especially those from the past, we are, as if by definition, speaking of writers either predisposed or forced to go against the grain. But it is useful to remember that blacks as a people can exert just as much pressure on the individual to conform as any other social group, and that some of the black writers we are now happy to claim lived and worked among us without much honor. What I really mean by mavericks, here, is that each of the three works I talk about has a striking eccentricity of purpose.


J. A. Rogers, born in Jamaica in 1890, published his first book in 1917 but is mostly remembered as a pioneering journalist of the 1930s and 1940s. Vincent O. Carter, a native of Missouri, is an obscure character who went to Switzerland to write in the 1950s and died there sometime in the 1980s. Caryl Phillips, born on St. Kitts in 1958 and brought up in England, is an acclaimed contemporary figure in the full flush of his writing life. They are from different times, different places, and the work of one has little in common with that of another. But in these books each describes an obsessive’s solitary journey and tells a tale of alienated consciousness. Rogers’s Sex and Race  is meant to be a far-reaching history, but it has elements of travel writing; Carter’s The Bern  Book involves a tour through postwar Europe; and Phillips’s The Atlantic Sound visits the faded ports of the Triangular Trade. They are nonfiction works that engage the experience of blacks in the United States, the place of Africa in the imagination of black people born outside Africa, as well as the history of blacks in Europe.


Rogers is from an age governed by doctrines of white racial supremacy. He argues in Sex and Race that Western societies are racially mongrel in their origins, that there is no such thing as a pure white race, and that his research in European sources demonstrates that before the slave trade Europeans knew this. Rogers is something of a forerunner in the field of study concerning Africa’s influence in Europe, but because of his emphasis on the contribution of black people to European and American societies, rather than on the worth of Africa’s civilizations, he became somewhat obsolete during the rise of black nationalism. Carter’s odyssey in the days of the G.I. Bill is entirely personal. He attempts to escape the limitations of life as a black man in the United States through the dream of cultural assimilation in Europe, but, unlike Baldwin, he refuses to give up on his dream to discover a black identity. His rueful attitude toward his being black means that, most likely, a contemporary black audience would not find him sympathetic. Phillips, though hostile as an Afro-European to Europe and its history, nevertheless takes an antiromantic view of Pan-Africanism and the pieties of spiritual return to Africa. He finds his liberation from European culture in the pluralist reality of the United States rather than in pursuing a sense of belonging to Africa.


Individualistic, and not necessarily mainstream in their aims and conclusions as they confront Europe and the consequences of the African diaspora, these works reflect their periods and, in so doing, also remind us of lost episodes in the assertion of black cultural history.




The Bern Book was a gift from friends. I’d not heard of it before. Susan Sontag, Robert Boyers, and Peg Boyers found a copy of it in the Lyric Bookshop in Saratoga Springs, New York. But I can’t look at some books without remembering the thrilling dust of the secondhand bookshops or the promising clutter of the small bookshops where I found them, shops like Henry’s The Gryphon up on Broadway or Jill and Pat’s Three Lives down in the Village. I think of these bookshops and their consolations in this time of Manhattan’s great sorrow.
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J. A . Rogers 






IN FROM SEA TO SEA AND OTHER SKETCHES,  Rudyard Kipling is taken by police on a tour of Calcutta vice. In one disreputable street he sees a European-looking woman leaning against a doorpost. The police tell him that she is the widow of a soldier and the mother of seven children. “She is a rather pretty, slightly-made Eurasian, and whatever shame she may have owned she has long since cast behind her,” Kipling observes. But then a “shapeless Burmo-native trot” calls her “Mem Sahib.” Kipling becomes vehement. “Her life is a matter between herself and her Maker, but in that she—the widow of a soldier of the Queen—has stooped to this common foulness in the face of the city, she has offended against the white race.”


The police don’t share his indignation. He is from up country and doesn’t understand, but “there are any amount of that lot in the city,” they tell him. “Then the secret of the insolence of Calcutta is made plain,” Kipling says. “Small wonder the natives fail to respect the Sahib, seeing what they see and knowing what they know. In the good old days, the honorable directors deported him or her who misbehaved grossly, and the white man preserved his izzat.”


However, in another sketch from the same series, Kipling is abandoned one afternoon by a trolley and is charmed to find himself in the middle of a respectable Eurasian community. Dhurrumtollah, he says, may be the Hammersmith Highway of Calcutta. It is full of “the People of India,” hundreds and hundreds of them, and they are neither “Hindu nor Mussulman—Jew, Ethiop, Gueber, nor expatriated British.” They are Eurasian, Eurasian families, couples, and groups out walking. Papa in a shining black hat fit for a counselor of the Queen, Mama in silk, followed by their straw-hatted, olive-cheeked brood. Young men smoke cigars and carry themselves “lordily,” young women in wonderful dresses have either baskets or prayer books.


The Englishman came to India, the natives were there in the first place, but these people, Kipling says, were made in India. He says that no one has done anything for these people except talk and write about them, but then he says that they are unexploited, almost unknown material. He can think of only one novel with a Eurasienne heroine and she comes to a sad end. The one Eurasian poet he knows of, Henry Derozio, chose not to write about his people. Therefore, Eurasians needed a writer from among themselves “who shall write so that men shall be pleased to read a story of Eurasian life; then outsiders will be interested in the People of India, and will admit that the race has possibilities.”


Had Kipling found so many Eurasians in London, along the Thames, instead of in a Hammersmith-like corner of Calcutta, would he have been so solicitous? The widow of a British soldier as a Eurasian prostitute is an insult to the white race. Perhaps her existence explains too clearly the origins of those Eurasians whom Kipling praised as a great discovery, the People of India. Certainly, when he regrets the aloofness of the Englishman, he is not thinking back earlier than the Sepoy Rebellion, the terrible moment when the honor of the Empire and the sanctity of white women became one. Before the Sepoy Rebellion and direct rule from London, in the days of Warren Hastings and the East India Company, Englishmen proudly displayed their Indian wives, their begums and maharajah’s daughters.


From Sea to Sea and Other Sketches, published in 1900, is composed of reports that Kipling wrote on his way from his birthplace to England, by way of China and the United States, in 1888. They were for publication in his newspaper in India, the Pioneer. Perhaps he treats some of his reports as fiction, because the element of reportage in them is so strong. He hadn’t wanted to publish From Sea to Sea  but had little choice, as he saw it, because of the proliferation of pirate editions of his uncollected writings. He was internationally famous and vulnerable, in those wildcat days, to copyright infringement.


In “American Notes,” the last section of From Sea to Sea, Kipling is in California, a fairy tale of deep-chested women and wellbuilt, elastic young men, a fairyland for the children of what he sees as a Darwinian exercise, the California Gold Rush. In San Francisco, Kipling observes that




The Chinaman waylays his adversary, and methodically chops him to pieces with his hatchet. Then the press roars about the brutal ferocity of the pagan. The Italian reconstructs his friend with a long knife. The press complains of the waywardness of the alien. The Irishman and the native Californian in their hours of discontent use the revolver, not once, but six times. The press records the fact, and asks in the next column whether the world can parallel the progress of San Francisco. . . .




Now, let me draw breath and curse the negro waiter, and through him the negro in service generally. He has been made a citizen with a vote, consequently both political parties play with him. But that is neither here nor there. He will commit in one meal every bêtise that a senllion fresh from the plow-tail is capable of, and he will continue to repeat those faults. He is as complete a heavy-footed, uncomprehending, bungle-fisted fool as any memsahib  in the East ever took into her establishment. But he is according to law a free and independent citizen—consequently above reproof or criticism. He, and he alone, in this insane city, will wait at table (the Chinaman doesn’t count).


He is untrained, inept, but he will fill the place and draw the pay. Now, God and his father’s fate made him intellectually inferior to the Oriental. He insists on pretending that he serves tables by accident—as a sort of amusement. He wishes you to understand this little fact. You wish to eat your meals, and if possible to have them properly served. He is a big, black, vain baby and a man rolled into one.


A colored gentleman who insisted on getting me pie when I wanted something else, demanded information about India. I gave him some facts about wages.


“Oh hell!” he said, cheerfully, “that wouldn’t keep me in cigars for a month.”


Then he fawned on me for a ten-cent piece. Later he took it upon himself to pity the natives of India. “Heathens,” he called them–this woolly one, whose race has been the butt of every comedy on the native stage since the beginning. And I turned and saw by the head upon his shoulders that he was a Yoruba man, if there be any truth in ethnological castes. He did his thinking in English, but he was a Yoruba negro, and the race type had remained the same throughout his generations. And the room was full of other races–some that looked exactly like Gallas (but the trade was never recruited from that side of Africa), some duplicates of Cameroon heads, and some Kroomen, if ever Kroomen wore evening dress.


The American does not consider little matters of descent, though by this time he ought to know all about “damnable heredity.” As a general rule he keeps himself very far from the negro, and says things about him that are not pretty. There are six million negroes, more or less, in the States, and they are increasing. The American, once having made them citizens, cannot unmake them. He says, in his newspapers, they ought to be elevated by education. He is trying this, but it is likely to be a long job, because black blood is much more adhesive than white, and throws back with annoying persistence.


When the Negro gets religion he returns directly as a hiving bee to the first instincts of his people. Just now a wave of religion is sweeping over some of the Southern States.


Up to the present two Messiahs and a Daniel have appeared, and several human sacrifices have been offered up to these incarnations. The Daniel managed to get three young men, who he insisted were Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, to walk into a blast furnace, guaranteeing non-combustion. They did not return. I have seen nothing of this kind, but I have attended a negro church. They pray, or are caused to pray by themselves in this country. The congregation were moved by the spirit to groans and tears, and one of them danced up the aisle to the mourners’ bench. The motive may have been genuine. The movements of the shaken body were those of a Zanzibar stick dance, such as you see at Aden on the coal-boats, and even as I watched the people, the links that bound them to the white man snapped one by one, and I saw before me the hubshi  (woolly hair) praying to a God he did not understand. Those neatly dressed folk on the benches, and the grey-headed elder by the window, were savages, neither more nor less.


What will the American do with the negro? The South will not consort with him. In some states miscegenation is a penal offence. The North is every year less and less in need of his services.


And he will not disappear. He will continue as a problem. His friends will urge that he is as good as the white man. His enemies–well, you can guess what his enemies will do from a little incident that followed on a recent appointment by the President. He made a Negro an assistant in a post office where–think of it!–he had to work at the next desk to a white girl, the daughter of a colonel, one of the first families of Georgia’s modern chivalry, and all the weary, weary rest of it. The Southern chivalry howled, and hanged or burned someone in effigy. Perhaps it was the President, and perhaps it was the negro–but the principle remains the same. They said it was an insult. It is not good to be a negro in the land of the free and the home of the brave.





Our man Kipling, explainer of faraway places and distant peoples, our guide through that city of dreadful night where the white and the nonwhite are not in their ordained places.


J. A. Rogers spent some forty years digging around in the literature and the libraries of the United States and Europe for precisely this kind of dirt, evidence, testimony. His mission to inform black people of their true place in Western history turned into a bibliophile’s crusade of exposure and correction and conservation. Popular black newspaper columnist, historian of Negro achievement, polemicist against white supremacy, apostle of amalgamation, sleuth in the archives of interracial sex, Rogers was self-educated and he published all his books and pamphlets himself.


Joel Augustus Rogers was born in Jamaica in 1883. He migrated to the United States in 1906, became a citizen in 1917, and that year, having had no formal education, he published From  “Superman” to Man, a bold and unexpected discussion novel in which a Pullman porter is drawn into a debate with a white passenger on the question of the superiority of the AngloSaxon and the inferiority of the Negro. The porter, Dixon, is widely traveled. He learned Spanish in Cuba and the Philippines, as an agent for a wine merchant, and his French comes from a semester and a half at Yale and from a job as valet, then secretary, to a gentleman interested in social and cultural issues. The gentleman died suddenly in Bordeaux, by which time the United States had entered the war. Dixon joined up and came home with the troops. He’s seen something of the world, and knows how to serve his customers.


A Southern senator, dressed in pajamas, comes into the smoking car where Dixon is on night duty. Dixon has been reading a volume of cultural anthropology, Finot’s Race Prejudice,  which locates the beginnings of the doctrine of white racial superiority in the fractured, post-Napoleonic Germany of the nineteenth century. He tries to deflect the senator’s curiosity. He’s already heard the senator holding forth in the bar and in the dining car about the “niggers” and the hypocrisy of Yankees. Dixon’s diplomacy frustrates the senator’s condescension to a Negro who reads and who therefore must think he’s as good as a white man. He challenges “George,” the name by which all Pullman porters were known. He wants to know if “George” believes that a Negro can be the equal of a white man.
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