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O, rise, shine for Thy Light is a’ com-ing.


(Traditional.)





INTRODUCTION



To many scholars and critics of the movement known as the Harlem Renaissance—that dramatic upsurge of creativity in literature, music, and art within black America that reached its zenith in the second half of the 1920s—The New Negro is its definitive text, its Bible. Most of the participants in the movement probably held the book in similar regard. Conceived and edited by Alain Locke, illustrated by Winold Reiss and Aaron Douglas, and published by the then prominent firm of Albert and Charles Boni, The New Negro alerted the world in 1925 that something approaching a cultural revolution was taking place among blacks in New York, as well as elsewhere in the United States and perhaps around the world. The book also attempted in a fairly ambitious, expansive way to offer a definition of this cultural movement.


The story of the making of The New Negro is complicated and, in certain aspects, paradoxical. The book, an anthology, represents the triumph of its compiler’s vision of a community and a nation changing before his eyes. And yet this man, Alain Locke, never lived in Harlem and was not himself either an artist or an editor. The book emphasized achievements by blacks in the arts, but it had its origins in a magazine that had no special interest whatsoever in writing, painting, or music. Virtually from the moment it appeared in 1925, The New Negro was widely hailed as a definitive anthology; yet it also immediately drew fire from certain of its contributors and was soon in effect, if not in words, repudiated in crucial ways by others. Prophetic of the future of black America in some aspects, it has also proved to have been decidedly misleading in others.


As a venture in publishing, the story of The New Negro is above all the story of Survey magazine and its special monthly number called the Survey Graphic. (The “graphic” or heavily illustrated number of the magazine appeared on the first of each month; the more mundane Survey came out in the middle of the month.) The book was based—it is important to note that there were significant changes from the briefer, magazine version—on the contents of the Survey Graphic of March 1925. This number was devoted to the district of Harlem in Manhattan. The emphasis on the arts in the special number was unusual because the main readership of Survey, which had a relatively small circulation, mainly comprised persons and organizations involved in social work, including philanthropy; Survey had originated in part as an organ of an association devoted to charity work. Its editor in chief since 1912 was Paul Underwood Kellogg, and the renowned social worker Jane Addams had served as associate editor.


Special numbers were a feature of the magazine. For example, one such number in 1921 had examined conditions in mines and oil fields, and another, to mark the fifth anniversary of the Soviet Union, had come out in 1922. Around 1925, a special number on Harlem and black Americans was a natural step. In less than a generation the population of Harlem had changed its complexion from lily-white to heavily black, as it absorbed waves of black immigrants from the South and the Caribbean. In spite of the hope, even the euphoria, that came with this migration, problems involving health and housing, unemployment and crime, had begun to surface. Moreover, these problems existed side by side with a burgeoning renaissance of the arts. A rival magazine, The World Tomorrow, had published a special “Negro” issue in 1923, in which work by the two major young poets of the Renaissance, Countée Cullen and Langston Hughes, had appeared.


Nevertheless, it was a public “coming out” dinner honoring young black artists, writers, and intellectuals in New York, held at the Civic Club in November 1924, and organized largely as a publicity ploy by the enterprising Charles S. Johnson, the editor of Opportunity magazine (organ of the National Urban League), that led to the special number on Harlem. In attendance, along with several other carefully chosen white editors, writers, and publishers, was Paul Kellogg of Survey. In turn, Kellogg was so impressed by the blacks there, young and old, that he decided to commission a Harlem number. To edit it, he turned to the man who bad, been openly hailed by Charles S. Johnson as none other than the “dean” of the New Negro movement, Alain Leroy Locke. (Although the term “New Negro” had been used from time to time in the late 1890s, it quickly became the term of choice to describe the spirit of the 1920s among many black Americans.)


Subsequent generations have continued to see Locke in this central role in the Harlem Renaissance. “Locke’s editing of and contribution to this volume,” the historian Nathan I. Huggins has written in his landmark volume The Harlem Renaissance (1971), “and his energetic championing of the intellectual achievement of Negroes in the 1920s made him the father of the New Negro and the so-called Harlem Renaisssance.” However, a contemporary observer in a better position to know, Langston Hughes, described Locke only as one of the three “midwives” of the movement, along with Charles S. Johnson and the literary editor of The Crisis magazine, Jessie Fauset. Other observers were less praising of Locke’s performance in this respect. Indeed, for various reasons, Locke was an improbable though by no means illogical choice as “dean” of the movement, or as editor of a volume designed to define its spirit.


Thirty-nine years old in 1924, and an assistant professor of philosophy at historically black Howard University in Washington, D.C., Locke was a graduate of Harvard and Oxford, to which he had gone in 1907 on a Rhodes scholarship. There and at the University of Berlin and the Collège de France in Paris, he had studied philosophy, Greek, and modern literature. He was also devoted to the study of German culture and philosophy. Joining the faculty at Howard in 1912, he eventually moved from teaching English to teaching philosophy, but was prevented from teaching a subject of increasing importance to him—race, and especially the interaction of races affected by what is called the African diaspora. Blocking Locke’s efforts here were not only the reactionary university trustees but also the fact that he had published little on the subject. In fact, by the time of the Civic Club dinner in 1924, Locke had published little on any subject. In a way, in spite of his fine education and intellectual gifts, he was drifting until he found the Harlem Renaissance—or until the Harlem Renaissance found him.


A comparison with an older figure, W.E.B. Du Bois, who had also studied at Harvard and Berlin, is instructive. Admiring German culture, both men saw a similarity between black America and Germany in their struggles to achieve unity and power. They deeply respected the German intellectual tradition, notably the work of Herder on the transcendent power of folk culture and Fichte in his nationalistic Addresses to the German Nation. But Locke did not have Du Bois’ background in rigorously empirical sociology, and had never lived or taught in the South, where the overwhelming majority of black Americans lived at the turn of the century; his sense of the folk was mainly theoretical. He had nothing approaching Du Bois’ almost obsessive determination to be a force in the shaping of their people’s future. By Locke’s age in 1924, Du Bois had already published three major books and edited over a dozen studies. He had also quit the university in 1910 for the job of crusading editor of The Crisis magazine, the organ of the aggressive new civil rights organization, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Locke, on the other hand, although unhappy with the Howard administration, had done almost nothing to foment change except to read and reflect on the question of the meaning of race in the twentieth century.


Once chosen to edit the special number, however, he acted with the daring and vision of a man who had been awaiting his chance. A frequent visitor to New York, he knew virtually all the older black writers and intellectuals, such as Du Bois and James Weldon Johnson. And Locke let neither difference in age nor social or professional standing keep him from making friends with artists such as Countée Cullen and Langston Hughes, who were almost twenty years his junior. He would go virtually anywhere to meet anyone who might have anything to contribute. Learned on a variety of topics, he was as persistent in seeking friendships and professional contacts as he was in pursuing knowledge. Eventually, several of the contributors to The New Negro broke with Locke. Before doing so, however, they surrendered to his charm and rare intelligence, and helped to make his special number, and the volume that followed, a landmark in African-American cultural history.


Liberal and cosmopolitan in his views, Locke made sure that his list of contributors included men and women, blacks and whites, young and old. Outnumbered by male writers, six women are represented in The New Negro; however, only two offered essays—Jessie Fauset on drama, and Elise Johnson McDougald on “The Task of Negro Womanhood.” The whites were Albert C. Barnes, the eccentric millionaire art collector from Pennsylvania, who would eventually leave his extraordinary collection in the control of predominantly black Lincoln University; Paul Kellogg of Survey magazine; and Melville J. Herskovits, one of the leading students and associates of the renowned anthropologist Franz Boas of Columbia University and future author of The Myth of the Negro Past (1941). Several of the poets, including Langston Hughes, Countée Cullen, and Bruce Nugent, were under twenty-five years of age; men like Du Bois and Kelly Miller were close to or just past sixty. Locke brought them all together.


His contributors amounted almost to a Who’s Who among black American artists, intellectuals, and scholars. Perhaps the only notable absentee was the independent historian Carter G. Woodson, founder of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and Culture in Washington, D.C. Among the younger writers Locke missed virtually no one who had published with any distinction thus far, and virtually all of those selected went on to achieve a measure of fame. He was too early for Arna Bontemps, Wallace Thurman, and Nella Larsen, but just in time for the fledgling Zora Neale Hurston. Among the older writers he included virtually everyone of the old guard, from William Stanley Braithwaite, the poet, critic, and anthologist; James Weldon Johnson, poet, novelist, lyricist; the educator Kelly Miller; and the renowned Du Bois, whose accomplishments as historian, sociologist, novelist, biographer, and crusading editor made him almost without question the preeminent African-American intellectual of his age—or perhaps any age. Du Bois’ presence was important. In many respects, The New Negro was the first literary attempt to revise the collective portrait of black America painted by him in his own epochal collection The Souls of Black Folk in 1903.


Uniting these men and women was their growing sense of certainty that black America was on the verge of something like a second Emancipation—this time not by government mandate but by the will and accomplishments of the people, especially the artists and intellectuals. The migration away from the hated South, with its bitter legacy of slavery and segregation, to the greatest city in the nation, and the settlement of blacks in an excellently located district that boasted the finest housing stock that blacks had ever been allowed to inhabit (according to James Weldon Johnson), seemed to augur a new day for African-Americans. Sharing in the prosperity of the nation as a whole, and enjoying many of the freedoms of the era that followed World War I, blacks responded with a new confidence in themselves and their abilities. As reflected in magazines and newspapers, as well as on the stage and in nightclubs, literature, music, and the other arts began to flourish virtually as never before. The national success on Broadway of the all-black musical play Shuffle Along in 1921 brought black song and dance into a new prominence. In 1923 came the first novel (if Jean Toomer’s blend of fiction, poetry, and drama in Cane can be called a novel) by an African-American to appear from a major publishing house in over ten years. Efforts by organizations such as the N.A.A.C.P. and the National Urban League underscored the quest for a degree of progress that would transform the situation of blacks in the United States.


Few people were unaware of the mountainous task ahead of those who would lead blacks to greater freedom and independence. With pressures exacerbated by the return of soldiers, black and white, from Europe, and by black migrants coming north in search of jobs, the summer of 1919 had been marked by some of the bloodiest anti-black riots in American history. Blacks had fought for their country in Europe, but discrimination and de facto segregation was the order of the day almost everywhere. Lynching of blacks continued even as attempts to secure a Federal antilynching bill failed to gain legislative support. For a movement such as the burgeoning renaissance, however, the deepest challenge, in many respects, lay in the poisoned intellectual and cultural climate of ideas in the United States concerning the origins, abilities, and potential of people of African descent. Race, and the idea of white racial supremacy, enjoyed the lofty status of a science at the turn of the century and down into the 1920s. The New Negro would have to accept this lofty status even as it sought to dispel the prevailing notion among most whites of blacks as not only physically and culturally inferior but without much hope of improvement.


The significance of The New Negro cannot be grasped without some knowledge of the long history of the vilification of black American and African culture and racial ability in books built on this assumption of the irremediable inferiority of blacks. Although the anthology deliberately avoids racial polemics, it raises a clear note of protest sounded against the assumptions about blacks in influential racist works such as Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (published in translation in the United States in 1911); Count Arthur de Gobineau’s Essay on the Inequality of Races (a shortened version appeared in translation in the United States in 1912); D. W. Griffith’s landmark film of 1915, Birth of a Nation, based on Thomas Dixon’s bigoted novel The Clansman; Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great Race (1916); Charles W. Gould, America a Family Matter (1922); Clinton Stoddard Burr’s America’s Race Heritage (1922); Charles Conant Josey’s Race and National Solidarity (1923); and Lothrop Stoddard’s The Revolt against Civilization: The Menace of the Under Man (1923). These are only a token of the extensive literature of the period which advanced the notion of white superiority, black inferiority, and the threat to civilization posed by inferior peoples—including those who were white but in some way inferior to “Nordic” or “Aryan” nations.


It is fair to say that, in the face of racial “science,” most of the contributors to the volume accepted the notion of black racial and cultural inferiority compared to the highest standards of European civilization. Most also believed, however, that the African race was on the move forward, that politically, economically, and culturally, peoples of African descent around the world were engaged in the first stages of a transformation that would eventually lead to independence from Europe. Africa, now colonized by Europe, would eventually be free. Blacks in the United States and the Caribbean, the major centers of the African diaspora, would liberate themselves from the consequences of centuries of slavery and quasi-slavery. Liberal whites would aid in this movement. Whites were probably the major target of The New Negro and efforts like it. Through the display of black sensitivity, intelligence, and artistic versatility, it was believed, whites would come to a new understanding of the humanity of African-Americans and help to accelerate social change.


Accordingly, Locke’s central aim was to produce a book, as he says in his “Foreword,” that would be “of’ rather than “about” the Negro. Thus he decided to concentrate not on statistics of sociology or treatises on history but on “self-expression and the forces and motives of self-determination. So far as he is culturally articulate, we shall let the Negro speak for himself.” In moving from the magazine to the book version, he was aware of a fundamental expansion in intent: “Entering this stage we are now presenting the New Negro in a national and even international scope.” Harlem had few rivals as urban centers of black culture, but “the full significance of that even is a racial awakening on a national and perhaps even a world scale.” He went further in trying to establish Harlem in the context of world events: “As in India, in China, in Egypt, Ireland, Russia, Bohemia, Palestine and Mexico, we are witnessing the resurgence of a people.”


Carefully designed by Locke, The New Negro is divided into three parts. The first, and the most important, is “The Negro Renaissance.” Its primacy of importance may be judged by the last words of Locke’s “Foreword”: “We speak of the offerings of this book embodying the first fruits of the Negro Renaissance.” Here may be found, following a definitive article by Locke himself on the phenomenon of the “New Negro,” historical essays on African-American art and literature and on the younger artists, as well as a generous sample of the fiction, poetry, and drama composed by the leading young writers. In addition, there is a section on music—notably an essay by Locke on the spirituals and by J. A. Rogers on jazz; and a section on the black past, including folklore, as seen in connections to, or cultural legacies from, Africa.


The second part, “The New Negro is a New World,” shifts the focus from the arts toward what loosely might be called the social sciences, especially sociology. Clearly Locke wanted, and received from his contributors, social studies of a particular kind; The New Negro fastidiously eschews statistics in favor of artful, reflective, anecdotal essays. Appropriately enough, the first essay in this part is by Paul Kellogg, the editor of Survey magazine, on black migration to the North. The single largest section links the renaissance in Harlem to similar phenomena in other parts of the United States (Washington, D.C., Hampton, Tuskegee, and Durham, N.C.), then concludes with an essay, “Gift of the Black Tropics,” addressing the topic of West Indian migration to the United States, especially to New York. After essays by the anthropologist Melville Herskovits on the Americanism of the New Negro, by Walter White on color prejudice, and Elise McDougald on black women, the venerable W.E.B. Du Bois is entrusted with the task of linking the movement in the New World to events and trends in Africa. He traces the global implications of the New Negro movement, especially as it relates to colonialism and the struggle for freedom in Africa. (Herskovits’ essay is a token of the pervasive influence of the anthropologist Franz Boas and his ideas concerning cultural relativism on this volume and the movement. Leading the intellectual fight against doctrines of white supremacy, Boas’ work, especially The Mind of Primitive Man (1911), was an indispensable part of the movement to reappraise African-American culture.)


Last of all, and yet also important, is a section of bibliography that attempts to document the significant books and other studies written by and about black Americans and, to a lesser extent, Africa. The section also provides invaluable biographical material on the contributors, including the artists Winold Reiss and Aaron Douglas. As in the case of all the sections, Locke drew on outstanding talents for this section, including the remarkable Puerto Rican-born black bibliophile Arthur A. Schomburg, whose collection would later form the nucleus of the Schomburg Collection of the New York Public Library.


In addition to these three parts, the role of the illustrations by Winold Reiss cannot be underestimated. The Bavarian-born Reiss set about depicting the faces and figures of Harlem blacks as they had never been drawn before but for a few exceptions. At a time when creams to facilitate the lightening of skin color were widely advertised even in politically conscious magazines, Reiss looked for and found beauty and dignity in all complexions and in both European and non-European facial features. Not surprisingly, his artwork disturbed many blacks. However, Locke was entirely on his side in this matter.


As carefully produced and as influential as The New Negro was, the volume is in no way exempt from criticism. In recent years, several of Locke’s editorial decisions and predispositions, not to say prejudices, have been called into question by critics and scholars. In his highly regarded study of the Harlem Renaissance When Harlem Was In Vogue (1981), David Levering Lewis has challenged not only the idea of Locke’s centrality to the movement but also the general wisdom of what Lewis identifies as Locke’s key assumption—that the race’s “more immediate hope rests in the revaluation by white and black alike of the Negro in terms of his artistic endowments and cultural contributions, past and prospective.” Calling this idea “irresponsibly delusional,” Lewis traces its impact on Locke’s design. “Eurocentric to the tip of his cane,” he sums up, “Locke sought to graft abstractions from German, Irish, Italian, Jewish, and Slovakian nationalisms to Afro-America. . . . It was heady stuff, but the times were intoxicated with optimism.”


The decision to emphasize the arts at the expense of sociology and history remains controversial. Soliciting poems for the special number in 1924 from Langston Hughes, Locke had taken pains to explain that his special number of the Survey Graphic would not be as deadly dull and sociological as he had found other special numbers of the magazine. The book that resulted certainly gained in a certain way by its emphasis on literature and painting; however, it probably forfeited at once, for the same reason, its implied claims to speak definitively about African-American culture, its past, present, and future. A sense of the economic underpinnings of society is lacking, as is a sense of history as being in large part economic history. Du Bois is allowed to raise this point in his essay “The Negro Mind Reaches Out,” where he remarks that the major problem of the century was not race, as he had once claimed, but “what we call Labor, the problem of allocating work and income in the tremendous and increasingly intricate world-embracing industrial machine that our civilization built.” But this point of view is seldom seen elsewhere in The New Negro. In spite of its successes, the volume did not prepare its readers for the Crash of 1929 and the ensuing Depression, which effectively destroyed the Harlem Renaissance.


The New Negro also papers over serious differences over substantive issues concerning culture, politics, sexuality, and related matters between the younger and the older generation of the Renaissance. To the young journalist George Schuyler, for example, Locke was the “high priest of the intellectual snobbocracy.” Locke’s elitist vision of culture may be seen in the treatment of music in The New Negro. In his essay on the spirituals, he shows respect for only these religious songs, which are said to be the “very kernel” of Negro folk music—an identification that was controversial even when he made it. Citing a recent criticism of the certain “concertized” settings of the spirituals as being too European, Locke first approves the criticism, then warns that “we must be careful not to confine this wonderfully potential music to the narrow confines of ‘simple versions’ and musically primitive molds.” Later, he wonders why the black folk song has not yet contributed “something vitally new” to modern “musical development”; and he hoped that some master would do so: “A genius that would organize [black music’s] distinctive elements would be the musical giant of his age.”


Locke thus chose to ignore the lowly blues; in fact, he acted as if that they did not exst. Thus he ignored not only the increasing poetic emphasis of his friend Langston Hughes but also the work of W. C. Handy, author of “St. Louis Blues” and other compositions, and of George Gershwin, whose Rhapsody in Blue had its premiere in February 1924 in New York. Most important of all, he ignored the tremendous new interest in the blues as shown by the enormous sales of blues records that started with Mamie Smith’s Crazy Blues, which sold 75,000 copies in one month in 1920, and was followed by the work of Bessie Smith and Clara Smith, both of whom began recording in 1923. The blues is mentioned only in passing in The New Negro in the essay “Jazz at Home” by the historian J. A. Rogers. Indeed, the portrait of jazz there is noteworthy. Jazz is a vehicle for fun, with “a great future” but little intellectual content, and associated with vice. “Where at present it vulgarizes,” Rogers notes, “with more wholesome growth in the future, it may on the contrary truly democratize.” Instead of opposing it, we should “try to lift and divert it into nobler channels.”


The New Negro exudes a sense of racial pride and yet also ignores the most important mass movement in black America of the 1920s, which was led by Marcus Garvey. How one could write about a new spirit of Negro assertiveness in the 1920s without extended reference to Garvey is a puzzle. But one could not imagine Garvey and Du Bois, bitter public antagonists, coexisting in the same book; and Locke’s loyalties, such as they were, lay with the N.A.A.C.P., with its integrated but largely white leadership at that time, and not with the defiantly black Universal Negro Improvement Association of Garvey, with its Back-to-Africa slogan. Moreover, New Negroes did not go to jail, but in February, 1925, Garvey had entered the Atlanta Penitentiary to begin serving his sentence of a maximum of five years in prison for alleged mail fraud. Ironically, and to Garvey’s credit, the May Survey Graphic carried this gallant message from him about the Harlem number: “The effort you have made to present partially the life of the race as it strikes you in Harlem is commendable. Your motive is of the nature that will bring about the better understanding that the world needs.” Garvey’s organization, with its colorful processions and controversial claims and promises, as well as its roots in the working poor, was clearly seen as inherently disreputable and a force to be ignored, if not disdained.


Radical socialism, too, is given short shrift in The New Negro. A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen, for example, who had edited the monthly magazine The Messenger since 1917, and who certainly had helped to get the new movement started by publishing poetry and fiction remarkably like that in The Crisis and Opportunity, were also not included. As David Lewis has written, “Harlem was turning its back on Garveyism and socialism to gawk in perplexed admiration at Phi Beta Kappa poets [a reference to Countée Cullen], university-trained painters [such as Aaron Douglas], concertizing musicians [Paul Robeson and Roland Hayes], and novel-writing civil rights officials [Walter White].” The New Negro helped Harlem turn its back even more firmly on radical social movements.


Important, too, is the process of smoothening required to make all these artists and intellectuals conform to Locke’s perception of a new breed of Negroes in a brave new world of Negro-ness. In many ways, the avant-garde Jean Toomer was out of place in The New Negro—certainly Toomer himself thought so, having already protested to a number of people that (despite his black ancestry) he was not a Negro and resented being referred to as one. Bruce Nugent was far more concerned with his gay identity than with his sense of race or ethnicity; but the question of homosexuality is never raised in this text—the age would not have permitted it. And the definition of New Negroism that would include both Langston Hughes and Countée Cullen would have to be elastic. In 1925, Cullen, conservative in his techniques and a conscious imitator of British romantic poets, had already formed the basic antipathy that would lead him to question the achievement of Hughes’ jazz and blues poems in The Weary Blues (1926). In turn, in June 1926, Hughes would open his most powerful essay, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” with a thinly veiled attack on Cullen for wishing to be known as a poet who happened to be Negro, rather than a Negro poet.


Locke’s editing practices and his craftiness infuriated some of his contributors. Jean Toomer would write that Locke “tricked and misused me” in making the book. Claude McKay declared that the editor’s treatment of him “destroyed every vestige of intellectual and fraternal understanding” between them. (McKay was incensed, for example, when Locke timidly, and without permission, changed the title of his poem “The White House” to “White Houses” in order to avoid possible repercussions.) Perhaps the most aggrieved contributor was Jessie Fauset. The pivotal Civic Club dinner in 1924 had been arranged to mark the publication of her first novel, There Is Confusion. However, she had seen her achievement glossed over, and Locke hailed as the dean of the movement although she had done far more, as literary editor of The Crisis, than he to discover and nurture the younger writers. And the commission to edit the special number had gone to him.


In the aftermath of The New Negro would come events and personalities who would illustrate the ways in which it missed significant elements of the movement. In 1926, for example, the most gifted of the younger writers, including Hughes, Cullen, and Hurston, would produce their own magazine, Fire!!. Locke was not among the nine patrons listed in the first—and only—number; he was clearly peripheral to these younger writers less than one year after the appearance of The New Negro. The students had dispensed with their dean. The same year would see the publication of the white writer Carl Van Vechten’s Nigger Heaven which caught something of the spirit of Locke’s book but also revealed a seamy underside to Harlem which Locke had carefully avoided. Still later would come vitriolic attacks by Du Bois in The Crisis on novels by McKay and Arna Bontemps, underscoring the extent to which the unity suggested by The New Negro was mainly a front presented to the world.


In spite of its shortcomings, however, the achievement of the The New Negro was real. In this way it reflects the mixed record of the Harlem Renaissance itself. In spite of the fact that the movement was short lived, and many of its works and talents of less than stellar quality, the Renaissance succeeded in laying the foundations for all subsequent depictions in poetry, fiction, and drama of the modern African-American experience; and the same claim can be made even more strongly of its music, in the compositions and performances of artists such as Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, and Bessie Smith. The central success of the anthology is its creation of a noble but credible portrait of black America just as black America was entering the modern world (modernism was one of Locke’s many interests). Drawing on earlier imputations, even by some racist observers, of special artistic gifts in blacks, Locke capitalized on them but linked them also to political and cultural action. Such action was not of a vague, impulsive sort, he argued, but part of a world movement.


The New Negro exudes more than energy—it exudes a quality suspiciously like joy, the great quality that J. A. Rogers sees in jazz. This quality of youthful energy and joy is in contrast to the lassitude described in the greatest poem of the age, T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), which purported to measure the spirituality and dynamism of European civilization after the war. The energy and joy in The New Negro have political purposes; they are subversive, and thus come tinged with a quality not unlike a thrilling psychological neuroticism, which serves to authenticate the modernist identity of the New Negro. Whatever one may say of the book, one does not find it antiquarian, or a period piece. Even today, it remains a reliable index to the black American sensibility at that point where art and politics meet, as well as to the events in Harlem and elsewhere among blacks in the 1920s.


—ARNOLD RAMPERSAD


Princeton University
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THIS volume aims to document the New Negro culturally and socially,—to register the transformations of the inner and outer life of the Negro in America that have so significantly taken place in the last few years. There is ample evidence of a New Negro in the latest phases of social change and progress, but still more in the internal world of the Negro mind and spirit. Here in the very heart of the folk-spirit are the essential forces, and folk interpretation is truly vital and representative only in terms of these. Of all the voluminous literature on the Negro, so much is mere external view and commentary that we may warrantably say that nine-tenths of it is about the Negro rather than of him, so that it is the Negro problem rather than the Negro that is known and mooted in the general mind. We turn therefore in the other direction to the elements of truest social portraiture, and discover in the artistic self-expression of the Negro to-day a new figure on the national canvas and a new force in the foreground of affairs. Whoever wishes to see the Negro in his essential traits, in the full perspective of his achievement and possibilities, must seek the enlightenment of that self-portraiture which the present developments of Negro culture are offering. In these pages, without ignoring either the fact that there are important interactions between the national and the race life, or that the attitude of America toward the Negro is as important a factor as the attitude of the Negro toward America, we have nevertheless concentrated upon self-expression and the forces and motives of self-determination. So far as he is culturally articulate, we shall let the Negro speak for himself.


Yet the New Negro must be seen in the perspective of a New World, and especially of a New America. Europe seething in a dozen centers with emergent nationalities, Palestine full of a renascent Judaism—these are no more alive with the progressive forces of our era than the quickened centers of the lives of black folk. America seeking a new spiritual expansion and artistic maturity, trying to found an American literature, a national art, and national music implies a Negro-American culture seeking the same satisfactions and objectives. Separate as it may be in color and substance, the culture of the Negro is of a pattern integral with the times and with its cultural setting. The achievements of the present generation have eventually made this apparent. Liberal minds to-day cannot be asked to peer with sympathetic curiosity into the darkened Ghetto of a segregated race life. That was yesterday. Nor must they expect to find a mind and soul bizarre and alien as the mind of a savage, or even as naive and refreshing as the mind of the peasant or the child. That too was yesterday, and the day before. Now that there is cultural adolescence and the approach to maturity,—there has come a development that makes these phases of Negro life only an interesting and significant segment of the general American scene.


Until recently, except for occasional discoveries of isolated talent here and there, the main stream of this development has run in the special channels of “race literature” and “race journalism.” Particularly as a literary movement, it has gradually gathered momentum in the effort and output of such progressive race periodicals as the Crisis under the editorship of Dr. Du Bois and more lately, through the quickening encouragement of Charles Johnson, in the brilliant pages of Opportunity, a Journal of Negro Life. But more and more the creative talents of the race have been taken up into the general journalistic, literary and artistic agencies, as the wide range of the acknowledgments of the material here collected will in itself be sufficient to demonstrate. Recently in a project of The Survey Graphic, whose Harlem Number of March, 1925, has been taken by kind permission as the nucleus of this book, the whole movement was presented as it is epitomized in the progressive Negro community of the American metropolis. Enlarging this stage we are now presenting the New Negro in a national and even international scope. Although there are few centers that can be pointed out approximating Harlem’s significance, the full significance of that even is a racial awakening on a national and perhaps even a world scale.


That is why our comparison is taken with those nascent movements of folk-expression and self-determination which are playing a creative part in the world to-day. The galvanizing shocks and reactions of the last few years are making by subtle processes of internal reorganization a race out of its own disunited and apathetic elements. A race experience penetrated in this way invariably flowers. As in India, in China, in Egypt, Ireland, Russia, Bohemia, Palestine and Mexico, we are witnessing the resurgence of a people: it has aptly been said,—“For all who read the signs aright, such a dramatic flowering of a new race-spirit is taking place close at home—among American Negroes.”


Negro life is not only establishing new contacts and founding new centers, it is finding a new soul. There is a fresh spiritual and cultural focusing. We have, as the heralding sign, an unusual outburst of creative expression. There is a renewed race-spirit that consciously and proudly sets itself apart. Justifiably then, we speak of the offerings of this book embodying these ripening forces as culled from the first fruits of the Negro Renaissance.


ALAIN LOCKE.


Washington, D. C.


November, 1925.
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THE NEW NEGRO


ALAIN LOCKE


IN the last decade something beyond the watch and guard of statistics has happened in the life of the American Negro and the three norns who have traditionally presided over the Negro problem have a changeling in their laps. The Sociologist, the Philanthropist, the Race-leader are not unaware of the New Negro, but they are at a loss to account for him. He simply cannot be swathed in their formulæ. For the younger generation is vibrant with a new psychology; the new spirit is awake in the masses, and under the very eyes of the professional observers is transforming what has been a perennial problem into the progressive phases of contemporary Negro life.


Could such a metamorphosis have taken place as suddenly as it has appeared to? The answer is no; not because the New Negro is not here, but because the Old Negro had long become more of a myth than a man. The Old Negro, we must remember, was a creature of moral debate and historical controversy. His has been a stock figure perpetuated as an historical fiction partly in innocent sentimentalism, partly in deliberate reactionism. The Negro himself has contributed his share to this through a sort of protective social mimicry forced upon him by the adverse circumstances of dependence. So for generations in the mind of America, the Negro has been more of a formula than a human being—a something to be argued about, condemned or defended, to be “kept down,” or “in his place,” or “helped up,” to be worried with or worried over, harassed or patronized, a social bogey or a social burden. The thinking Negro even has been induced to share this same general attitude, to focus his attention on controversial issues, to see himself in the distorted perspective of a social problem. His shadow, so to speak, has been more real to him than his personality. Through having had to appeal from the unjust stereotypes of his oppressors and traducers to those of his liberators, friends and benefactors he has had to subscribe to the traditional positions from which his case has been viewed. Little true social or self-understanding has or could come from such a situation.


But while the minds of most of us, black and white, have thus burrowed in the trenches of the Civil War and Reconstruction, the actual march of development has simply flanked these positions, necessitating a sudden reorientation of view. We have not been watching in the right direction; set North and South on a sectional axis, we have not noticed the East till the sun has us blinking.


Recall how suddenly the Negro spirituals revealed themselves; suppressed for generations under the stereotypes of Wesleyan hymn harmony, secretive, half-ashamed, until the courage of being natural brought them out—and behold, there was folk-music. Similarly the mind of the Negro seems suddenly to have slipped from under the tyranny of social intimidation and to be shaking off the psychology of imitation and implied inferiority. By shedding the old chrysalis of the Negro problem we are achieving something like a spiritual emancipation. Until recently, lacking self-understanding, we have been almost as much of a problem to ourselves as we still are to others. But the decade that found us with a problem has left us with only a task. The multitude perhaps feels as yet only a strange relief and a new vague urge, but the thinking few know that in the reaction the vital inner grip of prejudice has been broken.


With this renewed self-respect and self-dependence, the life of the Negro community is bound to enter a new dynamic phase, the buoyancy from within compensating for whatever pressure there may be of conditions from without. The migrant masses, shifting from countryside to city, hurdle several generations of experience at a leap, but more important, the same thing happens spiritually in the life-attitudes and self-expression of the Young Negro, in his poetry, his art, his education and his new outlook, with the additional advantage, of course, of the poise and greater certainty of knowing what it is all about. From this comes the promise and warrant of a new leadership. As one of them has discerningly put it:


We have tomorrow


Bright before us


Like a flame.


Yesterday, a night-gone thing


A sun-down name.


And dawn today


Broad arch above the road we came.


We march!


This is what, even more than any “most creditable record of fifty years of freedom,” requires that the Negro of to-day be seen through other than the dusty spectacles of past controversy. The day of “aunties,” “uncles” and “mammies” is equally gone. Uncle Tom and Sambo have passed on, and even the “Colonel” and “George” play barnstorm rôles from which they escape with relief when the public spotlight is off. The popular melodrama has about played itself out, and it is time to scrap the fictions, garret the bogeys and settle down to a realistic facing of facts.


First we must observe some of the changes which since the traditional lines of opinion were drawn have rendered these quite obsolete. A main change has been, of course, that shifting of the Negro population which has made the Negro problem no longer exclusively or even predominantly Southern. Why should our minds remain sectionalized, when the problem itself no longer is? Then the trend of migration has not only been toward the North and the Central Midwest, but city-ward and to the great centers of industry—the problems of adjustment are new, practical, local and not peculiarly racial. Rather they are an integral part of the large industrial and social problems of our present-day democracy. And finally, with the Negro rapidly in process of class differentiation, if it ever was warrantable to regard and treat the Negro en masse it is becoming with every day less possible, more unjust and more ridiculous.


In the very process of being transplanted, the Negro is becoming transformed.


The tide of Negro migration, northward and city-ward, is not to be fully explained as a blind flood started by the demands of war industry coupled with the shutting off of foreign migration, or by the pressure of poor crops coupled with increased social terrorism in certain sections of the South and Southwest. Neither labor demand, the boll-weevil nor the Ku Klux Klan is a basic factor, however contributory any or all of them may have been. The wash and rush of this human tide on the beach line of the northern city centers is to be explained primarily in terms of a new vision of opportunity, of social and economic freedom, of a spirit to seize, even in the face of an extortionate and heavy toll, a chance for the improvement of conditions. With each successive wave of it, the movement of the Negro becomes more and more a mass movement toward the larger and the more democratic chance—in the Negro’s case a deliberate flight not only from countryside to city, but from medieval America to modern.


Take Harlem as an instance of this. Here in Manhattan is not merely the largest Negro community in the world, but the first concentration in history of so many diverse elements of Negro life. It has attracted the African, 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 professional man, artist, poet, musician, adventurer and worker, preacher and criminal, exploiter and social outcast. Each group has come with its own separate motives and for its own special ends, but their greatest experience has been the finding of one another. Proscription and prejudice have thrown these dissimilar elements into a common area of contact and interaction. Within this area, race sympathy and unity have determined a further fusing of sentiment and experience. So what began in terms of segregation becomes more and more, as its elements mix and react, the laboratory of a great race-welding. Hitherto, it must be admitted that American Negroes have been a race more in name than in fact, or to be exact, more in sentiment than in experience. The chief bond between them has been that of a common condition rather than a common consciousness; a problem in common rather than a life in common. In Harlem, Negro life is seizing upon its first chances for group expression and self-determination. It is—or promises at least to be—a race capital. That is why our comparison is taken with those nascent centers of folk-expression and self-determination which are playing a creative part in the world to-day. Without pretense to their political significance, Harlem has the same rôle to play for the New Negro as Dublin has had for the New Ireland or Prague for the New Czechoslovakia.


Harlem, I grant you, isn’t typical—but it is significant, it is prophetic. No sane observer, however sympathetic to the new trend, would contend that the great masses are articulate as yet, but they stir, they move, they are more than physically restless. The challenge of the new intellectuals among them is clear enough—the “race radicals” and realists who have broken with the old epoch of philanthropic guidance, sentimental appeal and protest. But are we after all only reading into the stirrings of a sleeping giant the dreams of an agitator? The answer is in the migrating peasant. It is the “man farthest down” who is most active in getting up. One of the most characteristic symptoms of this is the professional man, himself migrating to recapture his constituency after a vain effort to maintain in some Southern corner what for years back seemed an established living and clientele. The clergyman following his errant flock, the physician or lawyer trailing his clients, supply the true clues. In a real sense it is the rank and file who are leading, and the leaders who are following. A transformed and transforming psychology permeates the masses.


When the racial leaders of twenty years ago spoke of developing race-pride and stimulating race-consciousness, and of the desirability of race solidarity, they could not in any accurate degree have anticipated the abrupt feeling that has surged up and now pervades the awakened centers. Some of the recognized Negro leaders and a powerful section of white opinion identified with “race work” of the older order have indeed attempted to discount this feeling as a “passing phase,” an attack of “race nerves” so to speak, an “aftermath of the war,” and the like. It has not abated, however, if we are to gauge by the present tone and temper of the Negro press, or by the shift in popular support from the officially recognized and orthodox spokesmen to those of the independent, popular, and often radical type who are unmistakable symptoms of a new order. It is a social disservice to blunt the fact that the Negro of the Northern centers has reached a stage where tutelage, even of the most interested and well-intentioned sort, must give place to new relationships, where positive self-direction must be reckoned with in ever increasing measure. The American mind must reckon with a fundamentally changed Negro.


The Negro too, for his part, has idols of the tribe to smash. If on the one hand the white man has erred in making the Negro appear to be that which would excuse or extenuate his treatment of him, the Negro, in turn, has too often unnecessarily excused himself because of the way he has been treated. The intelligent Negro of to-day is resolved not to make discrimination an extenuation for his shortcomings in performance, individual or collective; he is trying to hold himself at par, neither inflated by sentimental allowances nor depreciated by current social discounts. For this he must know himself and be known for precisely what he is, and for that reason he welcomes the new scientific rather than the old sentimental interest. Sentimental interest in the Negro has ebbed. We used to lament this as the falling off of our friends; now we rejoice and pray to be delivered both from self-pity and condescension. The mind of each racial group has had a bitter weaning, apathy or hatred on one side matching disillusionment or resentment on the other; but they face each other to-day with the possibility at least of entirely new mutual attitudes.


It does not follow that if the Negro were better known, he would be better liked or better treated. But mutual understanding is basic for any subsequent cooperation and adjustment. The effort toward this will at least have the effect of remedying in large part what has been the most unsatisfactory feature of our present stage of race relationships in America, namely the fact that the more intelligent and representative elements of the two race groups have at so many points got quite out of vital touch with one another.


The fiction is that the life of the races is separate, and increasingly so. The fact is that they have touched too closely at the unfavorable and too lightly at the favorable levels.


While inter-racial councils have sprung up in the South, drawing on forward elements of both races, in the Northern cities manual laborers may brush elbows in their everyday work, but the community and business leaders have experienced no such interplay or far too little of it. These segments must achieve contact or the race situation in America becomes desperate. Fortunately this is happening. There is a growing realization that in social effort the co-operative basis must supplant long-distance philanthropy, and that the only safeguard for mass relations in the future must be provided in the carefully maintained contacts of the enlightened minorities of both race groups. In the intellectual realm a renewed and keen curiosity is replacing the recent apathy; the Negro is being carefully studied, not just talked about and discussed. In art and letters, instead of being wholly caricatured, he is being seriously portrayed and painted.


To all of this the New Negro is keenly responsive as an augury of a new democracy in American culture. He is contributing his share to the new social understanding. But the desire to be understood would never in itself have been sufficient to have opened so completely the protectively closed portals of the thinking Negro’s mind. There is still too much possibility of being snubbed or patronized for that. It was rather the necessity for fuller, truer self-expression, the realization of the unwisdom of allowing social discrimination to segregate him mentally, and a counter-attitude to cramp and fetter his own living—and so the “spite-wall” that the intellectuals built over the “color-line” has happily been taken down. Much of this reopening of intellectual contacts has centered in New York and has been richly fruitful not merely in the enlarging of personal experience, but in the definite enrichment of American art and letters and in the clarifying of our common vision of the social tasks ahead.


The particular significance in the re-establishment of contact between the more advanced and representative classes is that it promises to offset some of the unfavorable reactions of the past, or at least to re-surface race contacts somewhat for the future. Subtly the conditions that are molding a New Negro are molding a new American attitude.


However, this new phase of things is delicate; it will call for less charity but more justice; less help, but infinitely closer understanding. This is indeed a critical stage of race relationships because of the likelihood, if the new temper is not understood, of engendering sharp group antagonism and a second crop of more calculated prejudice. In some quarters, it has already done so. Having weaned the Negro, public opinion cannot continue to paternalize. The Negro to-day is inevitably moving forward under the control largely of his own objectives. What are these objectives? Those of his outer life are happily already well and finally formulated, for they are none other than the ideals of American institutions and democracy. Those of his inner life are yet in process of formation, for the new psychology at present is more of a consensus of feeling than of opinion, of attitude rather than of program. Still some points seem to have crystallized.


Up to the present one may adequately describe the Negro’s “inner objectives” as an attempt to repair a damaged group psychology and reshape a warped social perspective. Their realization has required a new mentality for the American Negro. And as it matures we begin to see its effects; at first, negative, iconoclastic, and then positive and constructive. In this new group psychology we note the lapse of sentimental appeal, then the development of a more positive self-respect and self-reliance; the repudiation of social dependence, and then the gradual recovery from hyper-sensitiveness and “touchy” nerves, the repudiation of the double standard of judgment with its special philanthropic allowances and then the sturdier desire for objective and scientific appraisal; and finally the rise from social disillusionment to race pride, from the sense of social debt to the responsibilities of social contribution, and offsetting the necessary working and commonsense acceptance of restricted conditions, the belief in ultimate esteem and recognition. Therefore the Negro to-day wishes to be known for what he is, even in his faults and shortcomings, and scorns a craven and precarious survival at the price of seeming to be what he is not. He resents being spoken of as a social ward or minor, even by his own, and to being regarded a chronic patient for the sociological clinic, the sick man of American Democracy. For the same reasons, he himself is through with those social nostrums and panaceas, the so-called “solutions” of his “problem,” with which he and the country have been so liberally dosed in the past. Religion, freedom, education, money—in turn, he has ardently hoped for and peculiarly trusted these things; he still believes in them, but not in blind trust that they alone will solve his life-problem.


Each generation, however, will have its creed, and that of the present is the belief in the efficacy of collective effort, in race co-operation. This deep feeling of race is at present the mainspring of Negro life. It seems to be the outcome of the reaction to proscription and prejudice; an attempt, fairly successful on the whole, to convert a defensive into an offensive position, a handicap into an incentive. It is radical in tone, but not in purpose and only the most stupid forms of opposition, misunderstanding or persecution could make it otherwise. Of course, the thinking Negro has shifted a little toward the left with the world-trend, and there is an increasing group who affiliate with radical and liberal movements. But fundamentally for the present the Negro is radical on race matters, conservative on others, in other words, a “forced radical,” a social protestant rather than a genuine radical. Yet under further pressure and injustice iconoclastic thought and motives will inevitably increase. Harlem’s quixotic radicalisms call for their ounce of democracy to-day lest to-morrow they be beyond cure.


The Negro mind reaches out as yet to nothing but American wants, American ideas. But this forced attempt to build his Americanism on race values is a unique social experiment, and its ultimate success is impossible except through the fullest sharing of American culture and institutions. There should be no delusion about this. American nerves in sections unstrung with race hysteria are often fed the opiate that the trend of Negro advance is wholly separatist, and that the effect of its operation will be to encyst the Negro as a benign foreign body in the body politic. This cannot be—even if it were desirable. The racialism of the Negro is no limitation or reservation with respect to American life; it is only a constructive effort to build the obstructions in the stream of his progress into an efficient dam of social energy and power. Democracy itself is obstructed and stagnated to the extent that any of its channels are closed. Indeed they cannot be selectively closed. So the choice is not between one way for the Negro and another way for the rest, but between American institutions frustrated on the one hand and American ideals progressively fulfilled and realized on the other.


There is, of course, a warrantably comfortable feeling in being on the right side of the country’s professed ideals. We realize that we cannot be undone without America’s undoing. It is within the gamut of this attitude that the thinking Negro faces America, but with variations of mood that are if anything more significant than the attitude itself. Sometimes we have it taken with the defiant ironic challenge of McKay:


Mine is the future grinding down to-day


Like a great landslip moving to the sea,


Bearing its freight of débris far away


Where the green hungry waters restlessly


Heave mammoth pyramids, and break and roar


Their eerie challenge to the crumbling shore.


Sometimes, perhaps more frequently as yet, it is taken in the fervent and almost filial appeal and counsel of Weldon Johnson’s:


O Southland, dear Southland!


Then why do you still cling


To an idle age and a musty page,


To a dead and useless thing?


But between defiance and appeal, midway almost between cynicism and hope, the prevailing mind stands in the mood of the same author’s To America, an attitude of sober query and stoical challenge:


How would you have us, as we are?


Or sinking ’neath the load we bear,


Our eyes fixed forward on a star,


Or gazing empty at despair?


Rising or falling? Men or things?


With dragging pace or footsteps fleet?


Strong, willing sinews in your wings,


Or tightening chains about your feet?


More and more, however, an intelligent realization of the great discrepancy between the American social creed and the American social practice forces upon the Negro the taking of the moral advantage that is his. Only the steadying and sobering effect of a truly characteristic gentleness of spirit prevents the rapid rise of a definite cynicism and counter-hate and a defiant superiority feeling. Human as this reaction would be, the majority still deprecate its advent, and would gladly see it forestalled by the speedy amelioration of its causes. We wish our race pride to be a healthier, more positive achievement than a feeling based upon a realization of the shortcomings of others. But all paths toward the attainment of a sound social attitude have been difficult; only a relatively few enlightened minds have been able as the phrase puts it “to rise above” prejudice. The ordinary man has had until recently only a hard choice between the alternatives of supine and humiliating submission and stimulating but hurtful counter-prejudice. Fortunately from some inner, desperate resourcefulness has recently sprung up the simple expedient of fighting prejudice by mental passive resistance, in other words by trying to ignore it. For the few, this manna may perhaps be effective, but the masses cannot thrive upon it.


Fortunately there are constructive channels opening out into which the balked social feelings of the American Negro can flow freely.


Without them there would be much more pressure and danger than there is. These compensating interests are racial but in a new and enlarged way. One is the consciousness of acting as the advance-guard of the African peoples in their contact with Twentieth Century civilization; the other, the sense of a mission of rehabilitating the race in world esteem from that loss of prestige for which the fate and conditions of slavery have so largely been responsible. Harlem, as we shall see, is the center of both these movements; she is the home of the Negro’s “Zionism.” The pulse of the Negro world has begun to beat in Harlem. A Negro newspaper carrying news material in English, French and Spanish, gathered from all quarters of America, the West Indies and Africa has maintained itself in Harlem for over five years. Two important magazines, both edited from New York, maintain their news and circulation consistently on a cosmopolitan scale. Under American auspices and backing, three pan-African congresses have been held abroad for the discussion of common interests, colonial questions and the future co-operative development of Africa. In terms of the race question as a world problem, the Negro mind has leapt, so to speak, upon the parapets of prejudice and extended its cramped horizons. In so doing it has linked up with the growing group consciousness of the dark-peoples and is gradually learning their common interests. As one of our writers has recently put it: “It is imperative that we understand the white world in its relations to the non-white world.” As with the Jew, persecution is making the Negro international.


As a world phenomenon this wider race consciousness is a different thing from the much asserted rising tide of color. Its inevitable causes are not of our making. The consequences are not necessarily damaging to the best interests of civilization. Whether it actually brings into being new Armadas of conflict or argosies of cultural exchange and enlightenment can only be decided by the attitude of the dominant races in an era of critical change. With the American Negro, his new internationalism is primarily an effort to recapture contact with the scattered peoples of African derivation. Garveyism may be a transient, if spectacular, phenomenon, but the possible rôle of the American Negro in the future development of Africa is one of the most constructive and universally helpful missions that any modern people can lay claim to.


Constructive participation in such causes cannot help giving the Negro valuable group incentives, as well as increased prestigé at home and abroad. Our greatest rehabilitation may possibly come through such channels, but for the present, more immediate hope rests in the revaluation by white and black alike of the Negro in terms of his artistic endowments and cultural contributions, past and prospective. It must be increasingly recognized that the Negro has already made very substantial contributions, not only in his folk-art, music especially, which has always found appreciation, but in larger, though humbler and less acknowledged ways. For generations the Negro has been the peasant matrix of that section of America which has most undervalued him, and here he has contributed not only materially in labor and in social patience, but spiritually as well. The South has unconsciously absorbed the gift of his folk-temperament. In less than half a generation it will be easier to recognize this, but the fact remains that a leaven of humor, sentiment, imagination and tropic nonchalance has gone into the making of the South from a humble, unacknowledged source. A second crop of the Negro’s gifts promises still more largely. He now becomes a conscious contributor and lays aside the status of a beneficiary and ward for that of a collaborator and participant in American civilization. The great social gain in this is the releasing of our talented group from the arid fields of controversy and debate to the productive fields of creative expression. The especially cultural recognition they win should in turn prove the key to that revaluation of the Negro which must precede or accompany any considerable further betterment of race relationships. But whatever the general effect, the present generation will have added the motives of self-expression and spiritual development to the old and still unfinished task of making material headway and progress. No one who understandingly faces the situation with its substantial accomplishment or views the new scene with its still more abundant promise can be entirely without hope. And certainly, if in our lifetime the Negro should not be able to celebrate his full initiation into American democracy, he can at least, on the warrant of these things, celebrate the attainment of a significant and satisfying new phase of group development, and with it a spiritual Coming of Age.
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NEGRO ART AND AMERICA


ALBERT C. BARNES


THAT there should have developed a distinctively Negro art in America was natural and inevitable. A primitive race, transported into an Anglo-Saxon environment and held in subjection to that fundamentally alien influence, was bound to undergo the soul-stirring experiences which always find their expression in great art. The contributions of the American Negro to art are representative because they come from the hearts of the masses of a people held together by like yearnings and stirred by the same causes. It is a sound art because it comes from a primitive nature upon which a white man’s education has never been harnessed. It is a great art because it embodies the Negroes’ individual traits and reflects their suffering, aspirations and joys during a long period of acute oppression and distress.


The most important element to be considered is the psychological complexion of the Negro as he inherited it from his primitive ancestors and which he maintains to this day. The outstanding characteristics are his tremendous emotional endowment, his luxuriant and free imagination and a truly great power of individual expression. He has in superlative measure that fire and light which, coming from within, bathes his whole world, colors his images and impels him to expression. The Negro is a poet by birth. In the masses, that poetry expresses itself in religion which acquires a distinction by extraordinary fervor, by simple and picturesque rituals and by a surrender to emotion so complete that ecstasy, amounting to automatisms, is the rule when he worships in groups. The outburst may be started by any unlettered person provided with the average Negro’s normal endowment of eloquence and vivid imagery. It begins with a song or a wail which spreads like fire and soon becomes a spectacle of a harmony of rhythmic movement and rhythmic sound unequalled in the ceremonies of any other race. Poetry is religion brought down to earth and it is of the essence of the Negro soul. He carries it with him always and everywhere; he lives it in the field, the shop, the factory. His daily habits of thought, speech and movement are flavored with the picturesque, the rhythmic, the euphonious.


The white man in the mass cannot compete with the Negro in spiritual endowment. Many centuries of civilization have attenuated his original gifts and have made his mind dominate his spirit. He has wandered too far from the elementary human needs and their easy means of natural satisfaction. The deep and satisfying harmony which the soul requires no longer arises from the incidents of daily life. The requirements for practical efficiency in a world alien to his spirit have worn thin his religion and devitalized his art. His art and his life are no longer one and the same as they were in primitive man. Art has become exotic, a thing apart, an indulgence, a something to be possessed. When art is real and vital it effects the harmony between ourselves and nature which means happiness. Modern life has forced art into being a mere adherent upon the practical affairs of life which offer it no sustenance. The result has been that hopeless confusion of values which mistakes sentimentalism and irrational day-dreaming for art.


The Negro has kept nearer to the ideal of man’s harmony with nature and that, his blessing, has made him a vagrant in our arid, practical American life. But his art is so deeply rooted in his nature that it has thrived in a foreign soil where the traditions and practices tend to stamp out and starve out both the plant and its flowers. It has lived because it was an achievement, not an indulgence. It has been his happiness through that mere self-expression which is its own immediate and rich reward. Its power converted adverse material conditions into nutriment for his soul and it made a new world in which his soul has been free. Adversity has always been his lot but he converted it into a thing of beauty in his songs. When he was the abject, down-trodden slave, he burst forth into songs which constitute America’s only great music—the spirituals. These wild chants are the natural, naive, untutored, spontaneous utterance of the suffering, yearning, prayerful human soul. In their mighty roll there is a nobility truly superb. Idea and emotion are fused in an art which ranks with the Psalms and the songs of Zion in their compelling, universal appeal.


The emancipation of the Negro slave in America gave him only a nominal freedom. Like all other human beings he is a creature of habits which tie him to his past; equally set are his white brothers’ habits toward him. The relationship of master and slave has changed but little in the sixty years of freedom. He is still a slave to the ignorance, the prejudice, the cruelty which were the fate of his forefathers. To-day he has not yet found a place of equality in the social, educational or industrial world of the white man. But he has the same singing soul as the ancestors who created the single form of great art which America can claim as her own. Of the tremendous growth and prosperity achieved by America since emancipation day, the Negro has had scarcely a pittance. The changed times did, however, give him an opportunity to develop and strengthen the native, indomitable courage and the keen powers of mind which were not suspected during the days of slavery. The character of his song changed under the new civilization and his mental and moral stature now stands measurement with those of the white man of equal educational and civilizing opportunities. That growth he owes chiefly to his own efforts; the attendant strife has left unspoiled his native gift of song. We have in his poetry and music a true, infallible record of what the struggle has meant to his inner life. It is art of which America can well be proud.


The renascence of Negro art is one of the events of our age which no seeker for beauty can afford to overlook. It is as characteristically Negro as are the primitive African sculptures. As art forms, each bears comparison with the great art expressions of any race or civilization. In both ancient and modern Negro art we find a faithful expression of a people and of an epoch in the world’s evolution.


The Negro renascence dates from about 1895 when two men, Paul Laurence Dunbar and Booker T. Washington, began to attract the world’s attention. Dunbar was a poet, Washington an educator in the practical business of life. They lived in widely-distant parts of America, each working independently of the other. The leavening power of each upon the Negro spirit was tremendous; each fitted into and reinforced the other; their combined influences brought to birth a new epoch for the American Negro. Washington showed that by a new kind of education the Negro could attain to an economic condition that enables him to preserve his identity, free his soul and make himself an important factor in American life. Dunbar revealed the virgin field which the Negro’s own talents and conditions of life offered for creating new forms of beauty. The race became self-conscious and pride of race supplanted the bitter wail of unjust persecution. The Negro saw and followed the path that was to lead him out of the wilderness and back to his own heritage through the means of his own endowments. Many new poets were discovered, while education had a tremendous quickening. The yield to art was a new expression of Negro genius in a form of poetry which connoisseurs place in the class reserved for the disciplined art of all races. Intellect and culture of a high order became the goals for which they fought, and with a marked degree of success.
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