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Introduction

MARYEMMA GRAHAM AND JERRY W. WARD

In the twenty-first century, literary histories may achieve a limited degree of
comprehensiveness in dealing with a vast amount of literary and cultural data;
the idea that they might be definitive is merely tantalizing. We are cautioned to
remember, as Mario J. Valdés and Linda Hutcheon have suggested in Rethinking
Literary History: A Dialogue on Theory, that “the literary past” — that is, the past of
both literature’s production and its reception — is unavoidably interpreted in the
light of the present and that literary historians create meaning by ordering and
shaping stories about texts and contexts; in short, “economic, political, and
broader cultural and social perspectives on issues like race or gender must be
brought to bear in the constructing of any literary history today in a different
way than in the past.”” These premises about writing history assume great
importance in a project that focuses on the continuing evolution of African
American literature, because the subject is intimately related to such matters as
the slave trade and the curious institution of slavery in the United States; the
forced merger of African ethnic groups into an identity named African
American; new forms of verbal expression which are the consequence of contact
among Africans, indigenous peoples, and Europeans; struggles for emancipation
and literacy; race as a social dynamic, and the changing ideologies that support
the American democratic experiment. The writing of literary history, of course,
must cross disciplinary boundaries, for it cannot otherwise provide nuanced
reports on the indeterminacy of texts. The adequacy of the literary history is
challenged by the recovery of forgotten or lost texts and the acquisition of new
insights. Moreover, advances in cultural theory and criticism may necessitate
continued modification and revision of the historical interpretation. Thus,
literary history is always a work-in-progress. No matter how logical their
arrangements of parts, their explanations of interconnections among forms,
public events, and creative choices, and their configuration of tradition, literary
historians conduct unfinished quests for order. Nowhere is this vexed search
greater or more necessary than in the field of African American literature.
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The Cambridge History of African American Literature (CHAAL) has a goal that
may seem radical within the tradition of writing literary histories. Beyond
presenting a fairly complete chronological description of African American
literature in the United States, from the seventeenth to the twenty-first
century, this reference work seeks to illustrate how the literature comprises
orature (oral literature) and printed texts simultaneously. The reason is not far
to seek. As Henry Louis Gates, Jr. demonstrated in The Signifying Monkey,
performance is one of the distinguishing features of African American liter-
ature. The role of utterance or speech is not necessarily secondary to the role
of writing or inscription. Speaking and writing are interlocked frequencies of a
single formal phenomenon.”

Increasingly, literary historians are beginning to recognize that writers are
not the sole shapers of literature, that people who are not usually deemed
citizens in the republic of letters must not be ignored in describing the
interweavings of literature, imagination, and literacy. Thus, we must give
attention to the roles of publishers, editors, academic critics, common readers,
and mass media reviewers in shaping textual forms, literary reputations, and
literary tastes. The Cambridge History of African American Literature is a part of
that emerging recognition.

We contend that a literary history of African American verbal expressions
will make a stronger contribution to knowledge about literary production and
reception if it exploits insights derived from Stephen Henderson’s theorizing
in Understanding the New Black Poetry > and from Elizabeth McHenry’s claim in
Forgotten Readers that “to recover more fully the history of African American
cultural production...we must be open to replacing our notion of a singular
black literary tradition by attending to the many, diverse elements that form
the groundwork of any tradition.”* Such replacement suggests the desirability
of avoiding a strictly binary focus on literary production, e.g. opposing the folk
level of production examined at length in Lawrence Levine’s Black Culture and
Black Consciousness ° to a more public level of self-conscious imitation, crea-
tion, and consuming.6

Although the strongest syncretism of African and European modes is
located in texts, the story we must tell is more complicated. We locate the
origins of African American literature not in the United States but on the
continent of Africa. Our construction of a history begins with the oral and
written practices of diverse, mainly West African ethnic groups whose African
identities were transformed in the process of the Middle Passage and in their
subsequent dispersal in the Americas. Traumatic as this passage from life to
death was, to borrow language from Robert Hayden’s poem “Middle
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Passage,” this moment of the slave trade did not exactly leave people bereft of
memory or their culture. The view that the enslaved arrived in the United
States as hopeless pagans and primitives is being slowly dislodged. “The native
African,” as historian Michael Gomez puts the matter, “did not forget her own
language, whether or not she ever learned or demonstrated that she had
learned the English dialect.”” Gomez argues convincingly that Africans in the
Americas had to grapple with both interethnic change and linguistic creoliza-
tion, processes that “moved along a continuum from ethnicity to race.”® If a
literary history begins with unquestioned assumptions about African cultural
unity, it will perpetuate the unfortunate idea that literary tradition(s) emerged
from the imaginations and adaptive strategies of a more or less unified race of
people. Such a history overlooks the importance of exposing points of differ-
ence and points of sameness. The myth of unification is deconstructed by the
data provided by eighteenth-century published texts in comparison with oral
“texts” recovered during the nineteenth century. If the word “texts” is used in
a liberal, postmodern sense proposed by Roland Barthes,” it can be discerned
that written texts and oral texts can both be presented as “published” material;
knowing the provenance of an oral “text,” however, urges one to weigh
carefully variations in the origins of African American texts. At the level of
expressive origins the fiction of unity can be exposed.

The complex social, linguistic, and literary background of enslaved Africans
persuades us to restore their humanity, to give more careful attention to the
extent that Arabic/Islamic and indigenous forms of literacy informed tradi-
tions of poetry and narrative prior to the Atlantic slave trade. To be sure, we
agree in part with the idea that the origins of African American literature,
according to Dickson Bruce, involve “a process in which black and white
writers collaborated in the creation of ... an ‘African American literary
presence’ in the United States” and that “at the center of this process was
the question of authority.”” In conceptualizing this project, however, we
privilege Africa and African American agency a bit more strongly. This choice
intensifies inquiry about the dynamics of change and brings to the foreground
a distinct, frequently conflicted, relationship that African American literature
has with America’s literary traditions in the broadest sense. It also enables us
to construct a narrative that accounts, as rigorously as possible, for continuing
patterns of harmony and discord in collective creativity as well as in the
creative expressions of individuals. We have also consciously rejected the
categories “major” and “minor,” categories that serve to frustrate rather than
clarify our general understanding of how literary traditions take multiple
shapes over time.
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For the purpose of writing literary history, we are indebted to Lucien
Goldmann’s assertion that the object of human sciences is “human actions
of all times and places in the degree to which they have had or now have an
importance for and an influence on the existence and structure of a human
group.”™ What is being addressed is indeed the story of the existence and
complex structure of African American literary acts and artifacts, and their
continual evolving in the United States. Given that the magnitude of the
project necessitates the writing of the narrative by various hands, we want
this sense of literature as a human enterprise to increase the possibility of
having minimal disruptions in the narrative flow. We ask questions, from the
vantage point of a uniquely contextualized rootedness, about how Africans
and their African American descendants use sounds and linguistic signs. We
anticipate, of course, certain objections related to the issue of “language versus
literature,” particularly as the issue is manifested in our decision to deempha-
size the exclusive definition of literature as possession of letters. We take
instead literature to mean selected items of “verbal culture.”

It must be emphasized that this history will privilege some concerns
implicit in linguistics or in the larger field of communication, in particular
the semantic and ideological dimensions of literature. The lines between
literary studies and cultural studies are sufficiently indistinct to authorize
the exploration of literary formations as cultural phenomena. Thus, our
sense of a beginning can be represented by concise discussion of indigenous
African language practices and their impact in tandem with European
cultural contacts on the emergence of African American literature. Had
Africans from various ethnic groups not come into contact by virtue of their
removal from Africa and relocation to the far distant lands of the Americas, it
seems unlikely that our currently recognizable deep structures of black
literature, as these have been discussed in seminal works by such critics as
Houston A. Baker, Trudier Harris, Aldon Nielsen, Hortense Spillers, and
Henry Louis Gates, would have ever evolved. Locating the origins of literary
thought in the specific conditions of internal and external African slave trading
reorients scholarly study to the indivisibility of form and the motives for
producing forms, matters central in the history of literary production and
reception.

The history of African American literature we envision borders on what
one might call cultural genetics (diachronic study of language, rhythm, and
sound pertinent to literature), a principled effort to minimize a priori con-
ceptions of what really happened in the unfolding of a people’s literature and
to sift through extant textual evidence to tell a story.
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Twentieth-century scholarship in the field of African American literature gave
substantial attention to individual authors, genres, and movements, and it
incorporated varying degrees of literary history in explaining how writers,
generic transformations, and moments of unusual artistic productivity (the
New Negro or Harlem Renaissance, for example) have shaped a literary
tradition. Such early studies as Vernon Loggins’s The Negro Author: His
Development in America to 1900 (1931), Sterling Brown’s companion books
Negro Poetry and Drama (1938) and The Negro in American Fiction (1938),
J. Saunders Redding’s To Make a Poet Black (1939), and Hugh Gloster’s Negro
Voices in American Fiction (1948) initiated historically focused discussions of
literature. Based on materials gathered by Alain Locke, Margaret Just
Butcher’s The Negro in American Culture (1956) stressed what one might call
the omni-American nature of African American culture, an issue that still must
be negotiated in creating a comprehensive history of African American
literature. For this history, we draw on a number of stellar studies of scholars,
produced in the last thirty-plus years. John Lovell's Black Song: The Force and
the Flame: The Story of How the Afro-American Spiritual Was Hammered Out (1972)
is a magisterial example of historical investigation of a genre. Eugene
B. Redmond’s Drumvoices (1976) provides comprehensive documentation of
black poetry from 1746 to the 1970s. Addison Gayle’s The Way of the New
World: The Black Novel in America (1975), Bernard Bell’s companion histories
The Afro-American Novel and Its Tradition (1987) and The Contemporary African
American Novel: Its Roots and Modern Literary Branches (2004), and J. Lee
Greene’s Blacks in Eden: The African American Novel’s First Century (1996)
illustrate historiographic shifts in the study of a genre. Similarly, Stephen
Butterfield’s Black Autobiography in America (1974), William Andrews’s To Tell a
Free Story: The First Century of Afro-American Autobiography, 1760-1865 (1986),
Geta Leseur’s Ten Is the Age of Darkness: The Black Bildungsroman (1995), and
Roland Williams’s African American Autobiography and the Quest for Freedom
(2000) emphasize the implications life writing may have for the development
of other forms. These works and many others are preludes to the monumental
tasks assumed by Blyden Jackson in A History of Afro-American Literature, vol. 1:
The Long Beginning, 1746-1895 (1989) and Dickson D. Bruce in The Origins of
African American Literature 1680-1865 (2001), namely, the creation of explanatory
narratives of the first two centuries of the African American literary tradition.
Prior to the publication of these works, scholars and students were obliged to
develop a sense of African American literary history from various articles,
books, bibliographies, and the introductory matter in anthologies of African
American literature. Jackson and Bruce were arguably pioneers in attempting
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comprehensive explorations of the historical conditions governing the African
American literary enterprise, and their books served as useful guides for the
construction of this volume.

This literary history establishes the validity of engaging a people’s expressions
over time by accounting for the simultaneity of aesthetic, political, spiritual,
and religious dimensions in their works. It makes a case for what might be
called liberated readings by orienting readers to the ways that African
American writers, or creators if you will, have used principles of overdeter-
minacy in shaping situated responses, the emotive and intellectual traces of
their being-in-the-world.

The Cambridge History of African American Literature reflects the intentions
and preferences of the editors, these being an inevitable result of temporality,
our cultural grounding, and scholarly trends. However much historical narra-
tives are governed by “facts” about the subject, the selection and ordering of
“facts” is influenced by varying degrees of subjectivity. The history is never
totally objective. Ethical scholarship demands that readers be aware of the
justifications that buttress the narrative choices, methodologies, and angles of
interpretation present in the history. At this point in the history of scholarship,
the weight given to theory in literary and cultural studies often does not
encourage a balance between judging literary texts as documentary evidence
and evaluating the formal features of those texts to expose their rhetorical and
aesthetic dimensions. In short, it is possible to have a literary history that
deemphasizes the Horatian ideals of delighting and instructing. We wished to
avoid this embarrassment in the making of this volume, because we deem
literature and literary transactions to be profoundly human activities.

We consider the text, whether from oral or print traditions, as necessary
responses to the affairs and conditions that at any given time serve as catalysts
for literary interpretations and discourses. This in no way reduces our concern
with the language or languages of spoken (oral tradition) and written texts,
what Gates has called our “speakerly” and “writerly” legacy.” Ultimately, it is
use of language and multiple forms of literacy that give shape and substance to
a literary tradition. It is Goldman who reminds us that this use of language is
one element of a complex phenomenon he saw as “the object of historical
sciences,” just as McHenry urges us to change “our focus from...familiar to
unfamiliar definitions of literacy.””

Aware that contemporary literary theory and criticism may inadvertently
minimize the importance of human agency in literary discourse, we fore-
ground the importance of human consciousness and will in the creation of
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literature. Thus we highlight moral, political, and aesthetic concerns of texts
with varying degrees of emphasis, fully aware of the extent to which these are
often determined by specific critical schools and preferences. The object of this
variation, of course, is to find a convincing balance between what we know
about texts and the contexts from which they emerged. We will note as a
cautionary matter that history, as opposed to criticism, demands sensitivity to
how a given work might have provoked or otherwise engaged an audience in
the past and to how the same work engages the modern mind. We are
obligated to observe the distinction E.D. Hirsch made in Validity in
Interpretation between “meaning”, which is provisionally static, and “signifi-
cance”, which varies among interpreters. Such observation tempered our
planning, although we were aware that Hirsch’s formulation must always
be challenged by recognition that meaning and significance are not givens but
constructions.™

The division of the volume into three parts is consistent with our intention to
present a fairly complete chronological ordering of events and assess the
developments and major trends in African American literature from its
African origins to its print inception in the seventeenth century to the present.
Each part is then organized into chapters with dates to serve as a general guide
for the reader. We caution readers to remember that beginning and ending
dates for these divisions are suggestive. They are not absolute. The conditions
that impact various forms of cultural production affect writers, and writers
expand and explode the very boundaries we may claim they define. It is to be
expected, therefore, that our chapter authors will refer to and discuss writers
and texts that might appear outside the timeline of their coverage, just as we
consider it appropriate to allow a certain degree of overlap among the
individual chapters.

The eleven chapters in Part 1 deal with the African American literary
tradition from 1600 to 1910. We have chosen to begin with what Blyden
Jackson considers the two-hundred-year germination period of African
American literature, dating back to 1441 when the first Africans were captured
by a Portuguese sea captain, thus initiating that lucrative and all-encompassing
event the Atlantic slave trade, and redefining the entire Atlantic world.” The
subsequent peopling of North America by European settlers, the importation
of African slaves, and the widespread practice of American slavery are primary
factors to be considered when examining the meanings and materials con-
stituting the earliest African American literature. It was indeed a “literature of
Africans in America.” F. Abiola Irele’s opening chapter draws the reader’s
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attention to what many critics have agreed is central to this literature as it was
then and now: the element of sound, a black sound, as manifested through the
languages of music and the voice. There are two main reasons why sound is
given preeminence. First, Africans brought to the Americas were prohibited
by law from being taught to read and write in English. For a longer time than
most people living in a foreign land, therefore, African Americans were forced
to create effective and elaborate systems for communicating based on sound
and the instruments of sound, the voice, the body, and, for those who were
fortunate, the drum. The second reason is that the newly arrived Africans
spoke many languages that would become an interethnic language through a
continuing process of creolization. This was a functional language needed to
serve multiple roles, not the least of which was negotiating plantation life.
Thus, the relationship between the spoken and the written and the values
reinforced by the politics of dislocation, relocation, and identity as the basis for
oral and print literatures, must be kept in mind.

Against this backdrop of conquest, colonization, and the acquisition of
wealth and power, a series of public discourses and legal actions which
authorized specific ideologies of race became absorbed into an emergent
black literature between 1600 and 1800. Both print and oral, both
Anglophone and colonial, it was created by African slaves, free blacks, and
mulattoes, for whom the memories of Africa were essential to their psychic
and social survival, as so many of the slave songs confirm. By offering this
perspective as a way to understand the travel and exchanges initiated by the
slave trade as one of the earliest forms of transnationalism, Philip Gould and
Vincent Carretta in Chapters 2 and 3 confirm the centrality of African-derived
people to the project of modernity, which is discussed at length in Part 1. Just
as Paul Gilroy has linked modernity to his concept of the Black Atlantic as a
form of intellectual and geographic encounter,' so too are we reminded that a
sizeable body of writing by kidnapped African travelers to England, colonial
America, and elsewhere planted the seeds of the contemporary Black
Diaspora. It was this literature of movement, “geographical, ontological and
rhetorical,” as Gould convincingly argues, that began to demonstrate “com-
plex negotiations of the language and ideas normally associated with
Enlightenment ideology.”

The years between 1820 and 1865 are as critical as they are ironic in the
development of African American writing. If we consider the subject of
slavery and the representation of black people in literature, then we could
argue that at this juncture virtually all American literature is “black.”
Chapter 4 by Stefan Wheelock and Chapter 5 by John Ernest consider the
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forty-five-year period from inside and outside the organized abolitionist move-
ment in order to comprehend the broad range of activities that produced
antislavery literature. Wheelock pays special attention to a literature of self-
empowerment, resistance, and spiritual reform, created by those who imag-
ined new possibilities for women in religious authority, a development that
did not take place without struggle. By looking at the geographical distribu-
tion of the African American population in the United States in midcentury,
the coexistence of different language traditions, and the literature of both
enslaved and free people, we can gain a fuller appreciation of the richness and
diversity of pre-Civil War literature, while emphasizing the larger question of
literacy and the growth of print culture in America. Chapter 6 by Kimberly
Blockett and Chapter 7 by Joycelyn Moody concentrate on the purposes of
writing and reading, especially when the ideas of freedom and independence
are being interrogated. They point to some new directions that challenge
conventional notions of literary and cultural production, distribution, and
audience in some of the most crucial decades of the nineteenth century.
From militant activism and radical abolition to expressions of national, cul-
tural, and linguistic identity, African American literature began to consolidate
a complex racial and cultural identity well before Emancipation. If there is a
central theme in this literature, it is a concern with resisting the monolithic and
generally negative view of African Americans, encouraged, however inadver-
tently, by the focus on slavery. What all the literature shares, whether
antislavery or pro-black, is a belief in the freedom to speak for oneself. In an
effort to reflect this diversity, Blockett explores literature written by free
blacks North and South, while Moody examines the origins and impact of
the black press.

The fight against slavery necessitated a propagandistic mode of writing
committed to education and information about “the peculiar institution” as
it agitated for the end of slavery. Postbellum America frames an era com-
monly understood as the “dawn of freedom,” the years between 1865 and
1910, Which presented new conditions for forging an entirely new literature
of necessity. It is not surprising that during Reconstruction (1865—77) the
contradiction between the possibility of a fully realized freedom and the threat
of new forms of oppression and discrimination fueled enormous debates.
African American literature after the Civil War begins to shift its racial
discourse in order to (1) promote racial and moral uplift, social progress,
and solidarity; (2) gain an identifiable, if not authoritative presence in main-
stream America; and (3) exercise greater control over the representation of
self. In part, this is a function of the way African American literature
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confronted late nineteenth-century sensibilities, including the “cult of true
womanhood,” the sentimental novel, and diminishing national interest in the
plight of black people.

As Warren J. Carson points out in Chapter 8, despite the end of
Reconstruction and entrenchment of segregation, the rapid growth of public
and church-supported educational institutions, advances in print technology,
and an earnest desire to overcome the obstacles of economic oppression gave
substance and energy to a multifaceted enterprise that African Americans took
to mean freedom. The institutional and organizational life of blacks took highly
visible forms and created important roles for women in churches, businesses,
and self-help societies. This, in turn, inspired autobiographies, biographies, and
anthologies of achievement, and fiction focusing on domesticity, racial violence,
and empowerment. These forms of writing were profoundly impacted by the
changes in demography, the increase in literacy, the activities of women’s and
literary clubs, and the revitalization of an independent black press, which, as
Donald Joyce points out, was at an all time high.” While large numbers of
African Americans remained on farms, a significant number migrated to the
North, Midwest, and West. Migrations of African American people created
greater opportunities for them to be influenced by a wider range of cross-
cultural dynamics and traditions than was possible during slavery. In this regard,
black literature, like dance and music, symbolized and represented ideas and
emotions that were themselves in flux, the idea that prompted Farah Jasmine
Griffin’s investigation into the development of an “African American migration
narrative,” giving the provocative title of her resulting work as Who Set You
Flowin’? (1995). In order to give sufficient attention to the key generic develop-
ments in the critical years before the New Negro Renaissance, this section
includes Chapter 9, Keith Byerman and Hanna Wallinger’s discussions of fiction
by both men and women, and reconsiderations of poetry in Chapter 10 by Keith
Leonard and Chapter 11 by Mark A. Sanders. These chapters allow for more
focused and parallel discussions of African American poetry and fiction.

The beginning years of the twentieth century provide a point of origin for
Part . Changing conditions of African American life and new structures of
authority governing ideas, action, and expression contributed to a collective
declaration of identity and social cohesion, which we define as a specific
African American modernism, an organizing theme for Part . The twelve
chapters deal with what might be considered “geographies of the modern” for
the years from 1910 to 1950. For the period between 1950 and 1976, chapters
treat the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Arts/Black Aesthetic phenom-
ena era as critical historical markers; the final set of chapters look more
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closely at the narrative and poetic transformations that took place in the years
after 1976.

Considerable scholarship already exists on the New Negro (Harlem)
Renaissance, a period usually limited to the decade of the 1920s. However,
the imperatives driving the Renaissance, delineated in Craig H. Werner and
Sandra G. Shannon’s Chapter 12, serve as the basis for our extending the
Renaissance period to the 1950s. These imperatives came from the growing
acceptance of the literary representations of blacks by blacks and were
facilitated by the commercialization and commodification of African
American expressive culture, all of which made for new aesthetic possibilities.
Emily Bernard follows in Chapter 13 with a consideration of “The New Negro
Movement and the politics of art.” Equally important, however, is the period
between 1920 and 1950, defined by two major wars, a depression, the trans-
formation of black people from rural to urban, immigrations, and the rise of a
Cold War sensibility. Therefore, in Chapters 14 and 15, Darryl Dickson-Carr
and Nicole Waligora-Davis describe the shift toward social realism in literary
expression, one that, while different from the New Negro Renaissance in style
and emphasis, demonstrates a continued and highly influential period of
literary productivity, which manifested itself in a Chicago Renaissance and
also became far more global following the Great Depression.

Chapter 16 by John Lowe sets the tone for the discussion of the Civil Rights
era in African American literature by exploring the post-Second World War
fashioning of the American story. While the radical innovation in artistic
expression and a certain occupation with the exchanges between America
and Europe have shaped our notion of a Renaissance, we follow the lead
established by Houston Baker, Craig Werner, George Hutchinson, and others
by looking at an interior domestic context to better understand the dynamics
of African American literary culture. This emphasis, however, does not deny
the importance of continuing interaction of ideas and expressions between
and among the multilingual population of black people living in the United
States and throughout the African Diaspora, interactions to which Sabine
Broeck and Daryl Cumber Dance give attention in Chapters 17 and 18.

Many have considered the decade of the 1950s a golden age in African
American literature. It began as Gwendolyn Brooks won a Pulitzer Prize for
Annie Allen in 1950, only to be followed by Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952),
and Lorraine Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun (1959). The criticism on Ellison and
Hansberry alone suggests that African American literature by the late fifties
not only had found an audience, but also had declared itself a rhetorical
battleground, capable of generating ideas, metaphors, and myths that were
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undeniably American. While this is the shortest period in our historical
narrative, it evokes both the most important and the most radical changes
that help account for the complex sensibility that would govern subsequent
black literary practice. With increased educational and social opportunities, a
new generation of writers emerged whose careers would take full shape after
1970, all intent on rethinking the conceptual boundaries for African American
literature and the literary imagination. In addition to Ellison, Brooks, and
Hansberry, the period saw the emergence of James Baldwin, Paule Marshall,
and, as the decade drew to a close, Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) among others.
In general, African American writing drew its strength from an ability to
master the themes and conventions of traditional American writing, while
simultaneously engaging in a new “literary archaeology,” as Toni Morrison
suggests. '* We view the 1950s as the beginning of a sustained period of highly
influential black writing and its preeminence in American culture. Toni
Morrison, Ishmael Reed, Sonia Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni, John A. Williams,
and Leon Forrest, who were college age in the 1950s, were among the first
generation of black writers to come of age reading other black writers whom
the broader society would soon acknowledge as extraordinary.

This portion of CHAAL, therefore, offers a close examination of two
decades with epoch-changing events and occurrences: the Civil Rights
Movement and the dismantling of legal segregation, the Black Power
Movement, the Vietnam War, and the Feminist Movement. The contradic-
tory nature of the period is indicated by the lynching of Emmett Till in
Mississippi and race riots in Newark, Detroit, and Chicago on the one hand.
On the other there were sweeping changes in the body politic as a result of
well-funded federal and private programs to advance social justice and pro-
mote equality, especially those in higher education that resulted in the
institutionalization of Black Studies. Determining the relationship between
the literary works and the period thus requires paying careful attention to the
way in which African American literature engaged these contradictory cul-
tural forces. It is not insignificant that the two decades seemed to be diametri-
cally opposed to one another: the fifties bringing about the hopefulness of
integration within the USA, the sixties calling for the death of US capitalism.
Whatever ideological orientation one takes, until then, little attention had
been given to solving the nation’s most pressing social and economic prob-
lems. Following the assassinations and deaths of a host of leaders, both known
and unknown — John Kennedy, Medgar Evers (Mississippi NAACP leader),
Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, Jr. — riots erupted in the nation’s cities
confirming the magnitude of unaddressed problems.

12



Introduction

The shift in the political and ideological winds is reflected in the phrase
“black art is black life” and the call for a new literature, revolutionary in
content and form, the subject of the final chapter in this grouping. This new
black literature is governed by a Black Aesthetic that James E. Smethurst and
Howard Rambsy II explore at length in Chapter 19. Expressing the rage
and intensity of the period, the Black Aesthetic defined itself as a new spiritual
and political force, indeed a Black Arts Movement (BAM). It found its base
among a grassroots, working-class population, most of whom had seen little if
any change in their own social circumstances. Oppositional by definition,
BAM found its parallel in an assortment of institutional formations, the
most important of which was the rise of Black Studies, and the wide-scale
educational reforms that were not always willingly embraced by the academy.
BAM and the radical rupture that African American artists made with the past
gave new meaning to racial and historical narratives.

By investigating these literary developments in the twentieth century in
view of recent theories about race, gender, and cultural politics, the chapters
in Part it defer acts of judgment that would emphasize the failure or successes
of a given movement. Instead, these chapters enable our looking more closely
at ways in which African American writing was advanced through radical and
conservative agendas that added complex layerings and histories for writers to
uncover. Just as we considered New York and Chicago as literary case studies
for the 1920s and 1930s, we consider multiple centers of production as well as
various platforms during the 1960s and 1970s. This strategy permits the
juxtaposition of leading authors with lesser-known writers and less-discussed
genres, such as theater. But it also allows Trudier Harris in Chapter 20 to
examine what is involved when writers turn the facts of history into fiction.
This turn to history and the historical in search of “sites of memory,” the term
popularized by Pierre Nora," is especially noticeable in works that followed
Margaret Walker’s Jubilee (1966). The folk novel of slavery and reconstruction
demonstrated the rich literary potential in that very subject matter that most
had wanted to forget. Likewise, in Chapters 21 and 22 Opal J. Moore and Tony
Bolden look at these developments as they took shape in black poetry, without
dismissing the role and importance of the earlier Black Arts Movement, which
perhaps contributed to rather than detracted from — as some have argued —
greater mainstream visibility for many poets. Retaining the focus on genre in
these chapters leads to greater insights about the cross-fertilization between
and among forms of written and oral expression. Mapping the growth and
development of black literary production becomes central to each of these
chapters which consider the twentieth century from a chronological
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perspective. Rather than a finite sense of beginnings and endings of move-
ments, the intention is to foster a deeper understanding of the continuities,
appropriate breaks, disruptions, and false starts and to help recover a sense of
balance between internal and external factors that directly or indirectly shaped
literary ideas and practices at a given moment, for a particular group of writers
in one or more geographical locations.

If there is a year that is most significant for the history of contemporary
African American literary production, it is 1970. It was in that year that Toni
Morrison, Ishmael Reed, Louise Meriweather, Alice Walker, Toni Cade
[Bambara], Mari Evans, Michael Harper, Audre Lorde, and Maya Angelou
each published a major work; Charles Gordone won the Pulitzer Prize for his
provocative play No Place To Be Somebody. This decided shift leads us to
consider some of the reasons for the increased demand for and reception of
black literature. In terms of content, scholars are generally agreed that African
American literature in the last three decades of the twentieth century was
marked by a reinvestment in storytelling and orality. African American
literature redefined the meaning and function of art as an aesthetic and social
force, and, especially since the 1980s, has placed a greater importance upon
performance-based modes of expression. Writers confronted race, directly,
obliquely, or not at all, and they examined or reexamined issues of class,
gender, sexuality, and intragroup relations to a far greater extent than ever
before. This body of literature, as Madhu Dubey and Elizabeth Swanson
Goldberg discuss it in Chapter 23, has produced a rich array of forms that
utilize the dramatic, lyric, and narrative modes in new ways and draw their
fundamental strength and energy from the social/political context of various
cultural origins. This concluding chapter in Part 11 confirms the existence of an
African American literature that continues to push beyond national and
aesthetic boundaries, even as it moves inward, passionately and expertly
reclaiming the past. Thus, we are especially concerned in Part 11 with how
texts “rediscovered” now reshape views of their past “significance.”

Part 11, while still historical, is a reminder that this volume serves as a
corrective to conventional literary histories by addressing the apparent contra-
diction between culture and capital. Appropriately called “African American
literature as academic and cultural capital,” its five chapters reflect upon the
operations of literature in the marketplace and forms of scholarly practice. Ata
time when modern technologies enable works to reach untold numbers of
American and international audiences, we can get the illusion that literature
addresses a unified community of audiences in sexual, gender, or class terms.
The truth is that the market is more segmented than it ever has been.
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Moreover, at least one consequence of this expanded marketability of black
texts is the creation of false boundaries between modes — the literary and the
popular, for example — too often used to determine what is worthy of critical
attention and what is not. Just as modern technology makes possible the
interface between words, sound, and rhythm creating new “texts,” the inter-
face between new readers and black literature has redefined the role and
importance of reading and writing in a postmodern age. While this is a topic
for a book-length discussion in its own right, it must be noted here that those
very works considered insufficiently “literary” have created a large base of
readers and writers and represent a sizeable component of African American
literary production. More importantly, both children’s literature, as examined
by Giselle Liza Anatol in Chapter 24, and popular fiction, examined here by
Candice Love Jackson in Chapter 25, pose questions to readers and viewers
about race, power, and social change in innovative and effective ways that
have generated lively discussions about textual, ideological, and aesthetic
concerns. A second important area is African American theater, which has
made significant strides in building new audiences, especially with the record
performances of playwrights such as August Wilson, three-time Pulitzer Prize
winner. The stage as a site for engaging matters of history and culture opens
up numerous possibilities unavailable before, according to Harry J. Elam in
Chapter 26. To this extent, while we must view literary production as being
driven by market forces that define both the audience and the form, it also
adds range and complexity that changes the terms of literary discourse
altogether. These popular fictions, as Jackson argues, must therefore be seen
on a continuum that includes the textual play of Toni Morrison’s fiction as
well as other kinds of texts (such as romance novels) that meet specific cultural
and ideological needs of dedicated audiences. Because this is a very complex
area for scholarship with countless volumes published since the 1970s,
Chapter 25 does not offer detailed discussion of the works. It does, however,
cover representative authors, outlining the historical and political develop-
ments shaping this unique period in African American literary history.

With regard to the history of scholarly practice, Chapter 27 by Lawrence
P. Jackson is devoted to the rise of theory and criticism before the epistemic
ruptures of the 1960s. Looking at what came before allows us to consider the
relationship between established literary discourses and paradigms. Tracing
the work of black scholars from the 1940s to the 1960s, who worked primarily
in “separate spheres” and were for the most part excluded from the main-
stream dialogues, highlights the conditions leading up to and surrounding
radical shifts after the publication of Black Fire (1968) and Afro-American
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Literature: The Reconstruction of Instruction (1979). The displacement of tradi-
tional, hegemonic critical paradigms in works by Addison Gayle, Jr., Stephen
E. Henderson, Lorenzo Thomas, and other Black Aesthetic theorists was itself
overturned by what might be named critical reconciliation with structuralism,
postmodernism, the new historicism, and deconstruction. Finally, Kenneth
W. Warren’s Chapter 28 points us to forms of things unknown about a future
for African American literature in the twenty-first century.

In its totality, The Cambridge History of African American Literature bids
readers to ponder their own roles in the construction and reconstruction of
a literary history, and whether, as Kenneth W. Warren proposes by way of
tentative conclusion, “the [presumed] end of racial inequality will also portend
the end of any significant cultural work for African American literature.” We
are obliged, of course, to withhold judgment on the matter until other literary
histories are written in the problematic nowness of the twenty-first century.

Like anthologies, contemporary literary histories are compilations of parts
rather than seamless expositions. They always leave some portion of the story
untold. Written by independent, transnational thinkers who are not of one
accord regarding the dialogic, aesthetic, intellectual, and cultural dimensions
of ethnicity-bound narratives, The Cambridge History of African American
Literature contains omissions. For some perspectives they deem essential,
readers will have to consult specialized articles and books. It is the function
of the CHAAL bibliography and suggested further readings to direct them to
those resources. Attention to forms of black writing that have special efferent
and aesthetic properties — namely, letters, personal and political essays,
biographies, “pure” and collaborative autobiographies, film as literature, the
graphic narratives of an Aaron McGruder, and contemporary orature — is
either diffuse or invisible.

The most obvious omission is sustained commentary on such “canonized”
and “uncanonized” writers as Alice Childress, John Oliver Killens, Toni Cade
Bambara, Alvin Aubert, Maya Angelou, Kalamu ya Salaam, Arthenia Bates
Millican, Toi Derricotte, and others, all of whom ought to be acknowledged
as participants in the evolution of African American literature. The absence will
very likely evoke partisan execration, and the signifying must be confronted
with audacious forthrightness. Truth be told, considerations about word count,
literary historical subjectivity, instances of editorial amnesia in accounting for
three centuries of literature, and the mission impossible of herding cats are all to
blame. We are cognizant of gaps, the want of full disclosure. The Cambridge
History of African American Literature is a necessary but not a definitive one,
because a definitive literary history remains a post-future project.
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Sounds of a tradition: the souls
of black folk

F. ABIOLA IRELE

Although many African societies developed elaborate indigenous writing
systems, some of which are still in active use today — as is the case, notably,
with Ambharic in Ethiopia — the expressive culture of the continent has been
more closely associated with the phenomenon of orality. The complex lin-
guistic situation in which over a thousand distinct languages are spoken in
Africa, each with several dialects, has meant that the communicative process
has been and continues to be carried out on the continent predominantly
through the oral mode." This situation in itself calls attention to the universal
fact that orality is the primary basis of all natural language, a given truth of
nature that has determined the evolution of modern linguistics, so that
writing, as a graphic representation, has come to be considered a secondary
mode of language. It is of interest in this regard to note the reservations
expressed by Plato in his Cratylus, with regard to what seemed to him the
inauthentic nature of writing, dependent as it is on a technology for the
transmission of thought, as against the immediacy of oral speech.* This
reservation seems to have been shared by St. Augustine, who remarks on
the contrast between the fixed spatiality of writing, as opposed to the natural
unfolding of oral speech in time.?

It is in the perspective of the dominant role of orality in all aspects of
linguistic behavior in African life and cultural expression that we need to
consider its relation to those forms of the creative deployment of language
that we associate with literature as a phenomenon. This observation raises
two issues in any consideration of African oral literature: first, as a major
component of the cultural capital of African societies, and secondly, as a
primary foundation for the black imagination in the New World.

The first issue has to do with what we might call the epistemological status
of African oral literature, the recognition of this literature as constituting a
distinct category of the imaginative function. This relates to a general question
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of definition and methodology that is entailed by the imperatives of literary
analysis and critical discourse in the Western academy, but is also inherent in
the prevailing attitudes toward orality that have been promoted by the
privileging of the written mode in Western culture. Here, we have to contend
with the difficulty for those raised in a literate culture of conceiving of orality
as capable of sustaining any form of extended discourse, and especially of
deliberately structured utterances that derive coherence from an imaginative
and aesthetic project. We encounter here the same problem as in other
areas of African artistic creation, in music for example, where the absence of
notation has led Western observers to ignore the intrinsic quality of African
musical expression. This limited view has induced Jack Goody to write: “One
cannot imagine a novel or a symphony in a society without writing, even
though one finds narrative and orchestra.”* Goody’s point seems to concern
the degree of elaboration of the form in question, but experience has shown
that notation is not a necessary condition for complexity in musical perform-
ance. Indeed, Leroy Vail and Landeg White, who quote Goody’s comment,
have offered a rebuttal by pointing to the elaborate symphonic form of the
ngondo, a recognized musical genre among the Chopi of Zambia.’ It is as if, for
Goody and scholars of his persuasion, the essence of the artistic phenomenon
resides in the material text by which it is represented, rather than in its formal
manifestation as actualized in performance.

It is on this basis of such misconceptions that objections have often been
voiced concerning the use of the term “literature” to designate oral forms of
imaginative expression, on the grounds that the word derives from the Latin
litera which has to do essentially with writing. While it is true that the term has
been employed in this sense to cover all forms of scriptural representations of
language — as when we speak for instance of “the literature of science” — the
word “literature” has come more lately, at least since the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries (the romantic age in other words), to assume a
more restrictive sense and thus to refer to works that derive their form and
essence from the exercise of the imaginative faculty.® It is this understanding
of oral expression as bearing a relation to the imagination that informs
Lawrence Buell’s definition of literature when he writes: “Literature in my
notion of it comprises potentially all written and oral utterances, insofar
as anything made out of words can be treated as a literary artifact.” It is,
however, important to draw attention to the rider that qualifies his definition:
“although I would characterize individual utterances as literary in proportion
to their capacity to provoke responses to them as verbal constructs, above and

beyond their perceived function as means of communication.”
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The broad definition offered by Buell and the qualification he adds address
one of the central questions with which the Russian formalists were con-
cerned, which had to do with the nature of literature in itself, as it were
(an sich), involving the idea of “literarity” (littérarité, in the French) as a special
quality of language in what might be called its expressive dimension, as
distinct from its purely communicative function. Tzvetan Todorov has
more lately returned to this question of “literarity” when he asks: “What is
the difference between the literary and non-literary use of language?” He
answers the question by invoking the two criteria of function and structure,
but ends up with a statement that reflects, as nothing else, the postmodern
inclination for paradox: “Attempting to define literature, the theoretician
defines instead a logically superior notion, the ‘genus proximum.” ... What
the theoreticians have failed to do, however, is to indicate the ‘specific differ-
ence’ which characterizes literature within the ‘genus proximum.” Could it
be that no such difference is in any way perceptible? In other words, that
literature does not exist?”®

The problem of definition cannot, however, be evaded in such a summary
fashion, for we are constantly confronted with levels and modes of language
use that take us beyond the purely communicative function, in which
language serves to designate the world in its objective manifestations and to
indicate events within that world, leading us to deeper realms of experience
that are opened up for our contemplation by the complex resources of
language itself. It is of special interest to observe that the question posed by
Todorov presents itself in an arresting way in an oral culture in which, as
Whiteley points out, the fluid continuity between all forms of speech acts
obscures the passage from the purely communicative uses of language to the
literary, a passage that is distinctly marked in a literate culture by a body of
works that are identified, in their physical embodiment, as pertaining specif-
ically to the imaginative realm.” However, despite what seems an unbroken
continuity between the communicative and the expressive uses of language in
an oral culture, a fundamental distinction clearly obtains between what we
may regard as the two outer boundaries of language, represented at one
extreme by its denotative aspect, and at the other by the connotative, in this
case a quality that is registered by unusual turns of speech that depart from
normal usage related to everyday experience. This distinction between deno-
tation and connotation, well known in elementary logic, is stressed by

I

Jakobson in what he calls the “poetic use of language”™ and forms the basis
for the notion of “foregrounding” (other terms are “estrangement,” “defam-

iliarization”) advanced by the Russian formalists in their effect upon language
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in its expressive dimension. It is this notion that Richard Rorty has summar-
ized when he writes: “Metaphors are unfamiliar uses of old words, but such
uses are possible only against the background of other old words being used in
familiar ways.”"

The point, then, is that connotation introduces into language a comple-
mentary level of reference, by which language itself assumes a valency, a
power of suggestion which enables it not merely to designate external reality,
but also to engage the sensibility and thus to promote an enhanced conscious-
ness of the world. In other words, the connotative aspect of language causes it
to be newly circumscribed, as it were, in such a way that it becomes freighted
with multiple meanings and thus comes in its social dimension to convey
shared values and beliefs. To take a simple example, the locution “my father
has joined the ancestors” will immediately be interpreted in many African
societies to mean “my father has died,” but the formulation assumes a special
reference for members of the society that has to do with the structure of
belief within their common culture. It is thus with good reason that Georges
Mounin has observed that connotation is the essence of culture.” These
preliminary remarks indicate that the bending of language to expressive
needs operates equally within oral as within written literatures; in other
words, the same criteria of “literarity” apply to both the oral and the written
mode. The essential consideration here has to do with the intrinsic formal
qualities of the mode of expression and the structural means by which these
are obtained, rather than with the extrinsic and incidental circumstances of
their production, as suggested in The Truest Poetry by Laurence Lerner who, in
a throwback to the romantic image of the poet, identifies literature with the
individual voice and vision.” We might stress in this regard that the notion of
literature as individual creation is limiting in the African context, in which, as
we shall see, the communal input is an important component of the creative
endeavor.

The emphasis on the formal criterion for determining literary value in
language opens the way to a recognition of those factors which enable us to
establish the broad perspectives for considering the interaction between
form and function in African oral literature. At least three factors need to be
attended to here. The first is fundamental: the literary quality of an utterance,
whether oral or written, derives in the first instance from the recourse
to metaphor, which serves to embroider language as it were, in order to
empbhasize its evocative and emotive potential. We might illustrate this point
by noting the different semantic values assumed by the linguistic term “tree”
and its concept, first in its literal meaning as encountered in botany, for
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example, and the figurative use of the same term in other contexts in which it
acquires an additional charge of meaning and reference, as in the proverbial
saying “A tree doesn’t make a forest.” The significance of the same term can be
further extended when it occurs as an image in an expression such as “The
Tree of Life,” in which a wealth of connotation accrues to the term in its
allusion to the Christian cross. The symbolic value of the term is intensified
further when we go beyond the Christian allusion to the messianic import of
the tree, in what may be termed the universal imaginary.™ We might observe
that these differentiated instances of the term point to an ascending order of
literarity in oral culture, one in which the connotative use of language admits
of varying and increasing levels of signification and resonance.”

This observation leads to the second criterion, where form or structure
emerges as even more determinant for the expressive function and literary
quality of creative uses of language. This has to do with the calculated
patterning of language in order to obtain an artistic effect, evident in the
prosodic features — such as meter and rime — of certain forms that are
recognizably part of the literary culture. These features compose what
Jakobson has called “verse design,” but the structuring effect is not confined
to verse, but can also be felt in prose, where the rhetorical effect of speech
forms is obtained through the rhythmic pattern that marks the “periods™ of
enunciation. In addition to these features which are graphically represented in
written literature, other features inherent to the oral mode attain their full
scope only within the context of their actualization within performance. In an
oral culture, what can be isolated as text, that is, as the verbal content in an
extended utterance that aspires to the quality of literature, is so closely bound
up with other artistic modes in the context of performance that it can be
considered as only an element of the total artwork, an essential and central
one as observed above, but existing in a necessary relation to other elements
of the total performance. Thus, the narrative strategies of even the simple folk
tale always involve the incorporation of songs led by the storyteller,
accompanied by refrains from the audience, both forming an antiphonal
pattern — the “call and response” pattern that has endured in African
American performance styles. The point here is that direct appeal to music
and dance constitutes an invariable element of the structure of the African folk
tale in the realization of its dramatic potential."

The example demonstrates the primacy of performance in oral literature,
the way in which the vocal aspect is determinant as much for the formal
properties of the spoken text as for the atmosphere and quality of per-
formance. Thus, devices such as apostrophe and hyperbole, parallelism,
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enumeration, repetition and anaphora or iteration generally, and collocations,
are reinforced in the oral mode by sound values such as ideophones, onoma-
topeia, tonal balance, and effects which are sustained in oral delivery by
modulations of the voice. Moreover, the verbal/vocal aspect is conditioned
by the personality of the poet and the dynamic context of the poetic recital,
within which the visual impact created by props and costumes enhance the
dramatic impact of delivery. It is in these ways that setting and audience
participation come to count as active elements of the total aesthetic experi-
ence. They form part of a total process to which the deployment of an intense
register of language — what, in his study of that title, Cohen refers to as le haut
langage (“high language”) — is both instrumental and central.”

Apart from the two formal/structural aspects of oral literature evoked
above, a third element, no less important, comes into play in its recognition
as a privileged realm of expression. This has to do with the institutionalization
of literature in oral cultures, no less marked than in literate cultures. Not only
is a reverence for language as an active force a well-attested feature of social
and religious experience in African traditional society,” the verbal forms of
heightened expression are often set apart, “reified” as it were, as a distinctive
area of linguistic convention in the society. In other words, the expressive and
aesthetic values embodied in the verbal arts constitute a significant compo-
nent of the cultural references of oral societies. The social status and cultural
significance of these literary forms has caused Paul Zumthor to refer to them
as “monuments.”"

The practical consequence of this can be observed in the “professionaliza-
tion” of the literary phenomenon, to which the function, status, and role of the
oral bards in the indigenous cultures of Africa were central and remain today
indispensable. The singularity of oral artists emerges in this perspective: the
griot or dyali in the Manding-speaking areas of West Africa and the Zulu
imbongi in South Africa emerge as the guardians of the textual values conse-
crated by the culture which they preserve primarily through the assiduous
exercise of memory.* It is important to stress, however, that although an
exceptional development of the powers of memory, as a physical endowment,
constitutes a basic requirement for their role, they combine this prowess with
individual creative and performance skills which form an essential part of their
artistic vocation. As Albert Lord has pointed out, the role of the oral bard goes
beyond passive reproduction and recital of texts, but also implies an active
process of composition, even in the course of performance.”

Literature as a social institution in an oral culture can thus be seen to be
governed by the same protocols as in a literate one — protocols that stipulate,
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even in the absence of writing, the conditions of composition, transmission, and
performance, upon which depends the process for the training of younger artists
through apprenticeship. As a Sotho poet has put it, “poets beget poets.
We are led further to consider the determining role of a circle of patronage,

2522

and its implications for the control of the discursive content and circulation of
these forms, a point to which Michel Foucault has devoted sustained attention
in the specific context of Western culture in his inaugural lecture, L’Ordre du
discours.® In oral society, the exercise of control on discourse applies most
clearly to forms considered sacred, their esoteric character often determining
their hermetic forms of expression, as in the case of the Ifa corpus, the Yoruba
divination poems.

When we turn to the study of specific forms, we are confronted at once
with the problem of classification. To start with, the conventional poetry/
prose dichotomy needs to be modified if not indeed set aside, at least provi-
sionally. In an oral culture, in which the linguistic gesture that underlies the
literary phenomenon involves performance without recourse to writing, the
conception of poetry that prevails in the West as essentially verse set out in
lines is not relevant to an appreciation of the literary status and quality of texts
marked by an imaginative or contemplative character. The case of the Psalms
in the Old Testament, in which the poetic progression is governed by breath
stops, provides an illustration of this essential character of oral literature. As is
well known, this has created the problem of lineation in transcriptions of oral
poetry, a problem addressed by Olatunji in the case of Yoruba.** The point
then is that the conventional boundaries between genres determined by the
material disposition of the text, as established over time in written literature,
cannot always be mapped in a direct way onto oral forms. In other words, by
virtue of its manifestation in performance, oral literature can be considered
essentially multigeneric. Because of this peculiarity, accepted terms in Western
convention are not easily applicable to African oral forms. This is the source of
the controversy as to whether African oral tradition developed “drama” or
“epic” in the same sense as Western literature, a controversy that has proved
ultimately pointless, since the generic classifications for African oral forms and
Western literate ones, even when they are not identical, are not incommen-
surable, for equivalents can almost always be established between them.

We can go further to state that literary genres can be categorized in broad
terms across cultures. Taking a general view, the first and most convenient
approach is to distinguish between narrative forms on the one hand and the
lyrical on the other, and, within these categories, to distinguish major forms
from the minor ones. Often, in Africa, the classification will be determined as
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much by context of performance as by level of enunciation and degree of
elaboration. We might remark in this connection that, in the vast volume of
research on African orality, it is not always recognized that the folk tale and
moral fable are in fact minor forms that do not necessarily receive the same
veneration as other genres such as the initiation myths, for example, which
project a higher order of reality as registered in the belief system that underlies
their elaboration in African traditional society. These myths constitute a major
category that includes the great epics, the praise poems, and devotional texts.

It is not the case, moreover, that we have to fall back on approximations, for
we can refer to the specific classifications established by the culture and the
terminologies that exist in the various African languages in order to arrive at
greater precision. The example of the oral literature of the Yoruba of south-
west Nigeria will help to clarify the point. Here, several genres of both the
narrative and the lyrical variety are explicitly recognized and designated. The
term itan refers to all forms of narrative, embracing both fiction and history,
the latter considered as an account of events that are held to have actually
occurred, even when such accounts appear to the modern mind as legend and
myth. The term reserved for poetic performance, ewi, conveys a sense of the
spoken word as the founding principle of the imaginative and creative
impulse, and is both generic — insofar as it relates to form — and also context
bound, where it encompasses subdivisions such as oriki (praise poetry), ofo
(chant), ifa (divination poetry), and rara, chanted by itinerant performers, and
whose subject matter pertains to general observations about human life and
experience. As Olatunji points out, these terms are closely associated with
content and chanting mode.” An important point that emerges from the
review above is that literary forms are identified in the African traditional
societies by form and structure as well as by function.

The term “function” needs to be interpreted here in the sense of the
affective charge of language where the audience is concerned, extending to
the broader social implications of the literature, especially its prescribed out-
comes as a force within the social dynamics of an oral culture. It is important
to stress that this interpretation departs from the sense in which, collapsing
content into form, Vladimir Propp employs the term to designate a sequence
of distinctive episodes that serve as formal stages or nodal points in the
construction of the narrative action in the folk tale.*

The notion of function in its affective and social reference does not by
any means preclude an aesthetic dimension. Contrary to the widespread
opinion that there exists a necessary antithesis of the two, much world art
has combined a utilitarian objective with an artistic design, like the Greek
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amphora, for example. The parallel with the art of African pottery verifies this
observation in a striking way, for contrary to the assertion by Kwame Appiah,
who denies an artistic intent and aesthetic dimension to African art objects,”
we encounter an effort to endow objects of everyday use with an aesthetic
appeal and function that go beyond their purely utilitarian purpose.

Functionality in oral literature arises from the very fact that we are
dealing with speech acts that are intentional, directed as a consequence toward
eliciting a form of response. An oral culture is typically associated with face-to-
face situations which facilitate an immediate rapport between social actors; the
necessity of communication becomes the very condition of the existence and
elaboration at any level of literary form in such a culture.

It is against this background that the notion of function takes on meaning
in the appraisal of oral literature. In the African case with which we are
concerned, at least six functions can be identified. The first and most evident
is the phatic function, an essential aspect of what J. L. Austin referred to
as the “illocutionary” mode of language*® and which Bronislaw Malinowski
expanded upon in his discussion of language as a form of social behaviour, in
what he calls “phatic communion” in so-called primitive societies.*

The phatic aspect of language is well demonstrated by greetings. In an
expression such as “Good morning,” language is employed not really in its
referential function but rather as a means of establishing a connection with an
interlocutor. The humble greeting can thus be considered an important
binding element of social intercourse. This explains the highly developed
form that greetings often assume in everyday life in oral societies, in which
they may even be ritualized and conveyed by formulae in certain circum-
stances such as public functions and gatherings, as an essential component
of the rhetoric of public discourse. It is no speculation to remark that the
observed propensity of African Americans to such forms of address, with their
phatic quality so well demonstrated by the interaction between ministers and
congregations and the general atmosphere that prevails at sermons in the
black church, derives from an ancestral retention rooted in an oral culture.

Along with the phatic function, and inherent in the participatory nature
of oral literature, a second function, the ludic, offers a means of sensory
gratification. Here, oral literature enacts in palpable form, as it were, what
Huizinga called “the play element” in all cultures,’ energized in the African
context by the collective setting and appeal of the forms in question. The
universal significance that Huizinga attributes to play is thus set in special
relief by the celebratory character that oral performances always assume as a
function of this collective involvement.
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The two functions identified above serve as a precondition for what must
be recognized as the third and primary function of oral literature, as indeed of
all literature: that is, the aesthetic. Beyond the psychological aspect of the
phatic function, and the sensory aspect of the ludic, imaginative expression
provides a channel to a unique experience of language, one in which language
itself comes to be regarded as artifact, as object of aesthetic contemplation.
Thus, the aesthetic function reveals the objective nature of language, felt as an
entity and therefore capable of being worked upon, molded, manipulated for
effect. This perception of language and the aesthetic function associated with
it is well summed up in the Igbo meta-proverb: “Proverbs are the palm oil
with which words are eaten,” a proverb that Chinua Achebe cites to great
effect in his novel Things Fall Apart. But whereas in written literature the
aesthetic function of language relies on the individual response of the reader
taken in isolation, in the oral context the pleasure of words is a public good,
evoking a collective investment in an aesthetic event.

Incidental to the aesthetic dimension of language when it is deployed in
expressive ways is the meta-linguistic aspect of oral literature, a normative
aspect that prescribes an ideal model of language. Indeed, it might be said
that the ideal of oral literature is to render the verbal utterance truly
memorable. This is an ideal with which we are familiar in written literature,
one that is well illustrated by the way writers like Shakespeare and Pope
have profoundly affected the English language. Oral delivery helps to give
prominence to what is felt as the arresting power of language in its most
exalted manifestations.

It is in this light that we need to envisage the reception of literature in an
oral culture, a process that involves acts of judgment to which all instances of
performance are subject. At such moments, standards of excellence are made
explicit through the intervention of the audience, something that is often
invoked in the dynamic context of performance itself. A striking example is
provided by the text of the Epic of Son-Jara, which recounts the ascension of
Sundiata, who founded the West African empire of Mali in the thirteenth
century. In the version of the epic narrated by the griot Fa Digi Sissoko and
translated by John Williams Johnson, the interjections of the audience,
retained in the published text, demonstrate not only a keen sense of involve-
ment in the narrative development on the part of the audience but also a
critical vigilance in relation to the textual material of the epic.” The same
approach was adopted by J. P. Clark in his transcription of the Ozidi Saga, an
editorial approach that helps us to take a full measure of its impact on its
audience.”*
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The three functions discussed above may be said to pertain to the ideal
realm. The next three have a more worldly aspect and point more directly to a
social application. Of these, the didactic function can be said to be the most
recoverable, because of its relationship to the socialization process in oral
cultures. In the narrow conception of this process, stories serve to illustrate
situations in life from which a clear moral import is derived. This is abun-
dantly clear in the folk tales for which children are the principal audience, even
when adults are seen to participate in their performance and enjoyment. The
didactic intent explains the fact that the action and narrative development in
the category of folk tales addressed to children are structured around animal
characters, who embody different aspects of human behavior. It is indeed
remarkable that the didactic tales have generated cycles of stories focused on
animal characters that feature as trickster figures and whose misadventures
give point in each case to the animating moral idea of the plot. This explains
the enormous appeal these stories have had for generations of African children
and their preservation in the Black Diaspora. Two cycles immediately come to
mind: the Br'er Rabbit stories in the United States, derived from the Sahelian
cycle of the Wolof Leuk, and their equivalents in the Caribbean, the “Nancy
tales” constructed around the figure of Ananse, the Spider, in the Akan culture
of Ghana and Ivory Coast. The vicissitudes and reversals of fortunes that the
trickster hero undergoes highlight the ethical meaning the tales hold out in
traditional society, for it is in the nature and function of the stories that they
serve as a channel of social criticism, so well exemplified by the numerous
genres of satirical songs, such as the udje among the Urhobos of the Niger
Delta, and the halo among the Ewe of Ghana.”? The satirical content of the
songs demonstrates the extent to which they are imbued with a distinctive
moral awareness related to the collective life. There is thus a profound sense
in which they bear out, in an arresting form, Henri Bergson’s conception of
“laughter” as an essential part of the mechanisms by which social life is
regulated,’ and which has been a key feature of African American humor
since slavery.”

This function is evident today in the satiric emphasis of rap and hip hop, in
which, despite the extremes of irreverence to which they are thought to go,
the critical spirit remains operative, even when the original context in Africa
can no longer be reproduced or has been transformed by the urban techno-
logical milieu of their creation and performance.

The folk tales and satirical songs are vivid pointers to the way in which oral
literature contributes to the elaboration of social codes. These tales and songs
dramatize, so to speak, the ethical imperatives that are the foundation of social
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order. They illustrate the essential relation of imaginative form to moral
experience, summed up by Michael Jackson in this observation: “The creative
power of language enables man to deny injustices, to bypass the realities of an
imperfect world, and to manufacture mythologies of justice.”*’

The functional relation between oral literature and social codes receives an
even stronger articulation in those genres that are associated primarily with
the public sphere, and which thus assume a distinct ideological function. The
genre that most vividly illustrates this ideological function of African oral
literature is the praise poem, often a development on the simple heroic
epithet, expanding, in a series of parallelisms and historical allusions, into
coherent compositions. We must distinguish here two senses of the term. It
applies in the first instance in an obvious and immediate reference to poetry
made up of panegyrics addressed to outstanding individuals or composed in
celebration of heroes who embody the corporate sense and ideals of the
society. This definition applies especially to the corpus of poems composed
in honor of founding heroes such as Chaka, founder of the Zulu nation.”” The
great oral epics and myths of origin serve to memorialize the accomplish-
ments of such heroes, and invariably incorporate the praise poems, which thus
serve as the nodal points within the narrative of their achievement. The
hunters’ song (djon-djon) associated with Sundiata in the epic referenced
above serve as a structural and formulaic device in the celebrated narrative
of his rise to power and imperial eminence and thus reinforce the ideological
thrust of the epic.

It is a short step from the ideological function of oral literature, as exem-
plified by the praise poem, to the symbolic function as a means of collective self-
definition and of “cognitive mapping” for members of the culture. Because the
symbolic realm is by definition a potential area of contestation, it is here that
the discursive practice represented by oral literature takes on its most con-
straining character. Myths of origin not only extend the explanatory purpose
of aetiological tales, but also offer a common reference, grounded in myth and
history, of collective being and existence.

The symbolic function of oral literature is most evident in the narratives
that accompany initiation rites, exemplified by works such as Koumen and
Kaidara collected by Amadou Hampaté B3, for they not only provide a mode
of reflection on human experience but also represent a relation to the world
elaborated through language.*® Myth assumes here a metaphysical import,
serving as a mode of entry into the felt reality of the world.*® The sense of a
seamless whole formed by the seen and unseen aspects of this reality con-
ditions the free play of the imagination in oral narratives. The parallel that has
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been drawn between this mythic inclination of narrative and the “magic
realism” of some contemporary novels does not perhaps take full cognizance
of the fact that, for the oral narrator, the visionary is an immediate aspect of his
or her conception of the world. In other words, “magic realism” assumes a
fundamental significance in such an environment and climate of thought
and represents what may be termed the default mode of the indigenous oral
narrative in Africa.

The immediate connection between the symbolic function of oral literature
and the historical imagination in Africa can be perceived in the fact that history
in the oral tradition is conceived not so much as a faithful reconstruction of the
past but rather as a recreation, a reactualization in the present of events in the
course of which the original foundation of the collective existence was
established.*® Oral literature thus offers the means for the traditional society
to acquire a consciousness of itself. Such a conception of history is especially
amenable to the symbolic mode and contrasts sharply with the Western
conception of “original history” as formulated by Hegel, for example:

Myths, folk songs, traditions are not part of original history; they are still
obscure modes and peculiar to obscure peoples. Here we deal with peoples
who knew who they were and what they wanted. Observed and observable
reality is a more solid foundation for history than the transience of myth
and epics.*'

The limitations of the Western conception as defined here by Hegel become
evident when it is set against the more expansive view of human destiny that
myths offer. For literature enables traditional peoples to think in images, and
thus to construct a vision that imposes coherence upon the world, an ori-
entation well exemplified in the African context by Ogotomeli’s exposition to
Marcel Griaule of the Dogon world system.** It is useful in this regard to recall
earlier uses of myth in Western culture, and to consider the way in which the
symbolic function of African oral literature enables us to draw a parallel with
other cultures whose cosmogonies have formed a cornerstone of the world’s
literary heritage. For the apparent naturalism in works such as Hesiod’s Works
and Days and De Rerum Natura by Lucretius serves as a basis for a moral and
spiritual understanding of our place in the universe.

We must be careful, however, to avoid the evolutionist fallacy evident in
Maurice Bowra’s Primitive Song, in which he posits non-Western literatures as
merely holdovers from the infancy of the Western.* Rather, African oral
literature serves as a demonstration of a fundamental anthropological dispo-
sition, what Cornelius Castoriadis calls the “central imaginary” in all human
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cultures.** We can thus begin to see African oral literature in a comparative
perspective, its significance as reflecting a truly heterogeneous and diversified
experience of literary form. Above all, we need to envisage the imaginative
phenomenon in Africa in its fundamental referential function, that is, as a
central component of the symbolic field of awareness within which the whole
realm of nature, including the human, is situated.

It is in this perspective that the imbrication of form and function in African
oral literature assumes relevance in any account of the development of
African American literature. This speaks not only to the artistic integrity of
this literature, its value as a humanistic resource, but also to its significance as a
historic and ethnic hinterland of African American literature. The fact of
slavery and the massive displacement it occasioned are of course the decisive
factor in the historic differentiation of the two bodies of literature. Even when
specific correlations are difficult to establish, continuities in spirit and manner
of enunciation can be recognized in the reinvention of the collective self that
occurred among black populations in the New World. The general config-
uration of this new culture has been described by Henry Louis Gates:

Inadvertently, African slavery in the New World satisfied the preconditions
for the emergence of a new African culture, a truly Pan-African culture
fashioned as a colorful weave of linguistic, institutional, metaphysical and
formal threads. What survived this fascinating process was the most useful
and the most compelling of the fragments at hand. Afro-American culture
is an African culture, with a difference as signified by the catalysts of
English, Dutch, French, Portuguese or Spanish languages and cultures,
which informed the precise structures that each discrete New World Pan
African culture assumed.*”

Gwendolyn Midlo Hall has provided a detailed account of the process by
which the new composite culture alluded to by Gates developed in the specific
case of Louisiana.** Two closely related aspects of this process are noted:
acculturation to and reinterpretation of a new cultural model, resulting in the
vigorous syncretisms that we observe in such diverse fields as music, religion,
and language. The santeria in Cuba, the candomblé in Brazil, and vodun in Haiti
prolong in the New World African religious experience, reconstructed, as
Roger Bastide has argued, from the structures of thought that the oral
tradition had sustained for centuries on the ancestral continent, thus providing
a symbolic resource for the transplanted Africans in their new environment.*
In North America, black religious experience was more closely related
to the Christian system of belief, a fact that was early demonstrated by the
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emergence of the spirituals as a channel of self-reflection on the part of the
African slave,*® laying the foundation, as Ramey has pointed out, for the
development of an African American lyric tradition.*

The process of syncretism that has reshaped African cultural forms in the
New World can be perceived readily in the emergence of varieties of black
creole. Following Hall, Gomez has observed the specific linguistic character of
a development that has been of direct significance for literary expression in the
Black Diaspora. As he puts it, “There is both a retention of specific African
words and a syntactical continuity that allows these words to be expressed in
an African linguistic context, maximizing the conveyance not only of sound
and meaning of the words themselves but also of the larger worldview and
perspective they were created to describe.”

But although the cultural identity of the transplanted African was largely
embedded in orality, the encounter with writing proved to be a decisive factor
in the fashioning of a black modernity and a new distinctive idiom of self-
expression. Already, elements of the literate culture of Arabic associated with
Islam, which had been the preserve of clerics on the continent, formed part of
the cultural baggage of some of the slaves transported to America, though, as
Gomez has pointed out, circumstances militated against the survival of this
early Islam and its literature in America.”

It was with the slave narratives in English that the African imagination
made its transition from orality to literacy in North America, a transition that
may be said to have been signified in the trope of the talking book in the
narratives of Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, John Jea, and Olaudah Equiano, whose
The Interesting Narrative was published in the significant year of 1789.>*
Even before then, the transformation of the English language itself had been
registered in the diary that the African middleman, Anterra Duke, kept in
Pidgin of his transactions with European slave traders during the year 1787.”

It is safe to say, however, that it was not until the Harlem Renaissance in the
1920s that the African legacy came to assume a new meaning and purpose in a
public culture for which literacy served as a primary mode of elaboration and
expression.” The transpositions of the folk culture by James Weldon Johnson
and Langston Hughes infused with meaning and vitality those oral forms
that had been the mainstay of the folk imagination, and which Zora Neale
Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God raised to a new level of expressive
possibility.

In “Carma,” one his evocations in Cane, Jean Toomer wrote: “The Dixie
Pike has grown from a goat path in Africa.”® The trajectory he traces can
be reinterpreted in literary terms as one that originates in the African oral
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tradition and is reformulated in writing. This process finds its culmination in

Toni Morrison’s masterpiece, Beloved, in which an imaginative reconstruction

endows the collective experience with a moral and symbolic resonance, in the

formal terms of a narrative procedure that integrates the total realm of con-

sciousness that the African oral narrative has always sought to encompass. In

this way, Morrison situates her work within the horizon of sentiment and image
that extends to the African heartland and functions as an enabling background
to the African American heritage.
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Early print literature of Africans
in America

PHILIP GOULD

In 1986, the literary critic William L. Andrews argued for the multiple
registers on which antebellum slave narratives signify. The “free” story
they tell recounts both the physical journey from slavery to freedom and
also the more subtle struggle to write independently, especially in light of
the prevailing racial attitudes in antebellum America that might distort black
authorship. Insofar as this model imagines the scene of literary production as
the arena of racial collaboration and conflict, it is useful for thinking about
early black print literature — but only up to a point. This literature cannot
simply be lumped together with the more canonical works of the antebellum
period as a way of tightly suturing the continuities within the African
American literary “tradition.” It emerged at a distinctive historical moment,
and its formal and thematic complexity arises largely from that moment.
This is a literature about movement — geographical, ontological, and rhet-
orical. As a way of accounting for this fluidity of personae and identities, Paul
Gilroy has argued that we should reexamine our assumptions about the
place of “race” and “nation” in this literature and read it instead in light of the
“transcultural international formation” that he calls the “Black Atlantic.”*
This includes the areas through which black subjects traveled as both free
personae and bonded servants: the West African littoral, Britain, British
America, eastern Canada, and the Caribbean. By thinking about early
black literature in the context of such fluidity, and reinserting these works,
whether written or related by black subjects, into the historical period
known as the “Enlightenment,” we might not only account fully for the
cultural range of these works but also alter our understanding of the
(Western) Enlightenment itself.

Early black writing emerged as an identifiable genre during the second
half of the eighteenth century and in the era of the Enlightenment. This is a
rather large and unwieldy term that describes a number of philosophical and
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ideological developments, some of which are germane to the study of early
black print literature. Whether black subjects composed their own works, or
related them orally to white editors, they were highly self-conscious of the
potentially powerful yet vulnerable position that publication imposed upon
them. Print culture, in other words, necessitated the construction of public
personae for black subjects who were traditionally disenfranchised, culturally
suspect, and often racially maligned. Since the very act of entering the “public
sphere” involved the fragile dynamic between black subjects and white
authorities — editors, patrons, and/or publishers — it is not surprising that
early black writing demonstrates complex negotiations of the language and
ideas normally associated with Enlightenment ideology. One cannot reduce
this process to a single formula: the historical and ideological contexts for early
black literature were mediated by individual sensibilities, genres, and audiences.
But certain developments in this period undoubtedly had profound effects on
early black discourse: natural rights philosophy, sentimentalism, affective forms
of Christianity, and philosophical debates over the very nature of race.

The development of natural rights philosophy during the long eighteenth
century provided black writers with an ideological foundation for arguing the
terms of their own humanity. Rooted in a number of important, early modern
philosophers, including Samuel Pufendorf, Emer de Vattel, Jean-Jacques
Burlamaqui, and, most importantly, John Locke, natural law philosophy
generally undermined the traditional, Christian explanation for chattel slavery
as the natural extension of the “slavery” of human sin. As numerous historians
have shown, Locke’s theory of the social contract, explained fully in the Second
Treatise on Government, justified overturning the existing form of government
when it has failed to protect the “natural” rights to life, liberty, and property.
The gradual popularization of natural rights thinking during the eighteenth
century was also commensurate with the development of commercial capital-
ism and the rising influences of bourgeois social groups. Eighteenth-century
Britons took pride in their nation as the paragon of freedom — indeed “British”
was synonymous with enjoying personal liberties protected by the law. Over
the course of the century, this idealistic thinking shaped the British conception
of its expanding empire as commercial, Protestant, and free. Two striking
features of early black writing thus come into clearer focus: the skillful
management of the discourses of liberty (for audiences acculturated by this
language), and the critique of the African slave trade, which went right to the
moral foundation of Britain’s commercial empire.

The American Revolution inherited and disseminated the language of
natural rights and English liberties. Obviously, the Lockean argument easily
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obtained among those British Americans who actively resisted changes
in British imperial policy, and it found consummate expression in the
Declaration of Independence. Almost immediately, the Declaration became
something of a rhetorical icon for early black writing that addressed slavery.
It provided the language (e.g. “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,”
“Nature and Nature’s God”) with which to put local issues and individual
suffering into an abstract, universal frame of reference. As the historian Gary
Nash has argued, during the 1770s and 1780s African Americans logically
“imbibed the ideology of natural and inalienable rights.””

The full ramifications of natural rights discourse for eighteenth-century
black literature were complex and often ambiguous. Certainly, many black
writers were quite savvy about turning the language of “liberty” and “slavery”
to their own advantage, while simultaneously making the case for their own
humanity. During the Revolution, slave petitioners to state governments
made use of natural rights discourse and capitalized on the buried contra-
diction (one that antislavery activists were quick to point out) of a slave-
holding republic. How could one avow principles of freedom while depriving
African Americans of their liberty? As the historian Bernard Bailyn pointed out
long ago, the many different contexts for antislavery discourse facilitated all
sorts of rhetorical possibilities during the Revolution for connecting the
respective plights of American and African American “slaves.” After the
Revolution, moreover, black writers continued to wield the language of
liberty creatively. One cannot imagine the rhetorical power, for example, of
Venture Smith’s Narrative (1798) without the long history of the cultural
dissemination of natural rights discourse preceding it. Nor can one appreciate
the rhetorical ingenuity of Benjamin Banneker’s public epistle to Thomas
Jefferson, published in a local newspaper in 1792, which subtly exposes the
irony that the author of the Declaration of Independence also keeps slaves.

But natural rights ideology cut both ways. It posed significant challenges to
early antislavery activists in general and black writers in particular, both of
whom were generally trying to marshal Locke’s ideas to attack the moral
foundations of slavery. The major stumbling block was that the Lockean
tradition intimately connected natural rights with property rights. Indeed
property was the lynchpin to the very concept of individual liberty. And
since property functioned as the means by which one could claim these rights,
and the public identity accompanying them, early proslavery apologists found
the Lockean model of liberty and property just as easy to appropriate as their
antislavery adversaries. Slaves were nothing more or less than their
possessions — their property. This ideological stalemate led directly to one of
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the central motifs in black writing from the 1770s at least until the American
Civil War: the distinction between property and humanity.

This was all the more necessary in light of the fact that the Constitutional
Framers conflated the two. In Federalist 54, for example, James Madison
notoriously justified the clause whereby each slave accounted for 3/5 of a
person for purposes of taxation and representation: “But we must deny the
fact that slaves are considered merely as property, and in no respect whatever
as persons. The true state of the case is that they partake of both of these
qualities ... The federal Constitution, therefore, decides with great propriety
on the case of our slaves, when it views them in the mixed character of persons
and property.”*
lessly conflated the two. It was difficult, in other words, to simultaneously

Even well-intentioned, white antislavery writers often care-

argue for the natural rights of Africans and to circumvent the Lockean
correlation of liberty and property.

Secondly, the rise of the cultures of sentiment was crucial to the human-
itarian argument and affective appeal of early black writing. As early as the late
seventeenth century, new theories about human nature began to reshape
traditional beliefs in the primacy of innate depravity, which permeated not
only theological writings but also more secular philosophy, the most influen-
tial of which was Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan. This new secular moral
philosophy posited the existence of an innate “moral sense” in all human
beings that governed the natural human affinity for beauty and virtue. Human
beings were “naturally” benevolent, social creatures. Notwithstanding the
fact that environmental influences could either nurture or distort the moral
sense, the new belief in the innate capacity for human benevolence was crucial
to the kinds of social and historical theories that developed over the course of
the eighteenth century. Indeed much of this new moral philosophy was the
product of the Scottish Enlightenment — works like Adam Smith’s Theory of
Moral Sentiments (1759) were influential on both sides of the Atlantic — and it
created new models of understanding history. All human societies, the theory
went, were progressing through the same stages — hunting, farming, com-
merce — on the path from barbarity to civilization, though at much different
rates and with varying success. This provided black writers with another
important ideological resource for addressing the universal category of
“humanity.”

The importance of sentimental culture to the development of early black
writing can hardly be overstated. The very idea that sympathy was the
touchstone of human morality, and human happiness, provided much of the
ideological foundation for black writing’s ability to argue for African humanity
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and against the African slave trade. Indeed, in the late eighteenth century the
African slave trade became something of a test case for British and British-
American societies. Sentimental cultural assumptions also inform this writ-
ing’s rhetorical tactics and stylistic features — tone, voice, the manipulation of
persona, the rhetorical motif condemning “savage” behavior, and so forth.
The discourses of sympathetic identification, moreover, were especially
potent because they at once appealed to white readers” understanding of
their own civilized humanity while simultaneously allowing them sufficient
distance to safely witness the crimes of slavery (Smith, for example, held that
one could never truly know another’s pain; one could only imagine oneself in
a similar position). This complex dynamic between intimacy and distance
helps to explain the affective and humanitarian appeal of early black writing as
well as the aesthetic and dramatic forms of the conventional scenes — for
example, the capture by slave traders, the separation of families, and the
miseries of the slave ship and the plantation — that were meant to fortify
that appeal. Structured according to the logic of exposure, of “witnessing,”
antislavery sentimentalism most often captures that complex dynamic as it
brings white readers into the corrupt world of slavery while framing that
dramatic lens, so to speak, in such a way as to allow white readers to maintain
their racial and emotional space.

Many historians of race and slavery, however, have viewed antislavery
sentimentalism skeptically. Because theories of sympathetic identification
emphasized both the necessary distance between, in this case, white observers
and suffering black slaves, and, moreover, the “delicious” and “self-approving”
pleasures it afforded the former while indulging their capacities for refined
feelings, the net result was often to lose focus on black subjects themselves.
Indeed sentimentalism became something of a racial irritant to the scholarly
fields of race and slavery. During the late 1960s, as “Black Studies” was
beginning to establish itself as a legitimate academic field, the historian
Winthrop Jordan made this type of argument about the eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century antislavery reformers in both Britain and America.
Certainly, much of the printed literature and visual iconography associated
with early antislavery movements appears to modern eyes and ears as at the
very least patronizing. If antislavery sentiment does belie the tendency to
indulge white audiences in the pleasures of their sympathetic feelings, black
writers still often were able to redirect affective excess to challenge and disrupt
the moral and racial assumptions of these audiences.

Yet Enlightenment discourses of sympathy did pose major challenges for
black subjects. One problem was that sentimental language, coupled with the
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eighteenth-century penchant for universal categories, often implied the
absence of racial and cultural difference (i.e., all human beings suffer in the
same manner). Another was the rhetorical logic of sentimental antislavery
writing, especially the poetry and fictional vignettes published anonymously
in early American magazines, which culminated in scenes of suffering and
death — and the “dying Negro” motif in early abolitionist writing. One of black
writing’s major burdens, then, was to prevent that erasure by reformulating
racial sympathy.

The third major ideological resource for early black literature came from
eighteenth-century evangelical religion. Indeed the sentimental appeal of
black writing was often framed in religious terms. This was largely due to
important changes that were taking place in Protestant Christianity during the
late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As the historian David Brion Davis
has shown, there really was no “contradiction” between Christian principles
and the practice of slavery until the eighteenth century. Influenced by classical
arguments in favor of slavery, early Christian theologians similarly argued
that it was an effective means of preserving the social order. Indeed slavery
itself was the logical extension — the punishment, in other words — of the
human enslavement to sin. Beginning with new theological movements in the
seventeenth century, however, and propelled by the development of senti-
mental culture later on, Christian theology gradually came to emphasize
modern norms of moral virtue in keeping with sympathy and benevolence.
The eighteenth-century trope, in other words, of the “man of feeling” per-
meated religious culture as well. This was especially important in new
evangelical denominations that were forming in Britain and British America
at this time — Methodists and Baptists, for example — that sacrificed theological
casuistry on the altar of moral virtue and humanitarianism. No surprise, then,
that many prominent literary figures of the early Black Atlantic — David
George, Boston King, John Marrant, John Jea, and others — embraced evan-
gelical religion and preached the Gospel themselves. (Many slaves even came
to believe that Christian baptism immediately set one free.) Or that George
Whitefield, the most famous evangelical figure in colonial British America,
makes recurring appearances in this literature, as the subject of a Phillis
Wheatley poem, for example, or the agent of John Marrant’s religious
conversion.

Evangelical Christianity affected black print literature in primarily two
ways. One was the influence that new denominations like the Methodists
and Baptists had on the publication of black writing, a subject I will address
below. The second was more thematic and rhetorical. Sentimental religious
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discourses offered potent rhetorical resources. This does not mean that
especially pious black writers like Phillis Wheatley and Jupiter Hammon
were merely “using” religion. But it does mean that the discourses of evan-
gelical Christianity and sentimental benevolence did enable black writers to
argue more effectively against slavery and for their own humanity. Consider,
for example, one of the more effective rhetorical flourishes in The Interesting
Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789):
“O ye nominal Christians! Might not an African ask you, learned you this from
your God, who says unto you, Do unto all men as you would men should do
unto you? Is it not enough that we are torn from our country and friends to toil
for your luxury and lust of gain? Must every tender feeling be likewise
sacrificed to your avarice?”

Both the complexity and the elasticity of late eighteenth-century language
allowed black writing to talk about spiritual and physical forms of enslave-
ment simultaneously. The discourses of Christian spirituality enforced the
rhetorical project of antislavery. Skillful writers (or relaters) of personal
stories, which in many cases recounted the simultaneous journeys from
Africa to Britain and/or America and from heathenism to Christianity,
could turn potently ambiguous code words to their own advantage while
still maintaining a sense of propriety. The Bible itself facilitated such rhetorical
complexity. It provided resonant language and imagery, particularly about
being “free,” that much of this early print literature construes in highly
creative ways. Consider, for example, the passage from 2 Corinthians 3:17
(“Now the Lord is that spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is
liberty”), which could serve as the epigraph to virtually all of the important
slave narratives from this period. The most memorable works creatively play
upon the entanglement of the multivalent meanings of words like “liberty.”
Certainly the autobiographies of Equiano and Marrant achieve this, and Phillis
Wheatley’s “On Being Brought from Africa to America” does so in two pithy
quatrains encapsulating the African Diaspora.

These writers appropriated a wide array of religious mores in order to
repossess “civilized” identities for themselves — a crucial rhetorical feat in
light of widespread assumptions about the savage nature of African cultures.
By the late eighteenth century, the very meaning of “Christian” identity
encompassed a wide array of cultural attributes associated with civilized
and enlightened manners. Equiano’s portrait, for example, in the frontis-
piece to the Interesting Narrative shows him holding a bible opened to
Acts 4:12 (“Neither is there salvation in any other, for there is none other
name under heaven given among men whereby we must be saved”). The
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establishment of one’s Christian — and civilized — identity further enabled the
critique of the African slave trade. By reorganizing racial and cultural
categories, black writers could turn traditional critiques of African “savagery”
back onto Anglo-Americans participating in, or even benefiting from, the
slave trade. This meant that the scene of religious conversion became some-
thing of a rhetorical passport to engage in wider domains of critique. It
further enabled the crucial distinction this writing came to make between
“true” and “false” Christians, which would become an important convention
of the antebellum slave narrative.

The cultural leverage Protestant Christianity afforded black writing was
all the more important in light of Enlightenment debates about the very
meanings of “race” and “humanity.” During the last quarter of the eighteenth
century, as Roxann Wheeler has argued, the category of race began to
undergo important changes.® Traditionally, the concept of race referred
simply to a group of living things that was defined by geography and history.
For much of the eighteenth century, racial ideology about the human world
was shaped by a complex combination of biblical authority, the importance of
environmental conditions (for physical differences among humans), and phys-
iological theories of the human body’s fluids. Most importantly, biblical
authority supported the “monogenist” theory of humanity, which maintained
the singular nature of humanity that could be traced to the “first parents,”
Adam and Eve. (Think of its recirculation in New Testament ideology as well,
as Acts 17:26, for example claims: “And hath made of one blood all nations
of men.”) Most of the period’s influential philosophical accounts of the
history of human societies, moreover, accepted the premise of the universal
category of “mankind.” Conventional accounts of cultural differences, then,
often were quite disparaging about the state of African or Native American
societies, for example, though such arguments were not usually tagged to
racial difference.

Dissenting theories accounting for human difference questioned both
biblical authority and environmentalist thinking. It is hard for us to imagine,
but the most obviously “racist” theories about human difference during the
late eighteenth century came from the most self-consciously enlightened
intellectuals who saw themselves as the vanguard for promoting human
happiness: David Hume, Lord Kames, and Thomas Jefferson. Though these
and other members of the transatlantic republic of letters did not reject
Christianity out of hand, they did question the validity of biblical history,
and many of them argued for the “polygenist” theory positing separate
creations of mankind. This crucially drove a wedge in the traditional category
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of “humanity” and provided the ideological foundations for the development
of racial pseudo-science in the 1830s and 1840s. Generally, the meanings of
“race” in this era began to draw more static and ineluctable connections
between physical differences (especially skin color) and deeper moral and
intellectual qualities. The most notorious examples of the toxicity of these
new “enlightened” theories of race include Hume’s doubts whether any
black poet could learn Latin, much less compose learned verses; similarly,
Jefferson’s obsessive descriptions in Notes on the State of Virginia (1785) of the
supposedly repugnant features of African American slaves, and his particular
disdain for the artistic work of Wheatley, clearly will haunt his reputation
forever.

We can say that black print literature emerged at a time when the belief in
the singular nature of the human race, and the accompanying four-stage
theory of historical development, still prevailed. When progressive-minded
British and American thinkers publicly defended the humanity of Africans —as
many abolitionists did for Wheatley in the face of Jefferson’s critiques — they
did so generally by marshaling biblical and environmentalist arguments.
Perhaps it is too easy to overstate the case. Not only did many abolitionists
harbor skeptical views about the equality of Africans, but even cultural and
environmental arguments about human differences allowed a lot of room for
establishing rather fixed hierarchies between European societies and the rest
of the world.

The rise of organized institutions opposing slavery on both sides of the
Atlantic provided an important impetus to and audience for black antislavery
writing. Their proliferation in the 1770s and 1780s was preceded by important
yet ambiguous legal cases in both Britain and British America adjudicating the
legality of slave labor. The most famous of these was of course the case of
Somerset v. Steuart that the Court of King’s Bench decided in 1772. Somerset, a
Jamaican slave who had been residing in England for some time, and whose
master now intended to return to the West Indies, sued for his freedom with
the legal help of the famous English abolitionist Granville Sharp. Though the
Court only reluctantly agreed to rule on the case, the result, known as the
“Mansfield Decision,” generally endorsed the principle that British soil was
meant for free people (a principle found as well in Blackstone’s Commentaries).
“For those who supported James Somerset, the question at hand was not only
whether Africans in England could be slaves but also whether England would
remain English and free.”” If Lord Mansfield’s ambiguous language did not set
a clear legal precedent against British slavery, it did resound throughout
the British Atlantic as a de facto victory for antislavery advocates. The case
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increased the legal and moral distance between Britain and its profitable West
Indian sugar islands where slave labor predominated.

New political organizations in Britain and America set out during the 1770s
and 1780s to abolish the African slave trade. Indeed it is important to keep in
mind the difference between abolition and the immediate emancipation of
slaves, since the latter was seen as far more radical and potentially dangerous.
White reformers often differed from their black counterparts over the need
for immediate emancipation; and one argument the former group made was
that abolishing the slave trade would kill the institution of slavery — in the long
run. The Pennsylvania Abolition Society formed on the eve of the American
Revolution (at about the same time that the Continental Congress was
abolishing the African slave trade along with other pernicious “vices” like
gambling, cock-fighting, and the theater, which might undermine the virtue of
republican citizens). It re-formed its charter after the Revolution in 1784. In
Britain, the most important organization was the English Society for Effecting
the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1787). On both sides of the Atlantic these
organizations were filled mostly with Quaker humanitarians; in Britain, liberal
Anglicans and some social conservatives, who held a great disdain for Whig
commercial interests, also played a major role. These organizations corre-
sponded with one another both publicly and privately, and a few members
even traveled back and forth across the Atlantic. They collectively generated a
great deal of antislavery literature — books, pamphlets, epistles, institutional
reports and proceedings, published sermons and orations, as well as a lot of
visual and iconic materials — that marked the beginning of a transatlantic
antislavery print culture.

The slave narrative was an important genre within antislavery print culture.
It would be foolish to think that early black writing simply ventriloquized the
humanitarian scripts of Anglo-American reform; or, conversely, to read
black writing as a coherent project of ideological dissent. Rather, the most
complex and powerful early slave narratives work within the ideological and
rhetorical contours of enlightened antislavery, sometimes pressing certain
issues defiantly, at other times deliberately controlling the impulse to con-
demn whites in general. A good example of the tonal complexity arising from
the political contexts for abolition is the Preface to the Interesting Narrative,
where Equiano directly addresses the British Parliament. Sometimes, more-
over, the early slave narrative openly situates itself in a dialogic relation to
Anglo-American antislavery discourse. Quobna Ottabah Cugoano’s Thoughts
and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce of the
Human Species (1787) obviously “signifies” upon the title of Thomas Clarkson’s
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famous treatise, An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species
(1785), a work that may be seen as the intellectual charter of the English
Anti-Slavery Society. Cugoano’s work is the most sustained, rigorously focused
condemnation of the African slave trade written by a black abolitionist during
the late eighteenth century. Yet its polemical power derived in part from
antislavery models provided by Clarkson, Sharp, and William Wilberforce.

One should resist overestimating the immediate impact of these early
antislavery movements on either side of the Atlantic. They certainly did not
transform, or even agitate, public opinion the way American abolitionists later
would during the 1840s and 1850s. (Even then, most Americans considered
radical abolitionists to be outside the cultural mainstream and dangerous to
the social and political order.) And their overall effect on British-American
print culture was nowhere near that which would later occur during the
antebellum period. Still, the development of local and national antislavery
organizations between the 1770s and the 1800s did expand the print arena in
which black writers and speakers could protest the African slave trade and
slavery itself. In Britain, anyway, the tradition of radical political publishing
(the “Wilkes and liberty” movement, for example) had established itself by the
time abolitionist works fully emerged. So the English Antislavery Society’s
decision to publish cheap pamphlets and tracts that could be read by many
middling classes was nothing really new. Because of the continued power of
London (and later Dublin and Edinburgh) imports to America, antislavery
works easily made their way across the Atlantic.

Early institutional forms of antislavery also helped to create a popular visual
iconography that disseminated antislavery sentiment and linked political and
consumer cultures. The famous print created by Josiah Wedgwood of a
kneeling slave, his eyes looking up to Heaven, with the underlying inscription,
“Am I not a Man and a Brother?,” could be found on everything from broad-
sides to medallions to living-room vases. The famous print of the slave ship
Brooke, showing hundreds of silhouetted slave bodies lined up against one
another in a striking image of cruel efficiency of transporting Africans across
the Atlantic, similarly could be found reproduced in British and American
magazines. The important antislavery activist Thomas Clarkson used to travel
across Britain giving antislavery speeches, equipped with a trunk-full of actual
relics —leg irons, brands, screws — to impress his audiences with the horrors of
the slave trade. These kinds of political activities generally helped, then, not
only to arouse popular sentiment against the inhumanity of the slave trade but
also to circulate a number of politically inflected visual images that would
work reciprocally with those one can find in the early print literature of
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the Black Atlantic. In this sense, antislavery movements helped to forge a
“culture” of antislavery in which both white and black actors participated,
sometimes uneasily, with one another.

One should recognize that evangelical religious groups initially had more to
do with publishing early black writing than did antislavery organizations.
Methodists and Baptists, along with evangelical Anglicans, assumed the role
of publishers: they assumed the financial risk for publication, and, in many
cases, they provided the editorial apparatus for transcribing and presenting
spiritual works to the public. Baptist and Methodist organizations literally
brought figures like David George and Boston King into print as the means for
carrying out sectarian polemics. The Countess of Huntingdon, head of the
Methodist evangelical group known as the Christian Connexion, patronized
many important black writers like Marrant and Ukawsaw Gronniosaw
(c.1705-75). When the advertisement for an edition of Phillis Wheatley’s
poems did not get enough subscribers, she traveled to England in 1773, to
have her book published there, under the auspices of the Countess. Often, too,
the prefatory material that “frames™ these narratives makes their ideological
projects quite clear. For example, the Reverend Aldridge’s preface to The
Narrative of John Marrant situates the black protagonist within the archetypal
Christian story of conversion, and employs a good deal of biblical typology
(e.g. Daniel and the Prodigal Son) and symbolism (the spiritual wilderness), as
well as the advocacy of miracles (as Marrant speaks in the “Cherokee
tongue”), to flesh out the Narrative’s full meaning.

The popularity of these narratives lay partly in their generic diversity and
their capacity to appeal to multiple audiences simultaneously. They combined
different genres and discourses, including spiritual autobiography, confes-
sional, travel narrative, sea adventure, Indian captivity ethnography, and the
picaresque; they often blended serious religious messages with exotic locales
and adventurous plots. Yet reviews of black literary works were at best
ambivalent. Reviewers generally approved of the morally edifying potential
of Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) or The Letters
of Ignatius Sancho, an African (1782). But they could be quite condescending as
well. When assessing Equiano’s work, for example, the Monthly Review
suggested that “it is not improbable that some English writer has assisted
him in the compliment, or, at least, the correction of the book: for it is
sufficiently well-written.”® The Gentleman’s Magazine claimed the Interesting
Narrative was “written in a very unequal style,” but offered this praise
together with the negative assertion that “there is no general rule without

an exception.””
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One should also recognize that financial considerations also lay behind the
publication of early black writing. In the early 1760s, the Boston publishing
firm of Green and Russell took a chance on Briton Hammon’s Narrative
not out of antislavery convictions but because of their belief in the market
potential of a picaresque tale of captivity. It is true that sales figures for
individual works are generally imprecise, but we do know that the narratives
of Gronniosaw, Marrant, and Equiano, for example, were popular enough to
go through multiple editions. These works were published in London
and, with the advent of provincial printing in the eighteenth century, later
republished in places like Dublin and Edinburgh (and sometimes in America).
The economic potential of this genre was such that even smaller publishing
houses sometimes participated in republishing those works that had proven
their market value. When Gronniosaw, for example, was republished in
Salem, New York in 1809, it was retitled simply The Black Prince (adapting
the phrase “an African Prince” from its original, lengthy title), a move that
suggests a different kind of marketing strategy. Moreover, sometimes black
subjects themselves realized the financial potential of their writing and cap-
italized on it. Certainly, Wheatley’s private letters reveal her self-
consciousness about the sales of her work. Perhaps Equiano is the consum-
mate example of the literary capitalist during this early period. He kept the
copyright to the Interesting Narrative, registered in the British Stationer’s
Office, in his own name, instead of selling it (as was often done) to a bookseller
doubling as publisher. He had little doubt that it would sell quite well.
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The emergence of an African American
literary canon, 1760-1820

VINCENT CARRETTA

The sixty years of African American literary history between 1760, when
works authored by people of African descent were first published, and the
Missouri Compromise in 1820, when the institution of slavery was officially
recognized as fundamental to the United States, fall into three periods. The
first, from 1760 to the early 1770s, was marked by the evolution and establish-
ment of a transatlantic black identity that transcended national and geograph-
ical boundaries, an identity that persists. During the second period, between
the Declaration of Independence in 1776 and the abolition of the transatlantic
slave trade in 1808, an American identity increasingly seemed available to
people of African descent residing in the new United States. That expectation
appeared to be dashed after 1808, as the political and social victories achieved
during the first emancipation were rolled back, making emigration from the
United States to Africa a subject of public controversy.

When the earliest texts of what we now recognize as the African American
literary canon first appeared, however, they were rarely seen as either African
or American. Furthermore, few such texts were considered literary, in the
sense of being works whose form and style were intended to be at least as
significant as their content. Many of the early autobiographical texts were
authored though not written by their subjects. These as-told-to narratives are
accounts by blacks recorded by white amanuenses. Hence, the following brief
overview of the period from 1760 to 1820 often refers to authors rather than
writers, and frequently to texts or writings rather than literature. Such writ-
ings comprise manuscript as well as printed texts, and range widely in genre,
including captivity narratives, letters, poetry, spiritual autobiographies, ser-
mons, pamphlets, criminal confessions, abolitionist arguments, and slave
narratives. As-told-to narratives present the reader with obvious problems of
trying to identify the authentic black voice behind the words transcribed by his
or her amanuensis. But even recognizing the message behind words directly
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transmitted to us by black authors can be challenging, because those words
usually had to pass through white hands to find their way into print.

People of African descent living in what would become the United States
began to embrace publicly a diasporan social and political identity of African
only toward the end of the eighteenth century. In North America, as well as in
Britain, some of the people removed from Africa as slaves, and their descend-
ants, started to call themselves “Sons of Africa.” The as-told-to account of
James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw (1710?-1775), A Narrative of the Most
Remarkable Particulars in the Life of ... an African Prince, as Related by Himself
(1772), is the earliest case of an author identified as “African.” In a sense, Africa
did not exist as an idea rather than a place until after the antislave trade and
antislavery movements began. The indigenous peoples of Africa did not think
of themselves as African: they considered themselves any one of a number of
ethnic groups with differing languages, religions, and political systems. Once
enslaved and transported across the Atlantic Ocean, they and their descend-
ants became African in the eyes of themselves and their enslavers only in the
Americas.

Like their white owners and neighbors, people of African descent living
before the 1770s in what subsequently became the United States did not
think of themselves as American because that political identity was simply
not available to them. Furthermore, during and after the American
Revolution such a political identity was often either unattractive or denied
to even free people of African descent, and irrelevant to the enslaved. All of
the eighteenth-century black authors were at least at some point in their lives
African British, either subjects themselves of the British monarch, or legally
defined as the property of his subjects. But the end of the American
Revolution in 1783 gave these authors the chance for redefinition, either by
choice or by imposition. To many slaves in the former British colonies,
England remained the legal refuge it had become in 1772, when the Earl of
Mansfield ruled that any slave brought by an owner to England could not
legally be forced back into colonial slavery. But even after the American
Revolution, identifying authors of African descent by political nationality is
often difficult, and sometimes impossible, because people like Olaudah
Equiano, John Marrant, and Phillis Wheatley, who crossed the Atlantic in
both directions, were disqualified by virtue of desire, class, gender, or pheno-
type from being citizens of the United States. Yet all played an important role
in the development of the African American canon through their physical
presence, subject matter, and transatlantic publication, as well as the reception
of their writings.
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Author of The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus
Vassa, the African. Written by Himself (1789), Equiano (1745?-1797) most fully
exemplifies the challenge we face in trying to categorize in national terms the
first generation of black writers, most of whom were denied legal and often
even human identities. In “The Negro in Literature and Art,” published in
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science in September 1913,
W. E. B. Du Bois rightly identified Equiano as the founder of what would
become the genre of the African American slave narrative. Equiano, however,
never represented himself as African American. Equiano classified himself
among the “citizens of the world,” an appropriate description of the men and
women of African descent who embraced trans- or supra-national identities
when national identities were denied them during the eighteenth century.
Making a virtue of a defect, by assuming a range of available identities, many
of the eighteenth-century writers of African descent resurrected themselves
from the social death slavery had imposed on them or their ancestors. At
times, one feels that in the earliest works ethnicity and status are mentioned in
passing simply to imply the universality of the experiences recounted.

Categorizing black writers by genre is as difficult as classifying them by
national affiliation. Most of the writings by the first generation of authors of
African descent are multigeneric, and should be read and assessed on their
own historical terms, rather than as anticipating later generic expectations and
conventions. In many of the early black narratives, for example, the author’s
ethnicity and status as enslaved or free seem incidental to tales that combine
elements of adventure, conversion, crime, and travel. Equiano’s Interesting
Narrative is a captivity narrative, travel book, adventure tale, slavery narrative,
economic treatise, apologia, and perhaps in part historical fiction, as well as an
argument against the transatlantic slave trade and slavery, all within the
framework of a spiritual autobiography.

Religion gave the first generation of people of African descent the motive,
means, and opportunity to become authors, either directly or through white
amanuenses. With the notable exception of Venture Smith, every early
black author endorsed Protestant Christianity, most often in the form of
Methodism, with its belief in predestinarian Calvinism preached by George
Whitefield and the clergymen associated with his aristocratic patron, the
Countess of Huntingdon. The beliefs that salvation was freely granted by
God rather than earned by humans, and that particular people were predes-
tined to be saved, appealed to many eighteenth-century people of African
descent. The evangelical Methodists took religion to the people, rather than
waiting for the people to come to church, and they saw all levels of society,
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including slaves, as having a potential share in salvation. When physical
liberation from enslavement in the present seemed impossible, spiritual free-
dom and equality in the afterlife offered some solace. A faith that depends on
predestination for salvation rather than on spiritual rewards for good works
appealed to those whose ability to perform good works was severely limited
by their social condition. Moreover, Protestant emphasis on direct access to
the Bible encouraged the spread of literacy even to slaves. The use of lay
preachers by Methodists within the Church of England, as well as by the
Protestant sects that dissented from the Church of England, gave blacks
the authority and opportunity to guide others through speech and print.
And the expectation that Christians bear witness to their faith encouraged
them to do so. Undoubtedly underlying the emphasis on religion in most of
the writings by eighteenth-century black authors was the long-standing belief
that conversion to Christianity merited emancipation from slavery, a belief so
strong that it led to colonial statutes denying its validity.

For most eighteenth-century black writers, Protestant Christianity with
its emphasis on direct knowledge of the Bible was the primary motive
for literacy. Black authors, including Gronniosaw, Marrant, and Equiano,
acknowledged the power of literacy by repeatedly employing the motif of
the talking book, usually the Bible or another religious work, to demonstrate
the alleged cultural and religious superiority of writing and Christianity to
orality and other religions. An encounter with a book that did not speak to him
repeatedly played a crucial role in the conversion process of the black author.
Virtually all the early publications in prose took the form of spiritual autobiog-
raphies that trace the transition from pagan beliefs to the Christianity shared
with the authors’ British and American readers. In each case, men and women
escape from some type of physical captivity, whether it be the enslavement of
Gronniosaw or the captivity by Indians suffered by the free black John Marrant
(1755-91) in A Narrative of the Lord’s Wonderful Dealings with John Marrant, a
Black (1785). Even the Life and Confession (1786) of Johnson Green (1757-86) and
other confession narratives by blacks are represented as cautionary spiritual
autobiographies, sensationalist though they are as criminal tales.

The notably non-conversion Narrative (1798) by Venture Smith (1729-1805)
may reflect in its form the bitter irony of Smith’s being a subject of the United
States of America, mentioned on his title page, and his dillusion at the end of
the century with the failed promises of the “first emancipation,” the term
Alfred Zilversmit used in his book of the same title. Smith’s text is the only
example of a work written or dictated by a black during the period that is
entitled a “narrative” but is not a story of conversion, and his reference to the
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“Christian land” in which he lives is clearly ironic. Smith is pointedly only a
“resident” of the country. As his amanuensis reminds us in the preface, Smith
had been denied the citizenship and thus the opportunities that might have
allowed him to rival the achievements of Benjamin Franklin or George
Washington. Given Smith’s resistance to the Christianity professed by his
white neighbors, his illiteracy may reflect a rejection of the Protestant empha-
sis on literacy.

Other than the secular manuscript poem by Lucy Terry (1730?-1821) about a
New England skirmish, “Bars Fight” (1746, but not published until 18s5), the
earliest known writings by North Americans of African descent appeared in
1760: A Narrative of the Most Uncommon Sufferings and Surprizing Deliverance of
Briton Hammon, a Negro Man by Briton Hammon (fl. 1747—60), and (apparently
no relation) An Evening Thought. Salvation, by Christ, with Penitential Cries:
Composed by Jupiter Hammon, a Negro Belonging to Mr. Lloyd by Jupiter
Hammon (1711—¢.1806). Neither Hammon seems to have known the other,
and neither was known to any of the succeeding African British or African
American authors, probably because their works were published solely in the
provinces of the British Empire and never reprinted in London. Both authors
implicitly accept the institution of slavery, perceiving the metaphorical
enslavement to sin as more threatening than physical enslavement. Indeed,
Briton’s condition as free or enslaved is unclear. Neither Briton nor Jupiter
Hammon may have felt overly offended or oppressed by the reality of slavery
because they were fortunate to live in colonies where the conditions of slavery
were generally relatively mild (as compared, for example, with those in the
West Indies), and in a period when the separate colonies had a great deal of
latitude in the creation of internal legislation. Not surprisingly, the vast
majority of works by black writers were first published in urban centers —
London, Philadelphia, New York, Boston — in societies with slaves, rather than
slave societies, with significant populations of free blacks, as well as estab-
lished networks of publication and distribution.

Briton Hammon’s A Narrative and Jupiter Hammon’s An Evening Thought
are both about physical or spiritual captivity, liberation, and restoration.
When Briton is captured by Caribbean Indians, who sell him to the
Governor of Spanish Cuba, he is rescued by the captain of an English ship
who refuses to “deliver up any Englishman under English Colours” (emphasis
in original)" to the Spaniards. Through God’s providence, he is reunited with
his “Master” (probably employer rather than owner), and together they return
to Massachusetts. Briton emphasizes his physical captivity, while Jupiter
focuses exclusively on his spiritual captivity by sin and his faith in liberation
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by Christ, perhaps because Briton was a captive only part of his life, and
Jupiter was unusual among the early black authors because he was never free.
If Briton and Jupiter Hammon had not each been identified as “a Negro,”
nothing in either of these first two works would have enabled us with
certainty to recognize their authors as African Britons. But Briton and
Jupiter Hammon used the two primary forms employed by almost every
one of the later black authors: the autobiographical prose narrative with
varying degrees of religious implications, and the religious poem.

Although the works of both Hammons are now widely acknowledged as
canonical African American literature, we have no evidence that either author
contributed to the tradition of African American literature by influencing any
succeeding author of African descent. Briton Hammon is sometimes seen as the
originator of the African American slave narrative, but that distinction more
rightly belongs to Gronniosaw, whose Narrative introduced a number of the
conventions, motifs, and themes found in subsequent works, most notably a
white amanuensis or witness who testifies to the veracity of the account, and
whose textual presence indicates that the production of the text has been
supervised. Gronniosaw’s Narrative was the first of many texts that use auto-
biography to bear witness against slavery. Briton Hammon’s Narrative is a story
of spiritual and social restoration, though whether to a free or enslaved con-
dition is unclear. Gronniosaw’s tale is one of spiritual and social redefinition, like
the typical eighteenth- and nineteenth-century slave narratives that followed.

Fictional and non-fictional accounts of enslaved African princes or nobles
preceded Gronniosaw’s Narrative. During the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, most Britons and Anglo-Americans did not believe that being of
African descent necessarily meant that one was suited for slavery. Throughout
the eighteenth century the more hierarchical Britons recognized slavery as an
inappropriate status for at least some Africans. Even after the American
Revolution, Anglo-Americans tended to acknowledge the significance of
social status. And on both sides of the Atlantic, before the abolition of the
transatlantic slave trade in 1808, claims of noble or royal birth by wrongly
enslaved Africans were at least plausible, no matter how improbable. But
those fortunate Africans were a precious few, outside of fictional accounts.
Prior to 1760, the fictional and historical subjects of such accounts tended to be
non-Christian enslaved Africans who either were repatriated to Africa, or died
in the New World resisting their enslavement. Following the midcentury
transatlantic Great Awakening of evangelical religious revivalism, stories of
people of African descent who converted to Christianity began to be
published.
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A transatlantically distributed work, Gronniosaw’s Narrative was first
published in London in 1772, and subsequently reprinted in Newport,
Rhode Island, in 1774; in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1781; and serially in
the American Moral and Sentimental Magazine (New York) in 1797. The
Narrative is framed by a Preface by Walter Shirley, a Methodist clergyman,
who assures readers that “this little History contains Matter well worthy the

»2

Notice and Attention of every Christian Reader.” According to his Narrative,
Ukawsaw Gronniosaw was born into the royal family of Bournou (Bornu), a
kingdom located in what is now northeastern Nigeria. When he was an
adolescent, Gronniosaw accepted the invitation of a perfidious African
merchant to accompany him to the Gold Coast, more than a thousand
miles away. The merchant soon sold Gronniosaw to European slave traders,
who brought him to Barbados. From Barbados he was taken to New York
City, where he was sold to a wealthy Reformed Dutch clergyman in New
Jersey. His new master, a friend of the English evangelist George Whitefield,
renamed him James Albert, and converted him to Christianity. Gronniosaw
gained his freedom when his master died, and soon thereafter moved to
England, where he was very disappointed to discover that the English were
no more pious than Anglo-Americans. Whitefield helped him find housing
in London, where he married a widowed English weaver. Gronniosaw
and his growing family led a somewhat nomadic life in England, depending
on a series of Quaker contacts for employment and charity. His extreme
poverty notwithstanding, Gronniosaw’s tale ends with his Christian faith
unshaken.

Unlike most post-eighteenth-century writings by people of African descent,
Gronniosaw’s life was one of freedom lost and regained. Like Equiano and
Phillis Wheatley, Gronniosaw recounts a life that was initially physically free,
though, unlike theirs, his is not represented as a time of true innocence lost.
For nineteenth-century authors such as Mary Prince and Frederick Douglass,
however, rather than a memory, freedom was a dream that could be realized
only in an imagined future. Childhood for such an author was at best a brief
state of false consciousness of freedom, out of which he or she would soon be
shocked.

Born around 1753 somewhere in West Africa, probably between present-
day Gambia and Ghana, the little girl who would become Phillis Wheatley
(17537-1784) was brought to Boston in 1761. Wheatley was given an extraordi-
nary education for a girl at the time, and an unprecedented one for a female
slave. Within four years, she was writing poems that frequently combined
Christian piety and Classical allusions, and several of which were published in
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local newspapers. Wheatley’s occasional poems, that is, poems on recent
events, culminated in her 1770 funeral elegy addressed to the Countess of
Huntingdon, on the death of her chaplain, Whitefield. The elegy brought
Wheatley both international fame and the Countess’s attention when it was
republished in London in 1771.

Wheatley had written enough poems before she was twenty years old to
enable her to try to capitalize on her growing transatlantic reputation by
producing a book of previously published and new verse. Unfortunately,
despite Wheatley’s local reputation as a poet, sufficient support for the
project was lacking. Having failed to find backing in Boston, Wheatley’s
owner turned to London for a publisher, who produced Wheatley’s Poems on
Various Subjects, Religious and Moral in 1773, on the condition that the volume
be prefaced by a document signed by Boston worthies attesting to the
authenticity of the poems for an English audience. The Countess of
Huntingdon allowed Wheatley to dedicate Poems to her. In a letter written
to the Countess during her six-week visit to London, Wheatley acknowl-
edges Gronniosaw as her literary predecessor, thus recognizing a tradition of
English-speaking writers of African descent, as well as the Countess’s role in
enabling such writers to gain access to print. She subsequently supported the
publication of religiously oriented works by other black authors, including
Marrant’s A Narrative and Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative. The publica-
tion of Poems enabled Wheatley to display her talents in various forms of
verse, such as the hymns, elegies, translations, philosophical poems, tales,
and epyllions (short epics), all of which had been written while she was still a
teenager.

In “To the University of Cambridge, in New-England,” first composed
when she was about fifteen years old, Wheatley appropriates the persona of
authority or power normally associated with men and social superiors. She
speaks as a teacher to students, or a minister to his flock, in addressing the
young men of what was to become Harvard University, many of whom
were being trained there to become ministers themselves. Confident that
“the muses” will “assist my pen,” she asserts her authority as one who has
“left my native shore/The land of errors” and “those dark abodes,” who
has known “sin, that baneful evil to the soul,” and who has rejected it
to embrace the “Father of mercy.” From a position of moral superiority
gained through experience she speaks as an “Ethiop” to warn her implicitly
complacent students — “Ye pupils” — to “Improve your privileges while
they stay.”” Audaciously, the teenaged, enslaved, self-educated, female,
and formerly pagan poet assumes a voice that transcends the “privileges”
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of those who are reputedly her superiors in age, status, abilities, authority,
and gender.

Wheatley’s poems demonstrate a nuanced treatment of slavery. For exam-
ple, written in October 1772 to celebrate Dartmouth’s appointment the
previous August, “To the Right Honourable WILLIAM, Earl of Dartmouth,

74 is one of

His Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for North America, &c.
the most carefully crafted poems in the 1773 volume. In it Wheatley reappro-
priates the concept of slavery from its common metaphorical use in the
colonial rhetoric of discontent, which described any perceived limitation
on colonial rights and liberty as an attempt by England to “enslave” (white)
Americans. Wheatley appears to use slavery in this conventional sense in

the poem:

No more, America, in mournful strain
Of wrongs, and grievance unredress’d complain,
No longer shall thou dread the iron chain,
Which wanton Tyranny with lawless hand
Had made, and with it meant t’enslave the land.

But Wheatley’s reference to her authority to speak against this conventionally
metaphorical slavery reminds her readers of the reality of chattel slavery
trivialized by the political metaphor:

Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song,
Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung,
Whence flow these wishes for the common good,
By Feeling hearts alone best understood,
I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate
Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat:

Such, such my case. And can I then but pray
Others may never feel tyrannic sway?’

Wheatley was granted her freedom soon after she returned to America in
September 1773. Having gone to England as an enslaved African Briton,
Wheatley returned to the colonies prepared to embrace the free African
American identity the American Revolution would make available to her.
As her letter to the Native American minister Samson Occom denouncing
slavery indicates, once back in Boston Wheatley increasingly came to believe
that the colonial struggle for freedom from Britain would lead to the end of
slavery in the former colonies. Her antislavery stance became more overt than

60



The emergence of an African American literary canon, 1760-1820

in her poems published while she had been enslaved. For example, in “On the
Death of General Wooster,” Wheatley exclaims,

But how, presumptuous shall we hope to find
Divine acceptance with th’Almighty mind —

While yet (O deed ungenerous!) they disgrace
And hold in bondage Afric’s blameless race?”®

Wheatley established the tradition of African American literature when she
acknowledged Gronniosaw’s work. Wheatley’s literary achievement, in turn,
was recognized by contemporary people of African descent. For example,
although Jupiter Hammon’s previous work was very probably unknown to
Wheatley, hers became the subject of one of his poems. Significantly,
Hammon chose to respond in his Address to Miss Phillis Wheatly, Ethiopian
Poetess (Hartford, 1778) to her “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” a
poem about her paradoxical deliverance from the spiritual slavery of Africa to
her physically enslaved but spiritually liberated condition in America. Still a
slave in 1778, Hammon probably needed to be more circumspect in how he
treated the subject of slavery than the now free and hence more outspoken
Wheatley could afford to be. All black writers had to deal with the problematic
paradox which from a Christian perspective might be called a fortunate fall
into physical enslavement that introduced the enslaved to spiritual freedom.
Apologists for slavery argued that the transatlantic slave trade was justified in
part because it introduced Africans to Christianity. Most black writers sought
to solve the problem, as Wheatley does, by claiming the authority to identify
the true spirit of Christianity violated by those who endorse slavery.

Even advocates of slavery, who denied the achievement of black writers,
implicitly acknowledged the developing black canon by disputing the quality
of the authors’ literary productions. Thomas Jefferson notoriously expressed
this sort of negative recognition in his Notes on the State of Virginia (1787):
“Among the blacks is misery enough, God knows, but no poetry. Love is the
peculiar oestrum [inspiration] of the poet. Their love is ardent, but it kindles
the senses only, not the imagination. Religion indeed has produced a Phillis
Whately [sic]; but it could not produce a poet. The compositions composed
under her name are below the dignity of criticism.”” Although Wheatley
infrequently addresses the issue of slavery itself, abolitionists from the 1780s
on invoked her poems as irrefutable evidence of the literary and intellectual
capacities of Africans.

As Wheatley’s poem “To His Excellency General Washington” (1775)
demonstrates, some free blacks chose the new African American identity
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that was becoming available. In the aftermath of the American Revolution,
during the period known as the “first emancipation,” the antislavery move-
ment grew, especially in the Northern states, where access to education, as well
as laws abolishing slavery and granting some rights enjoyed by free, property-
owning, white males all became increasingly common. Employing the com-
mon trope of Africa as a paradise lost through enslavement by Europeans, and
the logic of natural rights, the petition of the ex-slave Belinda to the
Massachusetts legislature for compensation for her past labor from the estate
of her former Loyalist master, as well as the petition to the Massachusetts
legislature for freedom and equal rights by Prince Hall (1753-1807) and seven
other blacks, both indicate how optimistic some African Americans were about
the possibility of achieving universal freedom and justice based on the princi-
ples of the Revolution.

The Declaration of Independence quickly became a secular scripture bear-
ing almost as much authority as the Bible in arguments for the equal rights and
humanity of people of African descent in the United States. Anticipating later
African American writers, Lemuel Haynes (1753-1833) in his unfinished and
undated manuscript “Liberty Further Extended: Or Free Thoughts on the
Mlegality of Slave-keeping” intertextually combines the secular and biblical
scriptures to make his point that universal rules of liberty by definition applied
to all humans. Absalom Jones and seventy-three others petitioned the federal
government in 1799 for gradual emancipation on the basis of the Declaration
of Independence and the Constitution. When James Forten (1766-1842) argued
successfully in his “Series of Letters by a Man of Colour” (1813) against the
passage by the Pennsylvania legislature of racially discriminatory laws, he
began by citing the premise of the Declaration of Independence that all men
are created equal. In a rhetorically superb public letter to Jefferson (1792)
Benjamin Banneker (1731-1806) skewered him by citing the Declaration to
show that Jefferson’s own words obligated him to renounce slavery. And by
pointedly sending Jefferson the letter written in Banneker’s “own handwrit-
ing,” Banneker implied that his own example refuted the racist claims of
African inferiority Jefferson had made in Notes on the State of Virginia.

Not all people of African descent saw the new United States as the promised
land of freedom and equality. In his Address to the Negroes in the State of
New York (1787), Jupiter Hammon counseled his fellow slaves to obey their
masters faithfully, anticipating happiness in the hereafter: “We live so little in
this world that it is no matter how wretched and miserable we are, if it
prepares us for heaven.”® Venture Smith, however, was unwilling to suffer
silently for a posthumous award he never acknowledges. Many thousands of
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others, including the black authors David George (17437-1810?), Boston King
(1760?-1802), and George Liele (17517—1825), apparently decided that God helps
those who help themselves. They emancipated themselves during the
American Revolution by fleeing their owners to join the British forces, who
evacuated them as free people to Canada and Africa following the British defeat.

Blacks who remained in the United States quickly began to form educational,
fraternal, mutual aid, and religious societies, paradoxically both to demonstrate
their suitability for citizenship, and as a response to their exclusion from full
membership in the equivalent white societies in the new country. The writings
associated with these African American societies frequently display a more
assertive tone and argument in primarily addressing their constituents than
we find in contemporaneous black writings aimed largely at white readers. For
example, in A Charge, Delivered to the African Lodge June 24, 1797, Prince Hall
appeals to distant as well as recent, biblical as well as secular, history, including
an ominous invocation of the successful slave revolt in Haiti, to urge his fellow
Masons to resist persecution by their white neighbors.

Perhaps the high point of optimism about the possible full political and
social inclusion of blacks in the United States came in January 1808, when the
country abolished the transatlantic slave trade. In a series of annual commem-
orative sermons and orations, African Americans expressed their hope that the
abolition of the institution of slavery itself would soon follow: Absalom Jones
(1746-1818), A Thanksgiving Sermon (1808); Peter Williams (c.1780-1840), An
Oration on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1808); Joseph Sidney (?-?), An Oration
Commemorative of the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1809); Henry Sipkins (1788—
1838), An Oration on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1809); George Lawrence
(*-?), Oration on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1813); Russell Parrott (1791—
1824), An Oration on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1814); and William
Hamilton (1773-1836), An Oration, on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1815).
Like most African American authors before and after them, the commemo-
rators of the abolition frequently grounded their arguments against the slave
trade and slavery on revisionist or even counterfactual versions of histories
written by whites. For example, in his Oration, on the Abolition of the Slave
Trade, Delivered in the Episcopal Asbury Church, Hamilton, identified on the title
page as “A Descendant of Africa,” counterfactually notes, “Would to God that
Columbus with his exploring schemes had perished in Europe ere he touched
the American Isles ... Then might Africa been spared the terrible calamity she
has suffered.”®

Unfortunately, the optimism prompted by the abolition in 1808 proved
premature, and the dawn of the “first emancipation” a false one. As A Dialogue
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between a Virginian and an African Minister, a Descendant of Africa ... Minister
of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Baltimore (1810) by Daniel Coker
(1780-1846) shows, pervasive white resistance to ending slavery forced black
authors to be quite circumspect when addressing the issue to a white audi-
ence. The initial achievements of black and white abolitionists in the Northern
states began to be stalled and reversed in the early nineteenth century.
Respectively frustrated and frightened by attempts to gain full equal rights
for African Americans, each side of the slavery issue saw emigration or
expulsion of blacks from the United States as the possible solution to the
American problem of race. As early as 1773, four Boston slaves had petitioned
for freedom to emigrate to Africa. And in 1787, Jefferson advocated the ethnic
cleansing of freed slaves from the United States to remove them “beyond the
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reach of mixture.”” During the second decade of the nineteenth century, the
back-to-Africa, or at least out-of-the-United-States movement became a major
public issue for black writers. For example, in A Brief Account of the Settlement
and Present Situation of the Colony of Sierra Leone in Africa (1812), Paul Cuffee
(1759-1817) offered his fellow blacks the image of an idyllic refuge from racism
and abuse they experienced in the United States. On the other hand, in “To the
Humane and Benevolent Inhabitants of the City and County of Philadelphia”
(1818), James Forten warned that calls for emigration played into the hands of
those who sought to consolidate the system of slavery by purging the United
States of its free blacks. In the end, of course, African Americans’ faith in the
promise of the United States triumphed over their experience, but that
promise would not be realized for many decades to come. By 1820 six new
slave states and one million more slaves had been added to the United States
since 1790. And the Missouri Compromise of 1820, which admitted a slave
state as tit-for-tat for every new free state, meant that the African American
dream of full civic and social equality would continue to be deferred.
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Dividing a nation, uniting a people:

African American literature and the
abolitionist movement

STEFAN M. WHEELOCK

The 1820s signal a decisive turn in the development of African American
literature. The vocabularies of collective black resistance and reform — acting
as a familiar refrain in much of what may be considered as African American
creative and political expression for the better part of the nineteenth century —
take center stage during this period. As a point of fact, early nineteenth-century
black American writers were not the first to stress issues of emancipation,
equality, and racial unity. These themes may be found in African American/
Atlantic writing as early as the 1780s. The nineteenth-century black writers
of this period are, then, in an important sense heirs to a much older tradition
in rhetoric. Yet, early nineteenth-century black writers were founding figures
in a critical era in political and cultural transformation. They would employ
the themes of black resistance and reform as a way to imagine a more robust
(and less fragmented) African American identity; as a way to coax antislavery
resistance toward more radical postures; and as a way to expose the racist
underbelly of an American democratic project beholden to slaveholding influ-
ence. This in turn set the ideological and discursive framework for black writing
to transition toward a literature occupied primarily with the black experience in
the United States. The former slave narrator and celebrated abolitionist
Frederick Douglass drew both moral and political inspiration from this crucial
stage in written expression, penning some of the most piercing insights into the
legacies of slaveholding brutality to have been produced by an African
American author in the nineteenth century.

The innovations in African American writing in the 1820s were informed
largely by a gradual, albeit dramatic, shift in political and cultural perspective.
The publishing organs of emergent early nineteenth-century white abolition-
ist movements combined with an expanding number in black social/religious
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institutions and societies to provide African American writers with a space in
which to nurture, share, and express their ideas and creativity. The
nineteenth-century relationship between African American writers and
white abolitionist editors would prove to be especially dramatic and complex,
as publishers exerted varying degrees of editorial and ideological control over
the form, content, and scope of an author’s work. The textual tension between
William Lloyd Garrison’s preface and Frederick Douglass’s narrative in The
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (1845) and, to a lesser
degree, the tension between Lydia Maria Child’s preface and Harriet Jacobs’s
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) are the more familiar examples. History
of Mary Prince, A West Indian Slave (1831) by Mary Prince (1788-1833?) is an
especially fascinating example in this regard. (I return to Prince’s narrative
below.)

The cultivation of a radical antislavery vision and emancipationist focus in
the literature of the period owes much to a complex set of historical events.
There was the Saint Domingue Revolution (1791-1804), which sent shock-
waves through the Atlantic at the turn of the century. The sheer audacity of
hundreds of thousands of black slaves to overthrow their masters and establish
the first black Republic in the Atlantic world shocked whites and provoked a
range of responses from European slaveholding superpowers. On the other
hand, blacks from various sectors of the Atlantic were both inspired and
encouraged by this decade-long struggle for independence. In the case of
North America, the fervor of the Haitian Revolution joined with an already
growing black discontent in the South and North to inaugurate a new, more
aggressive version of black resistance. The immigration of thousands of
Francophone blacks to the North American mainland brought with it a
message of hope and possibility.

Peter Hinks has argued that in the case of the United States “[t]he years
1800-1831 comprised the period of the most active and carefully planned slave
conspiring in American history.” There was Gabriel’s conspiracy in 1800; the
Easter Plot of 1801—2; the uprisings in Louisiana in 1811-12; the [Denmark]
Vesey conspiracy of 1822; and Nat Turner’s march in Southhampton in 1831."
Meanwhile, on the national level, Britain and the USA had ended their traffic
in slaves in 1807 and 1808 respectively. By the 1820s, Britain had been slightly
more than a decade from ending slavery in its colonies altogether. It would,
however, take the Civil War to end slavery in the United States. One of the
most significant slave conspiracies of the nineteenth century had been directly
influenced by the events in Saint Domingue. The so-called Denmark Vesey
Conspiracy of 1822 serves as a benchmark for an ever increasing black
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restiveness. Vesey and his co-conspirators planned to incite a slave revolt
which they hoped would evolve into slave rebellion on a national scale. Their
hopes were never realized, primarily because of betrayal within Vesey’s ranks.
But the event had left its spiritual mark, as both the black leaders and major
writers of the period were acutely aware of the need for coalition and
collective resistance.

Add to this the growing popularity of efforts to relocate free black
American populations to Africa. Founded in 1816, the American
Colonization Society’s express purpose was to improve the conditions of
impoverished and disempowered free black communities through assisting
them in finding a suitable place for settlement in an agreed-upon location in
West Africa. But the organization’s seemingly benign agenda was betrayed
by its racism. Henry Clay, an outspoken proponent of the ACS’s agenda,
figured the only real solution was to “drain” the free black populations from
the United States as there seemed for him no other way to resolve growing
racial tensions between North American free blacks and whites. The unac-
knowledged thinking behind this position was that the United States was
essentially a white man’s country where whites were the sole beneficiaries
of its progressive politics. Free blacks, by contrast, had little if no place in a
progressive political context endorsed and promoted by slaveholding
interests.

The turn-of-the-century founder of the African Methodist Episcopal
Church, Richard Allen, stands in as the voice for a growing opposition to
the ACS’s project. By the late 1820s, Allen achieved considerable notoriety as
the founder of the first majority black denomination in North America. In a
letter submitted to the milestone African American newspaper Freedom’s
Journal in 1827, Allen voiced the growing discontent in black communities
with this agenda. The letter reads as an articulation and defense of an
emergent, distinctly African American collective identity. He writes,

We [the blacks] were stolen from our mother country, and brought here. We
have tilled the ground and made fortunes for thousands, and still they are not
weary of our services. But they who stay to till the ground must be slaves. Is
there not land enough in America, or “corn enough in Egypt?” See the
thousands of foreigners emigrating to America every year: and if there be
ground sufficient for them to cultivate, and bread for them to eat, why would
they wish to send the first tillers of the land away? Africans have made
fortunes for thousands, who are yet unwilling to part with their services;
but the free must be sent away, and those who remain must be slaves. I have
no doubt that there are many good men who do not see as I do, and who are
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for sending us to Liberia; but they have not duly considered the subject — they
are not men of colour. — This land which we have watered with our tears and
our blood, is now our mother country, and we are well satisfied to stay where
wisdom abounds and the gospel is free.”

In a subtle yet brilliant move, Allen exploits the issue of racial slavery as a way
of justifying free black presence in the United States. Behind Allen’s remarks is
the sense of what blacks deserve as just recompense for their perpetual toil.
Allen suggests that blacks, by virtue of tilling the soil, have curiously devel-
oped a sense of common cause with the land of their affliction, which could
not be easily removed by resettlement to Africa or anywhere else. As the
enslaved tillers of the soil, blacks are bound up with the successes or failures of
American political destiny. David Walker, whose writings and activism helped
to radicalize the abolition movement in the USA and would inspire a gen-
eration of black writers, quotes Allen’s letter in his seminal work Appeal to the
Coloured Citizens of the World (1829) in order to further make the case for black
unity and resistance.

Blacks found themselves in dire circumstances and facing an uncertain
future in an early era of political promise. Confronting the prospect of the
slaveholder’s whip in the Southern States and constant racial harassment by
whites in the North, free black communities (living in the early nineteenth-
century urban centers of Philadelphia, New York City, and Boston) were
keenly aware of greater albeit grim truths: first, that in spite of growing
sectional differences between the North and the South, slavery had become
a pervasive reality in American political economy as a whole, and secondly,
that the political freedoms of Northern blacks were for all intents and purposes
amere formality. Blacks, whether slave or free, were living in the long shadow
of a slaveholding democracy.

In the face of this, black writers sought to craft a radical democratic vision
that would, by implication, call into question the limits of the American
political experiment, itself in the process of evolving in the decades following
the American Revolution. This multivalent effort expressed itself across a
variety of literary genres, ranging from polemic and pamphlets to poetry and,
of course, slave and conversion narratives. Expressing a new vision for
empowerment, these writers broke new ground in an ever-expanding dis-
course on political and social equality in the North American context. African
American women writers faced added challenges as they sought to contest
stalwart forms of gender exclusion through imagining both the domestic
space and the public platform as places for self-empowerment, authority,
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and revolutionary transformation. Jarena Lee, Maria Stewart, Zilpha Elaw,
and others employed religious oratory as a way of imagining the equality of
black women at the very center of an ongoing struggle for black emancipation.
Their writings sought to challenge racist and sexist/patriarchal forms of
power, which continued to render US democratic practices a relatively narrow
affair in political/social exclusion.

Both African American women and men writers employed the project of
black resistance and reform as an occasion to explore the violence of the
plantation regime and nineteenth-century racial slavery; articulate possibilities
for black emancipation and resistance; highlight the struggle for New World
literacy; chronicle the translation of African identities into New World iden-
tities; enlarge and enrich an ongoing public conversation on women’s rights
and equality; and emphasize a precolonial African past as a way of bolstering a
nascent radical black consciousness against the tide of white supremacist
ideology. Perspectives on black freedom, equality, and humanity also range
on the ideological spectrum from outright complicity with slavery to calls for
radical resistance. The challenge was realizing a tradition in writing and
thought in the face of real ethnic, regional, and legal distinctions that con-
tinued to fragment African American identity and frustrate possibilities for
collective resistance. And then there was the problem of white racism. As
historian Michael A. Gomez suggests, black Americans, as late as the 1790s,
struggled to imagine a shared racial heritage and political community both
within the larger context of turn-of-the-century emergent white racial hegem-
ony and as a contrast to a complex (and oftentimes sutured) form of intraracial
identity.> Walker summed up the situation for free and enslaved American
black communities in his incendiary 1829 address given before the
Massachusetts General Coloured Association. He writes,

Now, that we [the blacks] are disunited, is a fact, that no one of common sense
will deny; and, that the cause of which, is a powerful auxiliary in keeping us
from rising to the scale of reasonable thinking beings, none but those who
delight in our degradation will attempt to contradict. Did I say those who
delight in our degradation? Yea, sir glory in keeping us ignorant and miser-
able, that we might be the better and longer slaves.*

Walker here makes no distinction in terms of region or legal status. Blacks, as
he imagines the case to be, suffer together under a stalwart form of racial
oppression. Maria W. Stewart — Walker’s intellectual protégée, an early
contender in the struggle for women’s rights, and a founding figure in
nineteenth-century African American political thought — further elaborates
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these concerns. In a “Lecture Delivered at the Franklin Hall,” she asks, “Why
sit ye here and die? If we say we will go to a foreign land, the famine and the
pestilence are there, and there we shall die. If we sit here, we shall die. Come
let us plead our cause before the whites: if they save us alive, we shall live —
and if they kill us, we shall but die.”” Stewart here coaxes her black sisters and
brothers toward action against what she viewed as African American political
and social apathy.

Walker and his peers had a fairly extensive tradition in African Atlantic
writing from which to model forms of written expression. The process of
crafting a North American black writing tradition in the two decades following
the American Revolution was by no means smooth and was at points contra-
dictory. These forms, however, were necessarily for setting a new cultural
basis for writing and thought. Henry Louis Gates has famously argued that the
early writers of the African Atlantic were attempting to write themselves (and
a culture) into being in a literate, public Atlantic context where proslavery and
antislavery sensibilities competed for moral and political influence.® This is
important given the political stakes. The Age of Revolution’s radical postures
on liberty and equality built upon sensibilities inherited from the
Enlightenment. Proponents of the Enlightenment advanced that equality
and a shared humanity, individual and political agency, rested upon the
individual’s capacity for reason. The visible sign for rational capability, they
counseled, was in the individual’s capacity for writing. In turn, proslavery
proponents insisted that the racial enslavement of Africans was in a sense just,
as African peoples are an inferior species and are thus ill-suited for freedom. If
black writers could demonstrate, in a fairly sophisticated way, their capacity
for literary expression, then they verified black humanity and equality and
exposed proslavery arguments as spurious and unjust.

The religious symbolism drawn from Judeo-Christian theology provides a
crucial framework for early black writers to convey the tragedies and tri-
umphs of black life and survival in a strange land. Joanna Brooks has argued
that the themes of religious conversion and the religious experience furnish
black literary production with a discursive basis for crafting a distinctive
rhetoric.” The process of spiritual death, religious redemption, and rebirth,
she contends, functions as a powerful surrogate and compelling metaphor as
black writers attempt to capture the ambiguities and paradox that was black
life in an Atlantic slaveholding period. The rise of religious itinerancy under
Methodist and New Light Baptist movements in the middle years of the
eighteenth century proved to be a powerful draw. The religious dynamism
of worship in these movements forged spiritual communities that would cut

71



STEFAN M. WHEELOCK

across race, class, and gender lines. It would not be long before black writers
saw in these vernacular forms the prospects for black equality and freedom.
The larger themes of spiritual regeneration and renewal combine powerfully
with an antislavery agenda to produce some of the more eloquent denunci-
ations of the slave regime.

The Atlantic crises of racial enslavement and oppression fostered a trans-
national context for critical debate and exchange in the late eighteenth
century, and North American black writers were certainly caught in the
sweep of its influence. There were glimmerings of a distinctly African
American literary expression as early as the 1770s in the work of the poet
Phillis Wheatley (1753-84), an African-born slave writing in Boston,
Massachusetts during the years prior to the American War of Independence.
Her poems “On Being Brought from Africa to America” and “To His
Excellency General Washington™ gesture toward the foundations of a dis-
tinctly North American literary sensibility. But even her work in the years
leading up to the antislavery campaigns would grow to assume Atlantic
importance as her neoclassical elegiac and shorter poems become a significant
test case for gauging the rational capacities of Africans in Britain, the
Caribbean, and the newly established United States.® The effects of an older
Hanoverian British political strength and commercial coherence lingered in
the form of a hemispheric sensibility in black literatures — up through the
conversion narrative of John Jea (1745-1829), The Life, History, and Unparalleled
Sufferings of John Jea, The African Preacher, Compiled and Written by Himself
(1815). The consequence would be that many authors we now celebrate as
founding figures in the African American literary tradition could claim an
Atlantic world citizenship. Their written expressions of emergent black life
and humanity in the Atlantic stretched beyond national and/or geographic
boundaries.

The shift in political perspective during the 1820s was marked by a con-
certed attempt to more firmly ground black experience in the political and
ideological currencies of a fledgling United States. Yet, the writings of the
eighteenth-century African Atlantic set important precedents for African
American writing in the early nineteenth century. Walker’s indictments of
Thomas Jefferson’s racist hypotheses of Negro inferiority in his foundational
work Appeal are anticipated by more than a quarter of a century by Benjamin
Banneker’s letters, which challenge directly Jefferson’s ambivalent views on
blacks. Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil of Slavery (1787) by Ottobah Cugoano
(1757-1803) inaugurates the political sermon/essay to which both Walker and
the nineteenth-century political writer Maria W. Stewart offer significant
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contributions. The rhetoric of racial redemption to be found in the work of
Robert Alexander Young, Walker, and Stewart had been anticipated by the
charges and sermons of Prince Hall and John Marrant, as these figures were
instrumental in the founding of a distinctly African Masonic brotherhood in
the final decade of the eighteenth century. Olaudah Equiano popularizes the
slave narrative genre which, in turn, becomes a staple for the antislavery
campaign well into the nineteenth century. And John Jea’s conversion narra-
tive serves as an important (if only indirect) precursor to the innovative
spiritual autobiographies produced by Jarena Lee, Zilpha Elaw, and Rebecca
Cox Jackson in the 1830s and onward.

The stress placed upon racial redemption, solidarity, and uplift in the 1820s
evolves to become a controlling metaphor in the years after Vesey’s con-
spiracy. Ironically enough, these themes drew inspiration from a relatively
obscure biblical verse (Proverbs 68:31) that prophesies the eventual spiritual
redemption of Africans — or “Ethiopians” as the verse refers to African peoples.
The idea that “Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hands toward God” had
become a popular turn of phrase in the political discourses of the period —
finding its expression, in one form or another, in the writings of Walker,
Stewart, and Young. Young had been an early proponent of political
Ethiopianism. Little is known of his life, except that he may have been “a
working class preacher of mixed-racial heritage who plied his trade on the
streets of New York City.”® A self-published pamphlet in mystical messianism,
Young's Ethiopian Manifesto (1829) infuses a natural rights discourse inherited
from the Enlightenment with prophetic ruminations to foresee the eventual
global liberation of Ethiopians at some divinely appointed time in the future.
Young writes,

Ah! doth your expanding judgement, base slaveholder, not from here descry
that the shackles which have been by you so undeservingly forged upon a
wretched Ethiopian’s frame, are about to be forever from him unlinked. Say
ye, this can never be accomplished? If so, must indeed the power and decrees
of Infinity become subservient to the will of depraved man. But learn, slave-
holder, thine will rests not in thine hand: God decrees to thy slave his rights as
man.”

Young does little to outline how the eventual liberation of blacks would be
achieved, except by way of admonishing his black brethren to wait on the
hand of God. His work, however, is an important ideological precursor to the
more explicit Black Nationalist rhetoric of the period. Young’s pamphlet also
bridges the historical cleft between the more popular writings of Prince Hall
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and those of David Walker. In his 1797 Charge to his Masonic brethren, Hall
exclaims,

My brethren, let us not be cast down under these and many other abuses we
at present labour under: for the darkest is before the break of day: My
brethren, let us remember what a dark day it was with our African brethren
six year ago, in the French West Indies. Nothing but the snap of the whip was
heard from morning to evening; hanging, broken on the wheel, burning, and
all manner of tortures inflicted on those unhappy people, for nothing else but
to gratify their masters pride, wantonness and cruelty: but blessed be God the
scene is changed; they now confess that God hath no respect of persons, and
therefore receive them as their friends, and treat them as brothers. Thus doth
Ethiopia begin to stretch forth her hand, from a sink of slavery to freedom and
equality.”

Young’s and Hall's language shares at least the common theme of racial
redemption. Walker may very well have been aware of Young’s pamphlet
while composing his own Appeal, which was published the same year, 1829.

This early period in the nineteenth century witnessed the return of pub-
lished poetic expression within the varieties of African American literature.
George Moses Horton was a prolific writer whose poetry would touch a
variety of subjects ranging from the mundane experiences of life and maturity
to racial slavery and its evils. Not since Phillis Wheatley had an African
American poet garnered so much attention from abolitionists and proslavery
proponents alike. Horton saw himself as part of an emergent tradition in
American literary expression. However, he lamented his underdevelopment
as a poet given his status as a slave. Born in Northampton County, North
Carolina ¢.1797, George Moses Horton remained a slave from his birth to the
close of the Civil War. His condition as a slave would both prohibit and make
possible his productivity. Joan Sherman states that “Horton was the first
American slave to protest his bondage in verse; the first African American to
publish a book in the South; the only slave to earn a significant income by
selling his poems; the only poet of any race to produce a book of poems before
he could write; and the only slave to publish two volumes of poetry while in
bondage and another shortly after emancipation.”"

Little is known of Horton'’s life outside of “his autobiographical sketch in his
second volume of poems, The Poetical Works (1845), a few of his letters, one
long oration, and brief reminiscences by men who actually met him.”” But
readers certainly get a sense of his deep anguish as a poet struggling to
overcome the bondage of slavery. The first stanza of his intensely personal
poem “George Moses Horton, Myself,” published in his third volume of
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poetry, Naked Genius (1865), offers the portrait of a man denied the full
potential of life and creativity. He writes, “I feel myself in need/Of the
inspiring strains of ancient lore,/My heart to lift, my empty mind to feed,/
And all the world explore.”™ In this poem, he compares his poetic gifts to “a
restless bird” whose creativity wishes to spread its wings and power and “dart
from world to world.”

Horton’s poems draw inspiration from an impressive array in Western
canonical writing, ranging from the work of Homer to Milton, Shakespeare,
and Byron. He became familiar with canonical Western literature as partial
compensation for the love poems and acrostics he composed for students at
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Interestingly, Horton would
develop relatively late both as an antislavery writer and as a strong voice of
early black protest, although the theme of slavery certainly appears in his early
work, The Hope of Liberty (1829). In characteristic autobiographical fashion,
Horton expresses his misery at being held in bondage in poems such as “The
Slave’s Complaint™ and “On Liberty and Slavery.” In the eighth stanza of “On
Liberty and Slavery,” the poet expresses his wish to dispense with slavery and
its withering effects that seem to hold him in perpetual thrall. In this stanza
Horton writes, “But Slavery hide her haggard face,/And barbarism fly:/1

% which seems to

scorn to see the sad disgrace/In which enslaved I lie,”
compare the poet’s enslavement to a lasting death. Horton’s poem
“Division of an Estate,” published in The Poetical Works is also worth mention-
ing for its subtle yet apocalyptic portrayal of the end of plantation life and its
cataclysmic aftermath.

The year 1829 represents a monumental shift in the political discourse of
racial solidarity and uplift. David Walker’s Appeal to the COLOURED CITIZENS
OF THE WORLD, but in particular and very expressly, to those of THE UNITED
STATES OF AMERICA is no less than a signal achievement in early African
American literature and political thought. Born free in Wilmington, North
Carolina around 1796-97, Walker finds his way to Boston, Massachusetts
where he discovers many of the same forms of racial harassment he encoun-
tered as a child. He is impressed, however, with black reform movements in
cities like Boston, which were the direct result of black Freemason antislavery
resistance and the black church. In his “Address, Delivered before the General
Colored Association at Boston, by David Walker,” he attempts to coax his
audience toward action and collective resistance by asking rhetorically, “Shall
we keep slumbering on, with our arms completely folded up, exclaiming
every now and then, against our miseries, yet never do the least thing to
ameliorate our condition or that of posterity? ... Ought we not to form

75



STEFAN M. WHEELOCK

ourselves into a general body, to protect, aid, and assist each other to the
utmost of our power, with the beforementioned restrictions?”*® As a religious
man and a Freemason, Walker shared with Prince Hall a sense of urgency
concerning the need for black solidarity and community.

The Appeal may be classified as a political sermon, and in this sense it
belongs to the American jeremiad tradition going as far back as seventeenth-
century New England. The Appeal would have an enormous impact on the
growing strength of the abolitionist movement in the USA and would bring
into focus for slaveholding whites the potential for rebellion. After the
publication of the Appeal, both blacks and sympathetic whites were more
willing to adopt an “immediatist” posture calling for the immediate end to
slaveholding in the United States. Prominent antislavery agitators such as
William Lloyd Garrison found much to admire in Walker’s unflinching
stance. On the other hand, “gradualists” such as the abolitionist Benjamin
Lundy condemned Walker’s pamphlet for its incendiary language. At points it
is as if Walker comes close to suggesting the possibility of collective violent
black revolt. He remarks “that there is an unconquerable disposition in the
breasts of the blacks, which, when it is fully awakened and put into motion,
will be subdued, only with the destruction of the animal existence. Get the
blacks started, and if you do not have a gang of tigers and lions to deal with, I
am a deceiver of the blacks and of the whites.””” This language, scholars have
noted, would also serve as an ideological precursor to Black Nationalist
resistance. Sterling Stuckey and others have tended to emphasize this dimen-
sion, Stuckey himself arguing that the work “contains the most all-embracing
black nationalist formulation to appear in America during the nineteenth
century.”18 In his introduction to Walker’s work, historian Sean Wilentz
writes that the Appeal had once been a “dangerous pamphlet.” Indeed,
Walker’s work caused at least two Southern states to enact harsher laws
restricting “black literacy, including a ban on the distribution of antislavery
literature.”"

The Appeal, however, is also a meditation on the politico-theological
sources of the American white supremacy. Walker argued “Christian
Americans” (and for Walker this means white Christian Americans) had
come to falsely believe “that Heaven [had] designed [blacks] and [their
children] to be slaves and beasts of burden to them and their children” forever.*
Elsewhere he states that Christian Americans had come to falsely believe that
Heaven had designated blacks as an “inheritance to them and their children.”*
What appears as a transcending truth in North American political conscious-
ness could serve as a bedrock for distinctly modern forms of tyranny. This
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myth of racial inheritance for Walker threatened to hold the whole of North
American political reason in thrall. For him, Thomas Jefferson’s racist hypoth-
eses on Negro inferiority were an especially tragic manifestation of this
prevailing problem in modern reason and power. Jefferson had thought it
unfortunate that the “Creator” would make blacks black. Walker writes that
“This is a fair illustration of the state of society in this country — it shows what a
bearing avarice has upon a people, when they are nearly given up the Lord to a
hard heart and a reprobate mind, in consequence of afflicting their fellow
creatures.” He prophesies that “God suffers some to go on until they are

America?™* Like Young, Walker offered only a vague sense of what form
God’s retributive justice might take in restoring blacks to their former
equality.

The Appeal also functions as a powerful and sustained rebuttal to Thomas
Jefferson’s racist hypotheses on Negro inferiority. In fact, the work is struc-
tured as a declaration of independence with four articles and a preamble. This
structure is intended to mirror and highlight the failures of America’s two
most sacred political documents, the Constitution and the Declaration of
Independence. In the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson and his cohorts
descry a train of abuses, which, they suggest, the British crown had heaped
upon property-owning white men in the North American colonies. Jefferson
and his co-authors compare these abuses to a form of political slavery. Walker
exploits and inverts this revolutionary language through showing how
American tyrants have heaped a train of abuses on slave and free black
populations. At the end of the Appeal, Walker quotes the Declaration of
Independence and admonishes the Christian Americans “to hear [their] lan-
guage further,” lest there be a second American Revolution. Walker’s
untimely death in 1830 ensured that his thinking would have foundational
but limited scope in its capacity to answer how blacks emerge out of what he
referred to as “wretchedness” under the yoke of racial slavery. There were
others, however, who were willing to take up the calling and mission of
community reform and uplift.

The period immediately after Walker’s death saw a substantial transforma-
tion in the role that African American women played on the public stage.
During this era, religion and religiosity exerted a powerful influence on the
rhetoric of race and gender equality in African American writing. African
American women would make full use of the religious sensibility to advance
the cause of rights for both women and blacks. But there were obstacles. As
scholars of nineteenth-century African American women’s writing note,
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women were subject to a “domestic double standard.”* The proper role for
women, it was thought, was in the “private sphere” of the household, away
from public political centers of reason, revolution, and reform, traditionally
understood as a man’s domain. This holds especially true for the role of
women in the black church, as the pulpit represented one of the few viable
spaces for political and cultural authority within various North American
black communities during the era. Women were to be seen and not heard.
And even when seen, there was always the perverse potential for sexualizing
the black woman’s body (and by implication presence), trivializing that body
into a mere object of desire. There was also the potential for reading women’s
public presence as masculine, simply for engaging in activities deemed by
more conservative audiences as “improper” or “unseemly.” The challenge,
then, for African American women at this point would be to imagine writing
both as an instrument for women’s self-empowerment and as a declaration of
sexual liberty from raced and gendered forms of terror and tyranny. For
would-be public orators, this meant oftentimes a slow (and painful) transition
from private calling to public mission. One strategy, Carla L. Peterson sug-
gests, would be for these women to imagine literary representation as a form
of “self-marginalization,” which in turn would allow the autobiographer and
orator to employ writing as a way of temporarily suspending a traditional
configuration in politics and power.*

Maria W. Stewart’s work, in this way, sets an important precedent. Soon
after Walker’s death, Maria Stewart began her career as a public orator,
publishing her political essays in William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator, under
the publisher’s designation “Ladies Department.” Born in Hartford,
Connecticut in 1803 and orphaned at the age of five, Stewart, by her own
account, was “bound out in a clergyman’s family,” where she remained until
the age of fifteen.” Stewart learned much from Walker, and she had been
Walker’s intellectual protégée. After the death of her husband, James
W. Stewart, she would turn to religion as a source of meaning and comfort
for what had thus far been her tragic life. Shortly before her death in 1879,
Stewart reprinted her political writings together with a brief autobiographical
preface, prayers, and spiritual musings in Meditations from the Pen of Mrs. Maria
W. Stewart (1832). Garrison and the Episcopalian minister/political activist
Alexander Crummell were impressed with her command of rhetoric.
Garrison had long recognized Stewart’s gifts for speechmaking. Indeed,
Stewart seemed to have a knack for combining religious oratory with a
political and social vision. Garrison characterized her as a woman of immense
“talent” and “piety.”
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As Jarena Lee, Zilpha Elaw, and others sought to do in the years following
her brief political career, Stewart employs the authority of the Bible as a way
of establishing her place as a speaker and activist in the political sphere. In her
“Lecture Delivered at the Franklin Hall,” she writes “Methinks I heard a
spiritual interrogation — “Who shall go forward and take off the reproach
that is cast upon the people of color? Shall it be a woman? And my heart made
2 Employing the
rhetorical structure derived from the Old Testament prophets, she imagines

this reply — ‘If it is thy will, be it even so, Lord Jesus!

her calling as a responsibility to be involved publicly in the advancement of
oppressed black people. As Peterson suggests, Stewart’s challenge was to
translate an intensely personal calling and relationship with God (as expressed
in her recorded prayers and meditation) into political and social
involvement.”

Stewart’s major concern in her early political writings and essays is with the
fate of blacks in a slaveholding political context. Her political writings would
offer some of the earliest insights to be produced by African American writers
on slavery and its relationship to the fate of the American Republic. In her
essays and speeches, Stewart adapted Walker’s revolutionary postures to her
abiding interests in religious and moral discipline and its role in political life. If
Walker stands as the founding father in a tradition of black revolutionary
political ethics, Stewart is most certainly its founding mother. She argued for
the recuperation of moral and political virtue in blacks. A woman of deep
religious commitment, she grounded her analyses of American political for-
mation in an extended discussion on moral and political virtue and their
relationship to the various dimensions of American progress. Over the span
of her essays, she contends that if blacks were encouraged to pursue virtue
(excellence) and promote it among themselves, this would surely translate
into a form of revolutionary courage that might eventually transform the
American political terrain.

Stewart also espoused an Ethiopianist vision first articulated by eighteenth-
century writers like Prince Hall. She too believed that Psalms 68:31 promised
eventual redemption and uplift for blacks. Stewart insisted that the proper
bases for any ethical polity rested with society’s dual commitment to the
pursuit of virtue (excellence) and education, and that this virtual absence of
this dual commitment in black communities was the major reason why blacks
languished under the double yoke of slavery and second-class status. In a
shorter piece, entitled “Cause for Encouragement,” she states that the “great-
est and most powerful men since the foundations of the earth” were those

who had been the most “eminent for their piety and virtue.”*® Stewart argues
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that the successes of the American Revolution and democracy were the direct
result of whites having had a long history of pursuing excellence in moral and
political improvement. In her first essay, “Religion and the Pure Principles of
Morality, the Sure Foundation on Which We Must Build,” she refers to this as
the practice of “headwork.” She counsels her fellow blacks to “imitate” the
whites” example.

The major obstacle preventing blacks from achieving this, she suggests, is
the history of racial enslavement in the United States. Stewart writes that “the
Americans [whites] have practised nothing but head-work these 200 years, and
we have done their drudgery.”® In “An Address Delivered at the Masonic
Hall,” she argued that the consequence of this disparity is that all has “been
owned by the lordly white”* — in essence, ceding the bulk of political power
and authority to whites. She believed women had a significant hand in
reversing a contemptible state of affairs. Stewart writes, “O woman, woman
would thou only strive to excel in merit and virtue; would thou only store thy
mind with useful knowledge, great would be thine influence.”* If black
women and men both pursued virtue and education, the “chains of ignorance
and slavery,” she insists, would “melt like wax before the flames.”
Investigations like the ones Stewart pursued in her essays and speeches set
the basis for mid-nineteenth-century black abolitionist and feminist critiques
of racial slavery.

Mary Prince’s The History of Mary Prince, A West Indian Slave, Related by
Herself (1831) set another precedent. Prince’s History is significant as a founding
text in the canons of African Atlantic writing in English. In the 1830s, the slave
narrative tradition would again transform and evolve through a story related
by an Afro-Caribbean woman. Mary Prince’s work was the first narrative on
the life of a black woman slave to be published in England.”* The narrative
chronicles in lurid detail the life and experiences of black women subjected to
the brutality of the slave regime. The work was groundbreaking in the way
that it sought to highlight the sexual as well as racial dynamics of slaveholding
violence. Born in Brackish Pond, Bermuda in 1788, Prince describes the sexual
indiscretions, sadism, and unremitting violence of her various masters. If she
had been subjected to brutal forms of laboring toil in one instance, she most
assuredly was being raped by at least one of her masters in other instances.
Indeed, she recounts an especially suggestive moment when her violent
former master, Mr. D—, strips off his clothes and instructs her to bathe
him. Prince remarks that “This was worse to me than all the licks [beatings]"*
she had received from him previously. The sexual violence of the scene is
palpable but only hinted at. Protecting would-be squeamish readers from the
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overly sordid details of slaveholding violence, the text has a seductive quality
as it seeks to maintain its rhetorical strength through what it chooses to
withhold as well as disclose.

Prince had been able to leave her circumstance as a slave only by chance
when she decided to accompany her final owners, the Woods, to England in
hopes of finding a cure for her rheumatism.** After having been turned out of
doors by the Woods, she eventually found her way to the Anti-Slavery Society
in Aldermanbury, East London (then the central office of the British antislav-
ery campaign) to solicit the help of the British abolitionists in an attempt to
buy her freedom from her owners. Thomas Pringle (secretary for the Anti-
Slavery Society and future editor of the History) took up Prince’s cause and
appealed to Mr. Wood to sell her. Wood'’s refusal to sell Prince led to a very
public and nasty battle over the right to Prince’s body. As the Supplement to
the History suggests, Prince would again be made an object and commodity as
proslavery and antislavery forces contended for her fate as either a slave or a
free woman.

The fact that the History is “related” and not written by Prince gives the
narrative a paradoxically simple yet murky rhetorical quality, where the voice
of the narrator is subject to (and at times appropriated by) the editor’s control.
While Pringle promised to “[retain] as far as was practicable, Mary’s exact
expressions and peculiar phraseology,”?
hear in the text. Is it Prince’s voice that engages reading audiences? Or is the
voice a collaboration among Pringle, Prince, and Susanna Strickland
(the woman to whom Prince dictates the biography of her life)? Add to this,
the strong — and at times overpowering — presence of the editor in the work:
taken together, Pringle’s Preface and Supplement are as long (if not longer)
than the narrative itself. In this way, the narrative’s rhetoric is at times made to
compete and contend with an intrusive abolitionist voice for the attention of
readers. As Sarah Salih suggests in her introduction, Prince’s History “is not a
straightforward autobiography, but a collection of texts.”*® In an important
sense, the History anticipates what would become a protracted struggle
between white abolitionist editors and black writers over voice and authority

readers may ask whose voice they

in nineteenth-century African American antislavery texts.

Barbara Baumgartner notes that the emphasis the narrative places on
Prince’s bodily pain functions as both a site of resistance and antislavery
propaganda.” Indeed, Prince’s constant emphasis on pain and weakness in
her body functions as an indirect critique of slaveholding excesses. In stark
contrast to the black antislavery polemic inaugurated decades earlier by her
African British predecessor Ottobah Cugoano, Prince would position
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rhetorically her body as its own source of knowledge and “truth” concerning
slavery. The author states,

Oh the horrors of slavery! How the thought of it pains my heart! But the truth
ought to be told of it; and what my eyes have seen I think it is my duty to
relate; for few people in England know what slavery is. I have been a slave —I
have felt what a slave feels, and I know what a slave knows; and I would have
all the good people in England to know it too, that they may break our chains,
and set us free >

For Prince, slavery represents more than an unjust practice which may be
conceived in abstract terms. Rather, her “knowledge™ concerning slavery may
be derived directly from the violence she endures and the pain to which she is
subjected.

Stewart, Jarena Lee, Zilpha Elaw, and Rebecca Jackson worked out new
strategies for self-empowerment and imagined new possibilities for women in
religious authority through radical reinterpretations of scripture. They felt
their calling to preach as strongly as their male counterparts. Their uses of
literacy built on those to be found in spiritual autobiographies like the 1815
publication of The Life, History, and Unparalleled Sufferings of John Jea, The
African Preacher, Compiled and Written by Himself. Jea anticipates their reliance
on the Word as an authority when he states that an angel of God miraculously
teaches him to read the first chapter of the Gospel of John. Jea recounts that
“From that hour, in which the Lord taught me to read, until the present, I have
not been able to read in any book, nor any reading whatever, but such as
contain the word of God.”” As “humble instruments” and “handmaidens” of
God, these women preached to “promiscuous audiences” (meaning audiences
comprised of various folk), and would use their status as itinerant ministers to
extend the authority of the Word beyond institutionalized spaces. For these
writers, the Word provided a gender-inclusive and race-blind challenge to
institutionalized forms of power which had been traditionally encoded as
white and masculine. Through adapting the prophetic voice of the Bible to
their contemporary historical moment and through unearthing the gender
inclusive implications behind a redemptive Christian vision, they charted a
new course for spiritual/political agency and freedom.

Jarena Lee’s The Life and Religious Experience of Jarena Lee, A Coloured Lady
(1836) and its expanded version, Religious Experience and Journal of Mrs. Jarena
Lee (1849), signal an initial attempt at rethinking the genre of spiritual
autobiography from a black woman’s perspective, and in this sense set yet
another precedent in the varieties of African American writing during the
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period. William L. Andrews states that “Lee’s autobiography offers us the
earliest and most detailed information we have about the traditional roles of
women in organized black religious life in the United States and about the

340

ways in which resistance to those roles began to manifest itself.”” Born free
in Cape May, New Jersey in 1783, she narrativizes her struggles both with the
Methodists and with herself to finally heed her spiritual call. Similar to Elaw’s
and Jackson’s autobiographies, Lee’s call to preach appears to have grown
out of an extended period in her religious rebirth and maturity. Andrews
explains that this process was represented in stages in African American
women’s spiritual autobiography. He writes that “The stages of salvation
that [these writers] recount ... are: first, repentance as a result of the
conviction of one’s sinfulness; second, justification from the guilt of sin by
Christ’s atonement and forgiveness; and third, sanctification, or a ‘new birth,’
free from the power of sin by virtue of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.”*
Rather than a kind of moral and spiritual perfection as conversion, the
process of salvation, justification, and sanctification provided for these writers
anew motive for living and doing. In turn, their activities would in some way
evidence a life transformed. Lee would have a series of visions and fall into a
debilitating illness before she resolved to preach. After having finally settled
on matters of faith and conversion, Lee in particular acknowledged her call
and asked Richard Allen (the first bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal
Church) if she might preach as a Methodist minister. Allen was no schismatic
in matters of Methodist doctrine and gently refused her request. Carla
Peterson suggests that Lee turned to literary composition as a way of
cultivating a more favorable “public” language that might lend her preaching
credibility in the eyes of institutionalized religion. This strategy was not
successful as the AME Church refused to finance an 1845 publication, regard-
ing both her visions and her emphasis on religious ecstasy in the work as
“impossible to decipher.”**

Some years later, Lee stood up in the middle of one of Allen’s services and
began to “exhort” the Gospel, expanding on a sermon given that day by a
Revd. Richard Williams. Allen finally acknowledged her calling, and commis-
sioned her as an “exhorter,” which was a subordinate position in the minister-
ial pecking order of the Methodist Church. Lee remained undaunted and
eventually began an itinerant preaching career that took her through a
number of Middle Atlantic and Northeastern states and as far west as
Dayton, Ohio. After some resistance from male clergy, her sermons gained
a wide acceptance among Methodist congregations. Her sermons were a
powerful draw even for slaveholders. She writes,
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At the first meeting which I held at my uncle’s house, there was, with others
who had come from curiosity to hear the coloured women preacher; an old
man, was a deist, and who said he did not believe the coloured people had any
souls — he was sure they had none. He took a seat very near where I was
standing, and boldly tried to look me out of countenance. But as I laboured on
in the best manner I was able, looking to God all the while, though it seemed
to me I had but little liberty, yet there went an arrow from the bent bow of the
gospel, and fastened in his till then obdurate heart. After I had done speaking,
he went out, and called the people around him, said that my preaching might
seem a small thing, yet he believed I had the worth of souls at heart ... This
man was a great slave holder, and had been very cruel; thinking nothing of
knocking down a slave with a fence stake, or whatever might come to hand.
From this time it was said of him that he became greatly altered in his ways
for the better.”

Preferring to view her audiences as the “fallen sons and daughters of Adam’s
race,”** Lee refused to cower in the face of difference. Her call to preach the
Gospel was for anyone who was willing to listen. For her the Word offered a
revisionist agenda which included women at the center of public authority in
communities of faith. She writes,

If a man may preach, because the Saviour died for him, why not the woman?
seeing he died for her also. Is he not a whole Saviour, instead of a half one? as
those who hold it wrong for a woman to preach, would seem to make it
appear ... To this it may be replied, by those who are determined not to
believe that it is right for a woman to preach, that the disciples, though they
were fishermen, and ignorant of letters too, were inspired so to do ... May he
not, did he not, and can he not inspire a female to preach the simple story of
the birth, life, death, and resurrection of our Lord, and accompany it too, with
power to the sinner’s heart. As for me, I am fully persuaded that the Lord
called me to labour according to what I have received, in his vineyard. If he
has not, how could he consistently bear testimony in favour of my poor
labours, in awakening and converting sinners?*

Lee’s interpretation of the Word understands preaching as an enterprise which
cannot be limited merely to spaces of institutional authority. For Lee, neither
training nor one’s status as male is an absolute prerequisite for preaching. The
call is a gift afforded to anyone (regardless of gender) who has experienced
spiritual regeneration and rebirth in Jesus Christ. Her strong denunciation of
sexism in the politico-religious sphere would set the precedent for the more
detailed account of gender-exclusion found in Zilpha Elaw’s Memoirs.

The Memoirs of the Life, Religious Experience, Ministerial Travels, and Labours of
Mrs. Elaw (1846) is a fascinating account of Zilpha Elaw’s call to preach. Elaw
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appears to be somewhat of an Atlantic figure, as she chronicles her struggles to
gain public acceptance in the religious spheres of both Britain and the United
States. Like Lee before, Elaw’s visions, religious ecstasy, spiritual disappoint-
ment, and triumph worked as peaks and valleys in a lifelong struggle to realize
a call. Also like Lee, she would pursue her calling in spite of constant bodily
pain. Despite weakness and bodily inflammation, Elaw managed to preach
thousands of sermons to congregants in Philadelphia, Annapolis and other
parts of the South, New York, and various parts of England. Peterson
describes Lee’s (and by implication, Elaw’s) efforts as an attempt to transform
a body in pain into a bodiless voice of power.** Born around 1790 to free
parents in the vicinity of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Elaw met opposition to
her preaching and spirituality both from her nominally Christian husband,
Joseph Elaw, and from various hearing audiences. After Joseph Elaw died of
consumption in 1840, and given her dire financial circumstances, she was
forced to put herself and her daughter into domestic service. Elaw, however,
was undaunted. She was firmly convinced that her soul was sanctified by God
at an 1817 camp meeting, and upon the encouragement of her sister and other
women who knew her, continued to pursue her spiritual mission.”” She even
preached with Lee in western Pennsylvania for a period of time.

Elaw’s Memoirs is an admixture of religious reflection and autobiographical
account. Readers may hear the cadences of a preacherly rhetoric in her work.
Like Lee, Stewart, and Jackson, she borrows heavily from the rhetorical
structure found in the prophetic books of the Old Testament and Paul’s
epistles. Indeed, the “Dedication” in Elaw’s Memoirs is fashioned as a
Pauline epistle of sorts, admonishing her British brethren to “Cautiously,
diligently, and habitually observe and obey the directions and statutes of
Christ and his apostles, that your foundation may be built not upon the
sand of current traditions and prejudices, but upon the prophets and apostles,
Christ Jesus being the chief cornerstone [Ephesians 2:20], and that you may
become His true and finished disciples, perfect and entire, lacking nothing, but
complete in all the will of God.”** Throughout the work, she subtly authorizes
her call to preach in Britain through constant emphasis on her visions and the
“voice” of a God that eventually led her across the waters of the Atlantic.

The work also has a comparative dimension. She contrasts the religiosity
and morality of various populations of folk both in England and the USA
through representing herself as an object of ridicule. This seems especially
egregious in the account of her experiences in the slaveholding states. Elaw
was gravely aware of her status as “coloured female preacher” in the slave-
holding American South. She states that “I was sitting in a very conspicuous
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situation near the door, and I observed, with very painful emotions, the crowd
outside, pointing with their fingers pointing at me, and saying, ‘that’s her,’
‘that’s her;” for Satan strongly set before me the prospect of an immediate
arrest and consignment by sale to some slave owner.”* She overcomes her
fears, as the voice of God encourages her to preach. The result is a rhetorical
reversal of sorts, whereby the female coloured preacher is able to claim
spiritual authority even over slaveholders. She writes,

There was some among the great folks whom curiosity induced to attend my
ministry; and this formed a topic of lively interest with many of the slave
holders, who thought it surpassingly strange that a person (and a female)
belonging to the same family stock with their poor debased, uneducated,
coloured slaves, should come into their territories and teach the enlightened
proprietors the knowledge of God ... This was a paradox to them indeed ...
and yet the power of truth and of God was never so manifest in any of their
agencies, as with the dark coloured female stranger, who had come from afar
to minister amongst them. But God had chosen the weak things of the world
to confound the mighty.*

Here, Elaw imagines herself as an interloper (and something of usurper) in a
stalwart configuration in power and reason. Elsewhere, she espouses a racial
egalitarian stance and something of an Ethiopianist vision, as she subtly alludes to
the eventual redemption of blacks by the hand of God. She writes, “The Almighty
accounts not the black races of man either in the order of nature or spiritual
capacity as inferior to the white; for He bestows his Holy Spirit on, and dwells in
them as readily as in persons of whiter complexion: the Ethiopian eunuch [the
eunuch the Apostle Phillip baptizes as recorded by the book of Acts] was adopted
as a son and heir of God; and when Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto
him [Ps. 68:31], their submission and worship will be graciously accepted.”

In addition to providing an even more expansive account of the gendered
forms of exclusion that dominated the religious sphere, Elaw’s Memoirs
appears to be among some of the earliest sustained criticisms of
Enlightenment skepticism to be offered by African American writers. The
remarks here signal an interest in theological speculation. She notes,

[I]t is a fact worthy of extensive observation, that the vast variety of mental
exercises and religious experience of all true and lively Christians, in every
grade of society, in all ages, and in all denominations and sections of the
Christian Church, are of too uniform and definite a character to be ascribed to
the wild and fluctuating uncertainties of fanaticism ... and it may be retorted
also, that stubborn facts continually prove, in other countries as well as in
modern Gaul, that no fanaticism is more luxuriant, bewitching, and arrogant,
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than that which inscribes on its ensign — “The Age of Reason,” and root itself
in the soil of infidelity.>

Mystics/slave autobiographers like Rebecca Cox Jackson (1795-1871) would
emerge in the crosshairs of this very important stage in critical intervention
and creative expression. Born in 1795 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, little is
known of her early life. Jean Humez states that

The autobiographical writings of Rebecca Cox Jackson ... are centrally con-
cerned with how religious vision and ecstatic experiences functioned for her
and other women of her time as a source of personal power, enabling them to
make radical change in the outward circumstances of their lives ... Her
religious experience was to propel her irreversibly out of her settled condition
and into a forty-year public career, first as a preacher and later as the founder
of a black Shaker community in her city.?

Her journals and autobiography are fragmentary, but they do provide some-
thing of a metaphor for the struggles of African American women to authorize
both themselves and their spiritual endeavors. In Jackson’s spiritual submis-
sion to God, she expresses to readers throughout her work how she endea-
vored to claim “power” over her body; over her use of literacy; and ultimately
over her self as a public religious authority. This seems to sum up what
African American writers both preceding and following her wished to do.
These various writing traditions appearing in the 1820s and onward fur-
nished a counterdiscursive basis for the rhetorical power found in Douglass’s
writings. In the 1852 speech commemorating the United States’s seventy-sixth
year of national independence from Britain, the black abolitionist Frederick
Douglass asks: “What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July?”** The
question is intended as an indictment. Douglass had already gained a fair
measure of notoriety with the 1845 publication of his autobiography, entitled
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written By Himself.
The autobiography offered a damning critique of the plantation regime and
American racial slavery. In his Fourth of July speech, he extends this critique,
implying that whites were oblivious to what was a glaring contradiction in the
progressive political conscience of a nation by the middle of the nineteenth
century. The United States’s original sin was the enslavement of countless
numbers of Africans/blacks under what purported to be a democracy. Hence,
Independence Day would have a contradictory legacy for American freedom
and equality. For whites, the Fourth of July would represent the commemo-
ration of freedom and independence from political enslavement under the
British yoke. For blacks, it would be the first day in what was perpetual toil
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under the yoke of white supremacy in a fledgling North American Republic.
What better occasion was there to suggest failures in guaranteeing rights to all
than on the annual commemoration of the nation’s founding? The Declaration
of Independence, the cornerstone of the radical American democratic experi-
ment, did not equivocate in advancing “that all men are created equal and that
they are endowed by the Creator with certain unalienable Rights.” Douglass
reminds his audience, however, that the “practical operation of this ... slave
trade, the American slave trade [was being] sustained by American politics and
religion.”” Douglass’s remarks, besides having the rhetorical capacity to strike
at the very heart of American social and political hypocrisy, also hint at what
were becoming the general contours of African American literary expression.
It was the evolving paradox of radical democracy and radical enslavement and
racial/gender oppression in the USA that would ironically give nineteenth-
century African American literature its distinctive luster.

The rhetorical force and variety of early African American literature has a
complex lineage. Douglass’s sharp criticisms of the North American political
situation represent a crescendo of sorts, building upon a watershed period of
experience and insight in the evolution of early African Atlantic writing. If we
are allowed to expand Douglass’s rhetorical question a bit to suggest over-
arching concerns in the eighty or so years prior to his Fourth of July address, it
might read thus: “what to blacks is your Atlantic revolutionary liberty and
equality?” In his 1893 Lecture on Haiti, Douglass himself exclaims that “We
should not forget that the freedom you and I enjoy to-day; that the freedom
that eight hundred thousand colored people enjoy in the British West Indies; the
freedom that has come to the colored race the world over, is largely due to the
brave stand taken by the black sons of Haiti ninety years ago. When they struck
for freedom ... they struck for the freedom of every black man in the world.”*
And of course, there was the uniqueness of the American promise. For
Douglass, the protocols of rhetoric and its distinct vision of freedom in
African American literature drew much from the political turmoil that spanned
from the time of the Saint Domingue Revolution to the Civil War. The radical
American Revolutionary principles of equality and democracy would function
as powerful inducements to the development of distinctly black American
identities and literary sensibilities proceeding into the nineteenth century.
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African American literature
and the abolitionist movement,
1845 to the Civil War

JOHN ERNEST

African American literature gained a major new writer in 1845 when Frederick
Douglass published his Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American
Slave, Written by Himself. The book was published in Boston by the American
Anti-Slavery Society and is perhaps the most significant example of the
dynamic connection between the development of African American literature
and the abolitionist movement. Douglass was, by this time, well known in
antislavery circles. Having escaped from slavery in 1838, he had been working
as a professional antislavery lecturer for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery
Society since 1841. He wrote his Narrative both to document his own experi-
ences within the system of slavery and to promote and extend his own efforts
for the abolitionist cause. He was quite successful, and at some cost to his
personal security. Indeed, owing to the publicity resulting from his detailed
account of his life, he was forced to move to Great Britain to avoid being
captured and returned to slavery. There he remained until 1847, following the
purchase of his freedom by antislavery friends. Douglass’s Narrative, in short,
is not simply a particularly forceful example of the slave narrative genre but
also a reminder that African American literature has often been produced at
considerable risk to its authors.

Immediately celebrated as one of the most powerful narratives of its
kind yet written, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass was eventually
recognized not only as the most influential of all slave narratives but also as
a classic work of American literature. Following introductory testimonies and
commentaries by white abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell
Phillips, Douglass presents a story that extends from his earliest experiences —
including his entrance through “the blood-stained gate, the entrance to the
hell of slavery” when he was first introduced to the physical cruelties common
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under slavery — to his successful escape and his discovery of and initial
participation in the antislavery movement. Douglass’s Narrative was an imme-
diate and unprecedented success, selling nearly 5,000 copies in its first four
months. Within a few years, Douglass’s book was translated into German,
French, and Dutch, and “in six years a total of twenty-one editions of the book
had been published in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Europe.”
As David W. Blight has noted, “along with his public speeches, the Narrative
made Frederick Douglass the most famous black person in the world.””
While the success of Douglass’s Narrative, along with the developing
fame of its author, helped to establish the value of autobiographical accounts
of enslavement, Douglass was one of many African Americans who were
inspired or prompted to tell of their experience with enslavement and self-
liberation. Many of these stories were related orally — at antislavery meetings
or in less formal conversations among activists — and many had been published
in the antislavery press and in such important books as the white abolitionist
Theodore Dwight Weld’s American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand
Witnesses (1839), a book that had considerable influence on Douglass and
many other abolitionist writers. After the success of Douglass’s Narrative,
many more book-length narratives were published in the last years of the
1840s, throughout the 1850s, and long after the Civil War. Some of these
narratives were written by fugitive slaves who had succeeded, against all odds,
in acquiring literacy; some were written by a white amanuensis — that is,
someone trying to record a narrative faithfully related by the subject of the
narrative. In a few famous cases, both fictional and actual narratives were
written by white writers but presented as if written by the black subject of
the narrative — and the controversy created by these cases led many in the
antislavery movement to document carefully the authenticity of the narratives
published, leading to sometimes extensive prefaces and appendices by white
public figures in many narratives, Douglass’s prominent among them. But
the authority of Douglass’s narrative helped to further an already established
and rich history of autobiographical and biographical narratives placed in
the service of the antislavery movement. Some of the authors of these
narratives (or the sources for them, when the story was dictated to another)
were directly connected to the movement — as was the case with Douglass’s
Narrative and also William Wells Brown’s very successful Narrative of William
W. Brown, A Fugitive Slave, Written by Himself (1847), both of which were
published by the American Anti-Slavery Society. But other narratives were
published by the author, often with the support of antislavery sympathizers,
but sometimes with the help of friends committed to the author but not
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necessarily to the larger antislavery cause. Still others were taken up by
booksellers and publishers associated with the antislavery cause as well as
other reform movements — most prominently Bela Marsh and J. P. Jewett.

These narratives became increasingly popular, especially within the anti-
slavery movement, but in spite of their growing influence African American
male and female writers and narrators often found themselves working in a
highly limited and restrictive public arena. With the publication of increasing
numbers of narratives, and as these narratives were placed in the service of the
abolitionist movement, many readers came to expect certain features — expe-
riences, testimonies, and rhetorical gestures — when reading them. In practice,
this meant that the narratives often followed familiar lines of development.
Indeed, James Olney has argued that “the conventions for slave narratives
were so early and so firmly established that one can imagine a sort of master
outline drawn from the great narratives and guiding the lesser ones.”? Perhaps
the most prominent features of this “master outline” were the prefaces or
other testimonials written by white supporters or abolitionists assuring read-
ers of the author’s or narrator’s veracity. But Olney’s outline includes other
frequently repeated narrative features as well: accounts of physical abuse,
commentary on the cruelty of “Christian” slaveholders, an episode concerning
the acquisition of literacy, and a “description of the amounts of food and
clothing given to slaves, the work required of them, the pattern of a day, a
week, a year.”* These narrative similarities, Olney argues, are to be expected
in a genre of writings that developed within a reasonably well-defined and
organized reform movement. “Unlike autobiography in general,” he explains,
“the narratives are all trained on one and the same objective reality, they have
a coherent and defined audience, and have behind them and guiding them an
organized group of ‘sponsors,” and they are possessed of very specific motives,
intentions, and uses understood by narrators, sponsors, and audiences alike: to
reveal the truth of slavery and so to bring about its abolition. How, then, could
the narratives be anything but very much like one another?”

But not all slave narratives are alike, and even beyond those narrative
features shared by many are significant differences of experience, geographical
situation, public recognition (and its effects over time), and the dynamics of
authorship (since some narratives were written or edited by white support-
ers). Indeed, taking in the larger picture of the many narratives of enslave-
ment, escape, or emancipation published throughout the nineteenth century,
one can see significant differences of narrative occasion, strategy, and purpose.
The great majority of narratives are devoted to relatively obscure individuals —
some written by the individuals themselves and some by white antislavery

93



JOHN ERNEST

sympathizers — and are designed simply to add additional evidence of the
injustice of slavery and financial support for the narrative’s subject. Such
narratives might emphasize the exotic appeal of the individual story — as is
the case, for example, in Henry Trumbull's Life and Adventures of Robert
Voorhis, the Hermit of Massachusetts, Who has lived 14 Years in a Cave, secluded
from human society (1829), or Hiram Mattison’s Louisa Picquet, the Octoroon: or
Inside Views of Southern Domestic Life (1861). Some narratives emerged directly
from the author’s involvement in the antislavery movement. Douglass, for
example, was so eloquent and assured on the antislavery lecture circuit that
many in his audience doubted that he had been enslaved, and accordingly he
wrote his narrative in part “to authenticate his antislavery speeches — and thus
his voice.”® Henry “Box” Brown, in contrast, began his career with a famous
story to tell, having escaped from slavery by placing himselfin a shipping crate
which was then sent from Richmond, Virginia, to the office of the
Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society in Philadelphia. When he acquired both
his middle name and his fame soon after at the New England Anti-Slavery
Convention, he followed the experience quickly with the publication of the
Narrative of Henry Box Brown, Who Escaped from Slavery Enclosed in a Box 3 Feet
Long and 2 Wide (1849).

Douglass wrote his own narrative; Robert, Louisa Picquet, and Henry
“Box” Brown relied on others to tell their stories — and one of the most
challenging aspects of this important field of African American literature is that
much of it was not written, in fact, by African Americans. While the category
of slave narratives written by a white amanuensis includes a number of well-
known narratives, scholars have sometimes been divided about how to
approach these texts. Like Olney in his “master outline,” scholars commenting
on slave narratives have tended to highlight the acquisition and the application
of literacy as an essential part of the genre, thus emphasizing the importance
of the phrase “written by himself” or “written by herself” attached to the
title of many narratives. This excludes a great number of narratives, and
fails to account for often significant white collaboration even in some narra-
tives that claim self-authorship. As Sam Worley has observed, “this romantic
model of writing and selthood, which elegantly conflates self-expression, self-
mastery, and self-advancement, typically takes Frederick Douglass’ 1845
Narrative as the foremost representative of the genre.”” Such approaches to
slave narratives have led many to assume, Worley notes, that “those narra-
tives which rely on a white amanuensis are inherently less interesting than
those which do not. The argument ... is that however honorable his inten-
tions, the amanuensis will inevitably shape the narrative to some extent,

94



African American literature and the abolitionist movement

thereby undermining its authenticity both as history and autobiography.”®
Certainly, the presence of a white narrator is problematic, given that even
the most sincere of white narrators faced, as did African American writers, a
determined struggle against the perspectives and assumptions promoted by a
white supremacist culture. In fact, though, these narratives are both interest-
ing and revealing, and often powerful, precisely because of the tensions they
embody. Included in this category are narratives of some who became well
known in antislavery circles — for example, Narratives of the Sufferings of Lewis
and Milton Clarke (1846), which was prepared with the help of Joseph Cammet
Lovejoy. Notable, too, is a best-selling narrative of kidnapping, enslavement,
and eventual release, Twelve Years a Slave, Narrative of Solomon Northup, a
Citizen of New York, Kidnapped in Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in 1853,
from a Cotton Plantation Near the Red River in Louisiana (1853), written by David
Wilson. More notable still is The Life of Josiah Henson, Formerly a Slave, Now an
Inhabitant of Canada, As Narrated by Himself (1849), written by Samuel A. Eliot,
which quickly (and somewhat inaccurately) became known as the source for
the character of Uncle Tom in white novelist Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, one of the most famous and influential antislavery works ever
published — leading to the publication of other versions of Henson’s story
which emphasized his connection with Stowe and her novel.

As these and other narratives make clear, white antislavery sympathizers
constituted the most significant audience for these tales of enslavement, and it
is impossible to understand the prominence of this genre of writing without
accounting for the interests and assumptions of white readers. Although slave
narratives were widely circulated among African Americans, who often
organized reading societies and libraries, the necessity of an alliance between
black and white abolitionists, joined with the dominant presence of white
abolitionists in antislavery organizations, made the slave narratives a genre of
writing characterized by an ongoing struggle between black and white per-
spectives on a wide range of concerns including slavery, race, civil rights, and
even the priorities of literary art. For the Reverend Ephraim Peabody, a white
Unitarian minister of Boston, the slave narratives constituted “a new depart-
ment of the literature of civilization.” Writing for the Christian Examiner in
1849, Peabody noted that “there are those who fear lest the elements of poetry
and romance should fade out of the tame and monotonous social life of
modern times.” But Peabody believed that “there is no danger of it while
there are any slaves left to seek for freedom, and to tell the story of their efforts
to obtain it.”® The story that the formerly enslaved had to tell, Peabody
argued, was one of universal value, reminding all readers that “there is that
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in the lives of men who have sufficient force of mind and heart to enable
them to struggle up from hopeless bondage to the position of freemen, beside
which the ordinary characters of romance are dull and tame. They encounter a
whole Iliad of woes, not in plundering and enslaving others, but in recovering
for themselves those rights of which they have been deprived from birth.”
These were stories of human struggle, stories of enslavement that actually
proved to be stories of the essential importance of freedom, and they were
stories “calculated to exert a very wide influence on public opinion.” They
were also, of necessity, stories that “reveal incidentally,” Peabody noted,
“some of the necessary evils of this mournful institution” — that is, those
evils encouraged, perpetuated, and rationalized by those whose interest it was
to maintain the system of slavery.”

Other white commentators on these narratives agreed. In his introduction
to another well-known story of enslavement and escape, Narrative of the
Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb, An American Slave, Written by Himself, for
example, the New York minister Lucius C. Matlack asserted that although
“American Slavery” is “naturally and necessarily, the enemy of literature,”
still, slave narratives had drawn from this horrific system “the prolific theme of
much that is profound in argument, sublime in poetry, and thrilling in
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narrative.” “From the soil of slavery itself,” Matlack observed, “have sprung
forth some of the most brilliant productions, whose logical levers will ulti-
mately upheave and overthrow the system.” Like Peabody, Matlack believed
that these sublime and thrilling narratives would demonstrate the power of
the human spirit and the force of eloquent outrage: “Gushing fountains of
poetic thought, have started from beneath the rod of violence, that will long
continue to slake the feverish thirst of humanity outraged, until swelling to a
flood it shall rush with wasting violence over the ill-gotten heritage of the
oppressor.”™ Another white writer, Charles Stearns, offered a similar faith in
the power of “gushing fountains of poetic thought” in introducing his own
telling of the experiences of Henry Box Brown in 1849. “O reader,” Stearns
states at the beginning of the narrative, “as you peruse this heart-rending tale,
let the tear of sympathy roll freely from your eyes, and let the deep fountains
of human feeling, which God has implanted in the breast of every son and
daughter of Adam, burst forth from their enclosure, until a stream shall flow
therefrom on to the surrounding world, of so invigorating and purifying a
nature, as to arouse from the “death of the sin’ of slavery, and cleanse from the
pollutions thereof, all with whom you may be connected.”™ These and other
white writers seemed challenged to do justice to the emotional appeal of these
narratives of enslavement and escape, but behind the excessive rhetoric was a
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faith in the power of a first-person testimony against the evils of slavery. As
one writer put it, “reason is met by sophistry; but narratives of slaves go right
to the hearts of men.””

“Reaching ‘the hearts of men’,” adds William L. Andrews, “was the rhe-
torical aim of practically all black autobiography in the first century of its
existence,” but many black autobiographers found this aim deflected by their
readers’ fascination with thrilling tales of escape.™ As many saw in these
narratives stories “beside which the ordinary characters of romance are dull

and tame,””

perhaps it was to be expected that many readers focused more on
the philosophical significance of the adventurous escape than on the system of
slavery left behind. The broader cultural field of concerns for black abolition-
ists, in short, often meant working against the confines of what might be
identified as antislavery literature. As Frances Smith Foster has argued, African
American writers faced a basic but formidable challenge, for “while white
abolitionists were eager to privilege the authenticity of black writers” descrip-
tions of slavery, it was only insofar as their descriptions confirmed what white
readers had actually accepted as true.”"
Witness: Truth, Abolitionism, and Slave Testimony, Dwight A. McBride comes

to similar conclusions. As McBride argues, since abolitionist discourse “pro-

In his important book Impossible

duced the occasion for bearing witness,” it regularly prepared audiences for
“an experience that had already been theorized and prophesied.” “In this
way,” McBride observes, “the slave serves as a kind of fulfillment of the
prophecy of abolitionist discourse ... Before the slave ever speaks, we know
the slave; we know what his or her experience is, and we know how to read
that experience.””

Simply stated, McBride is interested in what it meant to “tell the truth”
about slavery in a world in which the language and conceptions of “truth”
were themselves shaped by a largely white-led antislavery movement operat-
ing within a white supremacist culture. His approach connects with concerns
shared by many scholars in highlighting the complex intertextuality of the
antislavery movement, raising questions about antislavery readers, and raising
questions as well about how we should understand the autobiographical
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subject after reading an autobiographical narrative. Accordingly, McBride
and other scholars focus on the significant tensions between the stories
expected by antislavery audiences and the narratives crafted by African
American writers — an approach that requires that we work to identify what
McBride terms “the rhetorical markers that constitute the terrain of abolition-
ist discourse,” that is, the language, the rhetorical practices, and the habits of
reading and interpretation that shaped how readers, both white and black,
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would respond to African American literature and how African American
writers worked to anticipate and even disrupt predictable responses.®

In short, African American writers often found themselves resisting not
only slavery itself but also the cultural and racial dynamics of the very
antislavery movement that provided them with an audience, and they
responded to this challenge in various ways. Perhaps the most basic of these
ways involved withholding information, refusing to satisfy mere curiosity in
favor of a more demanding interaction with their readers. As Marcus Wood
has noted, for example, Frederick Douglass’s 1845 Narrative “gave models of
how not to give the white Northern abolitionist readers what they wanted or
expected” — the most notable being Douglass’s sly omission of that part of his
narrative in which readers would be most interested, the means of his escape
from slavery.” But African American attempts to work beyond confining
expectations and assumptions — “to tell a free story,” in Andrews’s memorable
phrase — affected nearly every aspect of African American autobiography,
and increasingly so over time.** In his later autobiographies, for example,
Douglass was more overt in his resistance, noting occasions on which he
had encountered directly the limiting and often demeaning expectations of
white audiences and abolitionist colleagues; representing his dialogue with
white slaveholders, coworkers, and colleagues over the years; and narrating
his life in such a way as to emphasize that this was not only a story of the
struggle for freedom but also a story of the struggle to freely account for
oneself and one’s world.

Douglass’s experiences are characteristic of many African American writers
who worked not only to tell a different story than what white readers might
anticipate but also to tell their stories differently so as to work around and
beyond such expectations. Douglass’s experiences in the antislavery move-
ment, as Andrews has argued, shaped his approach to his second autobiogra-
phy, My Bondage and My Freedom, for he had by that time “gained a perspective
that allowed him to see signs of ‘oppression’ in the very ‘form’ of the fugitive
slave narrative that he had written in 1845.”*" Similarly, Harriet Jacobs
struggled to find a white collaborator who would facilitate the presentation
of her story without undermining Jacobs’s authority to determine the essential
elements of that story, leading her to reject an alliance with Harriet Beecher
Stowe and to settle finally on the editorial assistance of white abolitionist Lydia
Maria Child. William Wells Brown’s resistance to both the assumption of
white authority and the narrative forms shaped by white expectations led to an
even more radical form of autobiographical resistance — virtually a refusal to
allow his autobiographies to hold him to any clear conception of a stable
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identity. As I have written elsewhere, the various versions of Brown’s autobio-
graphical writings “correspond generally but sometimes contradict one
another in their details, and often present inaccurate information — and one
can easily become confused as to whose authority one is accepting in any
given account.””” Taking in this overwhelming collection of contradictory
information and even mixed genres, Russ Castronovo has observed that
“these diverse autobiographical accounts do not so much constitute a com-
plete life, inviolable in the authority of its own experiences, as they subtly
reconstitute history, implying its mutable and selective aspects.””?

Given that even the writing of one’s narrative involved complex acts of
interracial negotiation and resistance, it is hardly surprising that some of the
most sophisticated and accomplished narratives were produced by those who
were most active in abolitionist, social reform, and civil rights efforts. Some of
the most influential narratives were written by men and women who played
prominent roles in the antislavery movement or in African American com-
munity service before, during, and after the Civil War. Harriet Jacobs
(1813—97), for example, author of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861),
worked for a time in the Anti-Slavery Office and Reading Room directly above
the offices of Douglass’s antislavery newspaper The North Star, and she was
active in philanthropic and reform work during and after the Civil War. Henry
Bibb (1815-54), author of Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb (1849),
became a prominent lecturer and founded the Voice of the Fugitive, an anti-
slavery journal based in Canada. William (1824-1900) and Ellen Craft
(1826-97), who recounted their unusual escape in Running a Thousand Miles
for Freedom (1860), made regular appearances on the antislavery lecture stage,
both in the United States and in England, and eventually returned to the South
to open Woodville, a cooperative farm and school in Georgia. William Wells
Brown (c.1814-84) was one of the most prominent abolitionists of his day, and
was active as well, both before and after the Civil War, in the temperance
movement, which was itself sometimes divided along racial lines. Some of
these narratives, indeed, emphasized even in their titles the rise to prominence
and influence that sometimes followed a successful escape, as did The Fugitive
Blacksmith; or, Events in the History of James W.C. Pennington, Pastor of a
Presbyterian Church, New York, Formerly a Slave in the State of Maryland, United
States (1849) and Samuel Ringgold Ward’s Autobiography of a Fugitive Negro: His
Anti-Slavery Labours in the United States, Canada and England (1855). The stories
told in slave narratives, in short, were stories not simply about the evils of
slavery but also about the challenges of fashioning black individuality and
community in a white supremacist culture, challenges that often led to
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rhetorical strategies that stretched, sometimes to the breaking point, the
generic conventions of autobiographical narratives.

Indeed, in their increasingly strategic approaches to autobiographical writ-
ing, black abolitionists opened the way for the development of African
American fiction and, over time, the African American novel — in part
because, through fiction, African American writers could represent more
fully the numerous contexts, concerns, and pressures that shaped African
American life and that were necessarily a part of any comprehensive approach
to antislavery activism and social reform. As Andrews has observed, the
African American turn toward the novel began in the complex world of
African American autobiography, and especially the slave narrative — a turn
that Andrews has called “the novelized autobiography.”** Involved in this
novelization of narrative are a number of significant characteristics of African
American autobiographical writing as it developed over the years: “the
supplementation of one narrative by a sequel, or one style by another; the
intrusion of suspect voices into black autobiography, especially those that
appeal to diversionary sentiments of any sort; the deliberate fictionalizing of
texts in the 1850s and 1860s, notably through the use of reconstructed dialogue;
[and] the problem of interpreting the dialectic of ‘romantic-realistic elements’
that all these kinds of supplements introduce into autobiography.”* In some
cases, writers drew from these strategies and negotiated with these narrative
presences in clear attempts to present an autobiographical narrative — for
example, Frederick Douglass in My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), Jacob
D. Green (1813-7) in Narrative of the Life of J. D. Green (1864), and Harriet
Jacobs in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861). In other
cases, the blending of voices and techniques, and the mix of conventions
associated with both autobiographical writing and fiction, have led many to
question, in the past and today, how some texts should even be identified.

One fictionalized narrative of African American life in the North, written
and published in association with abolitionist culture and publishers, has been
identified both as a novel and as an autobiography: Our Nig; ot, Sketches from
the Life of a Free Black, in a Two-Story White House, North. Showing that Slavery’s
Shadows Fall Even There By “Our Nig” (1859), by Harriet E. Wilson (1825-1900).
The story of a young girl who is left by her mother to work as a domestic
servant to a white family in a New Hampshire abolitionist town, Our Nig
is a sometimes confusing blend of narrative perspectives (shifting freely
from first person to third), novelistic conventions, and autobiographical
assertions and features (including the standard appendix including testimonies
to the trustworthiness of the narrator). Initial research suggested that Wilson
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had written a novel based loosely on her own experiences in New Hampshire;
further research has suggested that the narrative is much more autobiograph-
ical than at first imagined, though framed throughout with substantial novel-
izing techniques.

This generic mix is characteristic even of the narrative widely considered to
be the first novel published by an African American, William Wells Brown'’s
Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter: A Narrative of Slave Life in the United States
(1853). In this case, though, there is no reason to doubt that Brown was
deliberately crafting a work of fiction, whereas one could argue that Wilson’s
intention was to write a veiled autobiography. Indeed, Brown revisited this
text and published three other versions of it through the years, all of which
were decidedly attempts to present the world with a novel. Still, Clotel begins
with a significant autobiographical narrative, presented in the third-person
voice: “Narrative of the Life and Escape of William Wells Brown.” Following
this narrative, which in various ways anticipates specific scenes and characters
in the rest of Clotel, Brown presents a text that weaves together various
stories, sources, anecdotes, documents, commentary, and fictionalized auto-
biographical experiences. Influenced by (and even integrating into its pages)
other antislavery fiction, Clotel tells the story of a number of characters, black
and white, whose lives are both indirectly and directly related, influenced,
and, in some cases, destroyed by the system of slavery. Along the way,
readers also encounter the realities of both a legal system and a religion
corrupted by the practice of slavery, and they encounter as well a world of
white and black Americans whose moral integrity, perspectives, expectations,
and assumptions have been shaped by a white supremacist culture. In this
way, Brown not only presents the personal testimony against slavery that had
been the central feature of his earlier autobiographical narratives, but also
accounts for the social world that prepares readers to misinterpret, misunder-
stand, or otherwise limit the intentions and potential force of those narratives.
The opening narrative demonstrates how Brown himself was shaped by the
world of slavery; the fictional narrative that follows offers a portrait of the
United States as Brown has come to see and understand it. In short, Brown
joins together the possibilities of fiction and autobiography so as to, in effect,
“reveal the truth of slavery and so to bring about its abolition,” as Olney puts
it, while also addressing the central question behind McBride’s approach to
the rhetorical challenge of antislavery witnessing: “What does it mean for a
slave to bear witness to, or to tell the ‘truth’ about, slatvery?”26

Two prominent African American activists, Martin R. Delany (1812-85) and
Frederick Douglass, similarly took advantage of the flexibility of fiction to
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negotiate the realities of race-based slavery and to explore the possibilities of
revolutionary social reform. One of the major works of antebellum African
American fiction, Delany’s Blake: or the Huts of America; A Tale of the Mississippi
Valley, The Southern United States, and Cuba is a complex novel divided into two
parts with many interweaving narrative lines, encompassing life and politics in
the United States, Cuba, and Africa. It was never presented in book form until
Floyd J. Miller published in 1970 what is believed to be an incomplete version,
and many chapters from Blake first appeared in serial form in the Anglo-African
Magazine in 1859, and then in the Weekly Anglo-African in 1861-62. Throughout
the novel, Delany alters and conflates historical events, recasts historical
figures, and challenges existing narratives of the struggle for freedom. For
example, Delany writes a version of the conventional antislavery narrative,
involving the journey from slavery to Canada, but he has that story culminate
not at the end but in the novel’s middle, thus emphasizing the need to extend
the struggle beyond individual tales of liberation so as to imagine wide-scale
social reform. Moreover, Delany leads the reader to the vision of a violent
revolution, initiated in Cuba but with a significant background (and consid-
erable hints about an organized conspiracy) in the United States.

Douglass also explores a tale of physical resistance in “The Heroic Slave,”
which first appeared in 1853 in both Frederick Douglass’ Paper and an antislavery
anthology Autographs for Freedom. In this novella, Douglass begins by making a
point of the racial politics of historical documentation — that is, the process by
which the lives and deeds of some are recorded, while those of others are not,
observing in the opening sentence that “the State of Virginia is famous in
American annals for the multitudinous array of her statesmen and heroes.””
Douglass presents in “The Heroic Slave” a fictionalized version of the story
missing from those annals, the story of an actual man, Madison Washington,
who successfully led a slave mutiny aboard the slave ship Creole in 1841. “Let
those account for it who can,” the story’s narrator states in the opening
paragraph, “but there stands the fact, that a man who loved liberty as well
as did Patrick Henry, — who deserved it as much as Thomas Jefferson, — and
who fought for it with a valor as high, an arm as strong, and against odds as
great, as he who led all the armies of the American colonies through the great
war for freedom and independence, lives now only in the chattel records of his
»2® Working against a culture that fails to acknowledge or record
African American history without misrepresentations, significant omissions,

native State.
or distortions, Douglass has the narrator of this fictional work promise his

readers only a history constructed of “glimpses” into a subject “covered with
mystery” and “enveloped in darkness.” Significantly, the story that follows is
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one that emphasizes conversations, monologues, antislavery speeches, and
prayers overheard by eavesdroppers, intentional and otherwise. In this way
and others, Douglass recasts familiar antislavery rhetoric in unfamiliar set-
tings, accounts for the ways in which both black abolitionists and their white
audiences were usually positioned in relation to one another, and works to
revitalize the possibilities of antislavery testimony.

Often, African American abolitionists worked to place familiar rhetoric in
unfamiliar settings by taking their message abroad. Many writers were, like
Douglass, forced to move to England to avoid recapture, for their arrival in the
Northern United States did not mean that their newfound “freedom” would be
recognized by the US legal system. Indeed, some of their most important
productions — Brown’s Clotel and the Crafts’s Running a Thousand Miles for
Freedom, among many others — were first published in England, and were
often directed specifically to a British readership. What one scholar has called
“a black abolitionist mission to the British Isles” became especially pronounced
in the 1850s following the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law in the United
States, a federal act that severely threatened the safety of many of the formerly
enslaved in the Northern states.** But the African American presence in Britain
had long played a prominent role in the publication and distribution of African
American abolitionist writings. “Between 1830 and 1865,” C. Peter Ripley has
observed, “black abolitionists left universities, newspaper offices, cabinet shops,
pulpits, and plantations for the British Isles. Some boarded the best Cunard Line
ships after elaborate farewell gatherings; others sneaked out of the American
and Canadian harbors just ahead of slave catchers™ — and many of these men
and women went with narratives, orations, and other pamphlets and books
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either in hand or in mind, and they found audiences in Britain. One might say,
too, that African American writers traveled to Britain by other means as well,
without leaving the United States, for references to Britain were a regular
presence in the African American antislavery press. Indeed, many black aboli-
tionist writers turned pointedly and regularly to British writers, past and
present, for inspiration, guidance, and a significant point about views on slavery
in a nation beyond the boundaries of the land of the brave and the home of
the free. They did so not only in order to make a point about the irony of
antislavery leadership coming from a nation against which a revolution was
fought in the name of freedom, but also because the literature of that nation,
Great Britain, seemed deeply rooted in the experience and often the cause of
those of African origins, particularly those oppressed and enslaved.

The international, historical, and intertextual nature of African American
abolitionist writing is perhaps nowhere more clear than in the poetry that
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appeared regularly in antislavery publications. Both the rhetoric of sentiment
and the rhetoric of Christian morality was important in all genres of writing,
but they were particularly so in poetry, for in poetry especially the reader’s
sentimental engagement with the portrayal of slavery was itself part of the
point. While most British abolitionist poets “made use,” as Brycchan Carey
observes, “of sentimental parables, sentimental arguments, and the emotional
subversion of the intellect, the characteristic technique of sentimental rhetoric
in poetry was the rejection of false sensibility, and the assertion of an active
sensibility that had political action as its end.”**
need for a politically oriented, active sensibility, was not lost on African
American abolitionist writers in the nineteenth century, who similarly turned

The power of poetry, and the

to poetry not just to engage the sentiments of their readers but also to
distinguish between true and false sensibility. It is no surprise, then, that just
as antislavery poems were everywhere in the eighteenth-century British
antislavery movement — “published singly, in collections, in newspapers and

journals, in chapbooks, and as broadsheet ballads™*

— so too did they saturate
newspapers, books, and lecture halls in the nineteenth-century United States.
In their narratives, fictional works, essays, and orations, African American
writers quoted, reprinted, and adapted poetry and hymns to punctuate or
situate important points — and this poetry was often in the background of the
poetry produced by African American abolitionists themselves.

Indeed, poetry — written and oral, secular and sacred — was the heart of
African American abolitionist expressive culture. Among the most influential
poetic expressions produced in resistance to slavery were the songs of the
enslaved themselves, songs that eventually became known as the spirituals
that have long played a prominent role in American religious and political life.
In his 1845 Narrative, Frederick Douglass writes, “I have sometimes thought
that the mere hearing of those songs would do more to impress some minds
with the horrible character of slavery, than the reading of whole volumes of
philosophy on the subject could do.”** Emerging not within the contexts
provided by the antislavery movement but out of the experience of slavery,
the spirituals were themselves the most essential of abolitionist expressive
culture, songs formed collectively over time and often across great spaces — for
as people were moved from place to place, so the spirituals themselves moved
in performance and composition. And the spirituals proved also to be the most
lasting, powerful, and adaptable expressions of freedom and fundamental
human rights. The great African American writer, educator, diplomat, and
songwriter James Weldon Johnson praised the collective and anonymous
authors of the spirituals in his poem “O Black and Unknown Bards,” a poem
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that compares the spirituals with the greatest artistic achievements of human-
kind, ending with an inspiring tribute:

You sang far better than you knew; the songs
That for your listeners” hungry hearts sufficed
Still live — but more than this to you belongs:
You sang a race from wood and stone to Christ.”®

The spirituals worked not only to resist oppression but also to preserve the
humanity of those who sang them, for in collective performances black
workers communicated beyond the restrictions of enslavement and labor to
forge communities that would otherwise be defined only by a common
condition of oppression. The spirituals, in short, embodied the fullness of
the abolitionist message, beyond the limited goal of eliminating the system of
slavery.

In sharp contrast to the spirituals, the poems authored and published by
individual black writers who contributed to the abolitionist cause have been
largely ignored by later generations, though they were often quite prominent
in their time. While many poems were written to inspire opposition to
slavery, many were composed specifically for events and publications spon-
sored by the abolitionist movement. One of William Wells Brown’s first
publications, for example, was a collection of poems and songs, only a few
of which he wrote himself, titled The Anti-Slavery Harp; a Collection of Songs for
Anti-Slavery Meetings (1848). In putting together this sort of compilation,
Brown was following the practices of white abolitionists. Indeed, he borrowed
songs that had earlier appeared in Jairus Lincoln’s Anti-Slavery Melodies (1843)
and George W. Clark’s The Liberty Minstrel (1844), and he took many other
songs from antislavery newspapers. Many of these songs would be performed
at antislavery events, and some were composed specifically for that purpose.
Frances Ellen Watkins [Harper] and Charlotte Forten both composed songs
for the Commemorative Festival held in Boston in 1859, for example songs
that were performed by the Attucks Glee Club and the Northern Vocalists. As
these examples suggest, many abolitionist poems were either written to be
performed or adapted to be sung, and many abolitionist poets crafted anti-
slavery poetry from existing popular songs. William Wells Brown includes in
many of his books antislavery adaptations of songs from the blackface minstrel
stage, and Joshua McCarter Simpson similarly composed a great number of
antislavery lyrics adapted from established songs. The creative dissonance of
antislavery lyrics performed to melodies originally associated with racist songs
was, in fact, part of the abolitionist message.
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The performative aspect of abolitionist poetry was important not only
to promote and enhance antislavery events but also to foster the development
of a culture and a community joined in resistance to slavery. Like Brown and
Simpson, many of these writers reworked existing poems and songs to relay
an antislavery message while commenting implicitly on the racism or the
failed ideals of the dominant culture. Henry Box Brown, for example, was
known for his recitation of both a “Thanksgiving Hymn,” drawn from
the Bible, and a reworking of a minstrel tune, “Uncle Ned,” to relate the
story of his escape from slavery. Less direct but even more forceful, James
M. Whitfield (1822—71), one of the most powerful African American poets of
his time, echoes a familiar patriotic song in the opening lines of his poem
“America”: “America, it is to thee/ Though boasted land of liberty /It is to thee
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I raise my song.

By such means, African American and other antislavery
poets frequently worked to draw from the familiar to redirect their readers
and audiences to a larger point about the foundations of American culture,
about the cancerous racism eating away at those foundations, and about the
violation of the nation’s professed principles. Even the production of poetry
by black writers could be viewed as a significant intervention into cultural
assumptions. Keith D. Leonard argues, in fact, that “the cultural assimilation
of poetic mastery was the abolitionist poet’s greatest act of resistance, an act
exemplified by his or her self-constitution as genius as that self-concept was
validated by the slaveholding and abolitionist reading public.””” Other scholars
have been more critical of the literary quality of black abolitionist poetry, but
have still recognized the value of this work within the context of abolitionist
culture. Indeed, in an important twentieth-century anthology, Eatly Black
American Poets, William H. Robinson, Jr., gathers many of the abolitionist
poets under the heading of “declamatory orator-poets” — that is, writers who
geared their poetry for the public events and broad audiences of the aboli-
tionist movement.*® Robinson echoes many twentieth- and twenty-first-
century readers in finding in this poetry “cling-clang meters, extravagant
patriotism, often cloying sentimentality ... bombast and naive optimism,”
but Robinson notes as well the special demands that shaped the poetry of the
abolitionist movement. “These lines,” he notes, “were usually most effective
when they were read aloud, or, more accurately, when they were ‘rendered’
on platforms of convention halls or opera houses or church pulpits across the
country; sometimes freely participated in by audience responses, laughter,
applause, these lines were close to the sermons.”” Robinson offered this
opinion in 1969, and in most of the years that followed few scholars came to
different conclusions about the literary quality of the poems, and fewer still
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explored the rich contexts in which the poems were performed. Scholars
have more recently started to reconsider the means by which the literary
quality of abolitionist poetry might be evaluated, and by which the power of
this poetry, in its time and beyond, might be more justly and comprehensively
appreciated.

Poetry was published, in print and in person, in every forum imaginable.
Antislavery newspapers regularly included poetry interspersed among
articles, editorials, and advertisements; antislavery books designed to both
promote the cause and raise money included poetry; performances of poetry
and song were included in antislavery events; and antislavery writers included
poetry prominently in their autobiographical narratives, plays, orations, and
other publications. Whitfield published in white abolitionist Julia Griffith’s
Autographs for Freedom and the antislavery newspapers The Liberator and
Frederick Douglass’ Paper, regularly read poems at black churches and other
public forums, and in 1853 published a book, America and Other Poems; William
Wells Brown included poems in the wide variety of books that he published
throughout his career, and he regularly performed songs at antislavery events;
and Elymas Payson Rogers prepared such lengthy works as A Poem on the
Fugitive Slave Law (1855) and The Repeal of the Missouri Compromise Considered
(1856) for public presentation. In all of these cases, the connection between
poetic expression and activist determination was strong, as is evidenced most
dramatically by the best-known African American poet of her time, Frances
E.W. Harper (1825-1911), known as Frances Watkins during most of her
antislavery career. A professional lecturer (for the Maine Anti-Slavery
Society) at a time when audiences did not readily accept female public speak-
ers, and an untiring activist in the abolitionist movement, Harper earned a
respected reputation as a poet, publishing numerous books of poetry, some of
which appeared in many editions. Indeed, the black abolitionist William Still
(1821-1902) estimated after the Civil War that Harper had sold over 50,000
volumes of poetry.*’ In most of her work, Harper drew from familiar poetic
forms to engage her readers in the subject of slavery by transforming the
rhetorical possibilities of poetry. As Maryemma Graham has argued,
“Harper’s addition of dramatic details, vivid imagery, and her effective under-
standing of Afro-American life, together with her political sensibility, trans-
formed the common ballad into a distinctly Afro-American discourse.”*

As the work of these “orator-poets” indicates, the literary art encouraged by
the abolitionist movement was characterized by public performance, artful
explanation, and a clear message. Often, the performance was quite overt, as
in the numerous plays that African Americans staged among themselves in
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various church, fraternal, or reading societies. Indeed, the one antislavery play
written and published by an African American before the Civil War — William
Wells Brown's The Escape; ot, A Leap for Freedom (1858) — was a study in African
American performative strategies. Taking advantage of the opportunity to
step out of his expected role as a former slave relating experiences from his
life, Brown performed all of the parts of the play himself — black and white,
proslavery and antislavery — sometimes presenting it in place of a scheduled
antislavery lecture. More often still, the performance involved the presenta-
tion of facts and the characterization of people and attitudes encountered in a
world defined by the system of slavery and legalized racism. Douglass, for
example, was known for his “pathos and humor,” and for his talent for
mimicry and caricature. Frances Watkins was forced to be even more deeply
and complexly performative, for as a relatively young, unmarried, childless,
and black woman, she lacked access even to the usual means by which women
could claim authority (by virtue of age, or marital affiliation, or the priorities
and prerogatives of motherhood), and her light complexion led many to
speculate that she was actually white and posing as black. Accordingly, as
Foster notes, “as a writer and lecturer, Watkins was a complex and confound-
ing figure” known for her “soft musical voice” and her forceful and imagi-
native presentation.*” For Watkins, in short, the challenge was to perform
herself in a world that was unprepared to recognize the authority of her role
on the public stage.

Given both the value and the necessity of performance, and given that
African Americans in public life often found themselves, as it were, on stage, it
is hardly surprising that the most prominent and influential form of African
American literature in the abolitionist movement, not excluding the slave
narrative, was the oration. In various halls, churches, and outdoor platforms —
wherever they might gain a hearing — African American abolitionists devoted
their talents to presenting lectures on the subject of slavery. Many of these
orations were soon published, either in pamphlet form (a popular and inex-
pensive format) or in the antislavery press (which regularly either reprinted or
summarized the lectures). Indeed, the antislavery lectures are among the most
artful examples of African American expressive culture before the Civil War.
A great deal of abolitionist literature was written by men and women who first
told their stories, presented their case, and encountered their audiences on the
antislavery lecture circuit. Quite simply, African American writers learned
much about the challenge of working within a white supremacist culture
through the experience of preparing and presenting lectures, and it is impos-
sible to appreciate the richly crafted dynamics of African American literature
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of this time without understanding the often difficult experience of speaking
to both unfriendly and complaisantly benevolent but often racist audiences.

More often than not, even the occasions for these orations were significant.
One of the most famous speeches of the nineteenth century, for example, was
presented by Frederick Douglass in Rochester, New York, on July 5, 1852 — a
speech in which Douglass argues that the Fourth of July is not a day for
celebrating liberty but rather a day that reveals to the slave, “more than all
other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the
constant victim.”* Honoring the white national history celebrated on the
Fourth of July, Douglass can only note, on July 5, that the white commemo-
rative calendar only emphasizes to African Americans the fundamental viola-
tion of principles central to national life. Small wonder, then, that so many
African American orations were presented to recognize a different calendar.
As Marcus Wood has noted, “there was an unbroken history of African
American freedom festivals in the Northern free states, which focused upon
dates which had special resonance for those of slave descent in the Americas,”
including “1 January, a date commemorating Toussaint I’Ouverture’s decla-
ration of the independent state of Hayti, and the outlawing of the American
Atlantic slave trade; 5 July, because of the passage of 1799 and 1817 gradual
abolition legislation; and 1 August, because it commemorated British
Emancipation in the Caribbean colonies.”** At these events, there were always
orations, orations that often were subsequently published, representing a
public and collective response to the cultural politics confronted by those in
the antislavery movement.

Douglass’s speech is a notable example of the means by which African
American orators accounted for a benevolent but still culturally distant
audience. Immediately, Douglass makes not only the national holiday but
also his white audience a subject of his lecture. “Why am I called upon to
speak here to-day?” he asks; “What have I, or those I represent, to do with
your national independence?”* Noting that “this Fourth of July is yours, not
mine,” Douglass confronts his audience with their own unexamined assump-
tions about the significance of the national celebration of liberty: “Do you
mean, citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day?”*° This direct
challenge is, in fact, part of what distinguishes Douglass’s July 5 speech, for
Douglass simply makes explicit what usually was implicit in American culture.
Just as he openly questions the assumptions and intentions behind his invita-
tion to speak, so he uses the occasion to address directly the often unspoken
responses to antislavery rhetoric. Having asserted the necessity of resisting
slavery, Douglass immediately comments on an imagined response to his
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declarative approach. “Ifancy,” he adds, “T hear some one of my audience say,
it is just in this circumstance that you and your brother abolitionists fail to
make a favorable impression on the public mind. Would you argue more, and
denounce less, would you persuade more, and rebuke less, your cause would
be much more likely to succeed.” As if to engage in and continue this
dialogue, Douglass asserts in response to this imagined charge from the
audience, “I submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be ::1rgued.”48 He
then goes through the possible arguments he might be expected to present.
“Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a man?”; “Would you have me
argue that man is entitled to liberty?”; “must I argue that a system thus marked
with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong?”*® In each case, Douglass
demonstrates that white American culture has already answered these ques-
tions or revealed the answers through their actions. “What, then,” Douglass
asks, “remains to be argued?”; and he answers, “at a time like this, scorching
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irony, not convincing argument, is needed.

Douglass uses this speech, in
other words, to address not just the situation of abolitionism but also the
rhetorical possibilities available to those in the movement, and in this way his
speech addresses not only the subject at hand but also the larger topic to which
this chapter is devoted — the creation of African American expressive culture
within the abolitionist movement.

Douglass’s is but a notable example of many remarkable orations devoted to
the abolitionist cause, and Douglass was one of many African American speak-
ers who faced a wide variety of audiences and occasions for his remarks.
Through these different forums, and in response to the assumptions, demands,
sympathy, and sometimes prejudices of the various audiences they encoun-
tered, the essential features of African American literature and expressive
culture were forged and refined. Some of these speeches come to us only
second hand, as is the case with Sojourner Truth’s remarkable record of public
speaking. But even in those cases, what remains clear is the presence of a
dramatic, improvisational mode, an approach to rhetorical performance often
deeply rooted in the Bible, complexly historical, poetic, and aggressively moral.
Through oration, African American abolitionists could account for the many
rhetorical layers that characterized some of the most deeply debated concerns of
their day; they could address the complex process by which history could be
recovered and the Bible and other foundational texts might be interpreted; and
they could draw from these talents to determine when and where a direct and
plain statement of fact might be most effective.

Orations are central to the African American literary tradition, too, because
they emphasize the importance of context — of the forum, the occasion, and
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the audience for their rhetorical performance. Douglass spoke to a white
audience who had invited him to present a speech commemorating
Independence Day; Sara G. Stanley — in “What, to the Toiling Millions
There, Is This Boasted Liberty?” (1856) — addressed the black Ladies Anti-
Slavery Society of Delaware, Ohio; Sojourner Truth addressed a wide range of
audiences, always forcing them to consider the interrelation among a number
of social, moral, and political concerns, and always challenging the assump-
tions of those who wished to keep race and gender, or feminism and anti-
slavery, as separate concerns. Many antislavery lecturers traveled broadly in
the United States, often at some risk to their personal safety, and many took
the American antislavery message abroad. Sarah Parker Redmond, William
Wells Brown, Douglass, and many others presented speeches in Europe
during often extended visits; Brown, Frances Harper, Henry Bibb, Douglass,
and many others gave numerous speeches in the Northern United States as
official representatives of various antislavery organizations. African Americans
lectured regularly, tirelessly, and eloquently in numerous forums, capitalizing
on opportunities as they were offered and often creating their own oppor-
tunities — for example, in the various black-organized state and national
conventions that extended from the 1830s through most of the Civil War.
Often, the audiences for African American orations were engaged in these
speeches just as directly and as sharply as in Douglass’s talk in Rochester, but
at times identifying the primary audience for the oration is a more complex
affair. The latter is the case, for example, in the most famously militant
statement of the time, An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America,
by Henry Highland Garnet (1815-82), presented at the National Convention of
Negro Citizens at Buffalo, New York, in August of 1843. In this speech, Garnet
admonishes the enslaved that they have a “moral obligation” to resist slavery,
and he advises them that it is better to “die freemen than live to be slaves.”" This
address occasioned considerable debate at the Convention, as the delegates
argued over whether to adopt it as an official statement coming out of the
Convention. The Convention voted against it — by one vote — with Frederick
Douglass prominent among those who argued that the address was too
violent, and that it would be dangerous to those slaves it might reach, and
dangerous to African Americans everywhere when white Americans read it.
In this case, one might assume that the direct audience for the speech, as
indicated by the title, were those who were miles away, enslaved in the
South. Garnet speaks to this audience directly — but one might say that, in
speaking to those enslaved in the South, Garnet was also speaking rather
directly and pointedly to those in the North, those attending the Buffalo

III



JOHN ERNEST

Convention, and those who enjoyed relative freedom and opportunities for
social activism, and that the title of the address was not limited to Southern
slavery.

As the record of narratives, fiction, poetry, orations indicates, African
American literature produced in association with the abolitionist movement
was widely traveled and presented in a vast variety of forums — from news-
papers to books, from lectures to narratives, from public speeches to printed
pamphlets. The variety of opportunities and audiences, of genres and
rhetorical strategies, was necessary, for the challenge these artists faced
was great. The literature of the abolitionist movement had an impossible
story to tell: the story of the many lives affected by slavery, and the story of a
world that relied on racial misrepresentations in order to maintain the
authority and privileges of the dominant population. On November 14,
1847, William Wells Brown delivered a lecture to the Female Anti-Slavery
Society of Salem, Massachusetts, in which he asserted that “Slavery has
never been represented; Slavery never can be represented.”® The African
American writers who devoted their talents to the abolitionist movement
were, accordingly, artists of the impossible — devoted to stories that resisted
representation, stories addressed to audiences who often approached the
subject with either careless benevolence or unexamined prejudice, but
stories that demanded a proper and just telling all the same. It is no wonder
that the literature produced in relation to the abolitionist movement has
been so deeply influential — extending far beyond the Civil War in various
autobiographies and memoirs, and in such histories as William Still’s vastly
influential Underground Rail Road (1872), and extending even farther in such
traditions as the neo-slave narratives that were published throughout the
twentieth century, or in the various memoirs, histories, and even children’s
books that still attempt to tell the impossible story of the past. This was a
tradition, in other words, that shaped much of what followed, and that still
stands as a challenging example of the determination to put literary art to
work, to realize the practical value of an aesthetic model that finds lasting
value in the effort to create not just timeless but also significantly timely
literature.
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Writing freedom: race, religion,
and revolution, 1820-1840

KIMBERLY BLOCKETT

In a letter to Maria Stewart about one of her essays in The Liberator, William
Lloyd Garrison praises her argument “pertaining to the condition of that class
with which you were complexionally identified.”” Although his intent was
only to compliment the work of Stewart, he also identified one of the central
conundrums for free blacks in the antebellum period: that of being free, yet
slave-classed. “We wish to plead our own cause,” the motto for Freedom’s
Journal, the country’s first black newspaper, speaks to both the independence
of antebellum black activists and thinkers and the ways in which literature
produced for and by free blacks before 1865 could never be entirely independ-
ent of slavery and abolitionism. The phrase itself, “wish to plead,” emphasized
a desire to address one’s status as free and black in America while making
a case for giving voice in an environment that would deny the voices of
all blacks, free or enslaved. Inevitably, in the American cultural imagination,
African Americans were a monolithic group, all slave-classed. In this way, free
blacks and enslaved blacks were inextricably intertwined.

Thus, the literature produced by free blacks of the nineteenth century,
whether or not its subject was slavery, could not escape the context of
enslavement. Slave ships, auction blocks, fugitives, and insurrections all
served as an omnipresent backdrop. Consequently, black writers of the
antebellum period produced a particular kind of literature that walked a
political tightrope. Their literature was always a complex negotiation of
the African slave trade — even as it pleaded for its own cause. On the one
hand, free blacks had specific economic and social concerns that had nothing
to do with enslavement. On the other hand, in the early decades of the
nineteenth century, slavery was the issue for a new country still defining
itself. All black literature, independent or otherwise, was bound to the social
conventions, which both defined and confined it. African American clergy,
editors, journalists, lecturers, and community leaders had a very specific
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charge: to give blacks an identity within a new nation. Although these
individuals understood that they were in no way representative of the masses,
they were often in the inevitable, yet highly contentious, position of speaking
for them, a marginalized and oppressed majority of African Americans. The
extant literature of free blacks documents a threefold struggle: (1) to differ-
entiate between the free and enslaved blacks, and their subsequent experi-
ences; (2) to recognize the “burden of slavery” for all blacks and work tirelessly
for both abolition, in particular, and racial equality in general; and (3) to
maintain a black presence in the literary culture of the United States and
contribute to the sociopolitical discourses of the American people.

For the most part, the literature covered in this chapter worked to those
ends in two different ways: protest or participation. Protest literature included
prose that denounced race-based oppression and promoted social equality and
upward mobility in urban, black communities. However, some of the liter-
ature, such as poetry and drama, represented mainstream literary forms and
contributed to the newly established field of American literary art. Of course,
there was often an inevitable overlapping of form and purpose, and the
lines between protesting oppression and participating in artistic genres were
fuzzy, at best. For instance, a few spiritual autobiographies published during
the period were not intended for social protest or literary artistry, per se. Most
of these narratives were published by black churches, a nineteenth-century
institution that was fiercely political and intent on showcasing both the literacy
and the Christian morality of its congregations. As such, their presses would
deny publication of texts that did not conform to their agendas of racial uplift
and religious conversion or satisfy their classical literary aesthetic. Thus, in
both content and form, black spiritual narratives were neither devoid of social
protest nor beyond poetic consideration. These autobiographies had to nav-
igate among fidelity to the writer’s experiences, the demands of a genre, and
the extra-literary demands of white and black readers. Although we might
attempt to classify authors neatly into categories for purposes of discussion,
some, such as Maria Stewart, produced works in several forms and genres.

Ultimately, despite the free status of the author, pre-Civil War black
independent literature, by virtue of its very existence, always begged the
question: what does “independent” mean if the literature is produced by
those identified with a race of enslaved people. This is the paradox evident
in Freedom’s Journal’s motto. “Plead our own cause” might be read as the
literary version of Nat Turner’s 1831 slave rebellion. Understanding the com-
plexities of the far-reaching effects of the peculiar institution (slavery) as only
they could, free blacks wrenched control of their literate expressions away
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from benevolent, and often paternalistic, whites. The act of publishing,
independent of abolitionists, was an act of violent resistance — giving voice
to those whom the country would prefer be seen, as in the spectacles of
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) and Thomas Gray’s
Confessions of Nat Turner (1831), and not heard.

The literary resistance to American slavery and its inherent paternalism
took its shape from the American Revolution. Indeed, the Revolution radically
shifted the racial and social class landscape of Northern cities and, in doing so,
ushered in a new era of black literary production. In most Northern states,
manumission had been made difficult by fees, security payments, and other
financial obstacles. However, as early as 1774, states began paving the way for
slaveowners to emancipate blacks without penalty. Tellingly, by the time the
American Revolution was well underway, the rhetoric of freedom and in-
alienable rights began to take hold of the Northern cultural conscience. By the
height of the war most states began passing manumission laws requiring
gradual emancipation of all slaves, usually into indentured servitude until
the age of eighteen or twenty years, depending on the state. Thus by 1800 the
majority of Northern states had either abolished legal enslavement or passed
abolition acts that would effectively end it for most blacks by the 1820s. In
urban areas, the large concentrations of free African Americans readily lent
itself to entrepreneurship and the first establishment of a black middle class.*

What the literature makes abundantly clear is that the battle to establish
civil rights would be fought on two fronts: literacy and morality. For better or
for worse, black writers” desire to distinguish themselves and gain social and
economic recognition for their communities was very much a class-based
struggle. The more established free blacks became, the more of an oxymoron
the very idea of a “black middle class” became for both blacks and whites.
For blacks, the intraracial class conflict imbedded within racial uplift was
problematic. For instance, in 1833 Noah Calwell Cannon, a self-educated
black man from the South, published Rock of Wisdom: An Explanation of the
Sacred Scriptures (1833), a poetic reinterpretation of Methodism, world history,
and the Bible.’ The New York Conference twice censured the book for its
theology, and, in History of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (1891),
Daniel Alexander Payne showed a distinct class-bias in his critique of the
book’s prose, which he attributed to Cannon’s lack of formal education.
Notwithstanding the hostile reception to Cannon’s literary efforts, the oral
poetics of his sermons were lauded. The instance exemplifies the educational
schism especially between rural and urban blacks, the former perceived as
being “better” off than their Southern counterparts. While the vast majority of
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free blacks in non-urban regions across the United States were poverty-
stricken or barely sustaining a reasonable existence, Northeastern and mid-
Atlantic cities could boast sizeable communities of free black landowners,
small-business owners, and a handful of wealthy entrepreneurs. These were
the precursors to W.E.B. Du Bois’s “Talented Tenth” whose desire and
abilities (or lack thereof) to speak for the majority were just as controversial
as Du Bois’s manifesto would be some eighty years later. For whites, the
problem of a black middle class manifested itself as public fear of social
equality. General resentment of upwardly mobile blacks moved state legis-
latures to encroach steadily onto what few civil rights free blacks enjoyed. By
the late 1830s, for instance, free blacks in Pennsylvania had more legal
restrictions and fewer civil liberties than they had in the 1700s owing to the
Reform Convention of 1837—38. The perception of the Northern blacks as
making steady progress, therefore, was hardly supported by the facts. As their
very humanity became more contested, blacks expressed an even more urgent
need to showcase both their literacy and their moral authority. As such, one of
the primary responses to the sociopolitical setbacks faced by free blacks was
to build a more literate community through political prose: pamphleteering,
public lectures, literary societies, and an independent press.

Among the earliest forms of black protest literature are pamphlets, which
were written and distributed as early as the 1790s. They were brief, discrete
publications that could be read aloud to groups — an important concern for
black communities that lacked access to literacy and were ever expanding with
newly manumitted and fugitive slaves. For instance, David Walker urged that
his 1829 Appeal, distinctive in its fiery rhythm and cadence, be “used by
activists as actors would use a play: they should perform it for those who
could not read or write.”* Pamphlets offered more immediacy than books and
more depth than the popular broadsides (a one-sided, large page of print),
providing a literary venue that appealed to black activists who had a multitude
of diverse social issues to address and not a lot of time or money with which to
do it. Pamphleteers read and responded to each other, and popular, contro-
versial pamphlets were often reprinted in white and black newspapers.
Pamphleteering became “an expansive medium which [connected] reader
and writer via words, emotions, and a common passion.”

It was through this medium that protesters held their new country account-
able to its Constitution. For free blacks in the North, freedom was a direct
result of the resistance to the tyranny of Britain. Language borrowed from the
American Revolution would form the rhetorical foundation for black nation-
alism, hence the painfully ironic title David Walker’s Appeal in Four Articles;
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Together with a Preamble, to the Coloured Citizens of the World, but in Particular
and Very Expressly, to Those of the United States of America. This self-published
pamphlet struck fear in the hearts of whites across America by calling
attention to the glaring hypocrisies of the US Constitution and demanding
violent resistance to the institution of enslavement and institutionalized rac-
ism in every state, North and South.

David Walker, born free in North Carolina, moved to Boston in the mid-
1820s and was a regular contributor to Freedom’s Journal. His Appeal, although
published in the North, was smuggled to several Southern states, causing
general unease among Southern whites. In fact, Nat Turner’s 1831 insurrection
was thought to be a direct result of Walker’s call to arms. That conjecture and
Walker’s own prophecy of his death — “T expect some will try to put me to
death”® — led to even more conjecture about his mysterious demise one year
later. Walker also predicts the Civil War, cautioning that “the Lord our God
will bring other destructions upon them ... [he will] cause them to rise up one
against another, to be split and divided, and to oppress each other, and
sometimes to open hostilities with sword in hand.”” Here, he evokes the
punitive language of the Old Testament while alluding to the Constitution
when he asks what went wrong with such “united and happy people”8 who, in
their own pursuits of happiness, subjugate others.

It is little wonder that Walker and other black writers turned the
Constitution on its head, given the free and easy way that white colonists
likened their own plights to enslavement, and Patrick Henry voiced his
national call to “give me liberty or give me death.” As Ian Finseth notes,
Walker quotes from the Declaration of Independence and “talks back™ to
Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia, Henry Clay’s colonization efforts,
and the authors of the United States Constitution.” The blending of both
nationalist and anti-nationalist rhetoric in Walker’s incendiary publication,
Finseth argues, is not unlike much antislavery writing whose argument is
“positioned ... within and against the master narrative of American progress.
The characteristic double impulse of this rhetoric involved the simultaneity of
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oppositional passions and conservative fidelities.”" Indeed, much nineteenth-
century black independent thought was conservative at heart, without inten-
tion to upend the country so much as to force it to live up to what it purported
to be. With few exceptions, independent black literature internalized and
upheld the founding principles of the new nation. For Walker’s part, his
Appeal deftly weaves language from biblical examples, political documents,
and social science. In addition to exposing the hypocrisy and flawed morality

of white “Christians,” the rhetoric is at once a call to arms based on racial
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solidarity while refuting biological claims of racial inferiority. On more than
one occasion, Walker’s language is indicative of a larger, social tension
between “scientific” theories of race largely internalized by blacks and whites
and his more subversive argument that the degradation of his race was socially
constructed by enslavement. Denouncing both emigration to Africa and
separatism within the States, the Appeal sounds a decidedly masculinist,
black nationalist alarm, bringing both black and white men to task for their
failures. Walker calls upon black men to be leaders in the schools and the
churches of the black communities in order to “prove to Americans and the

»IT

world, that we are Men and not brutes.”” As for white men, he asserts that

there is no reason that the two races cannot coexist peacefully as long as
whites can “repent and reform.”"*

Less than a decade later, Robert Purvis’s pamphlet also utilizes the princi-
ples of moral suasion prominent in post-revolutionary writing. Appeal of Forty
Thousand Citizens Threatened with Disfranchisement, to the People of Pennsylvania
(1838) calls upon white Pennsylvanians to heed the content and the intention
of its 1790 state constitution. Purvis’s Appeal is a response to the state legis-
lature’s intent to repeal, among many other rights, the existing voting rights
for eligible blacks. It argues that the formation of the 1790 Constitution
consisted of hard-fought debates and ultimate consensus to grant suffrage
for all men over the age of twenty-one who had established residency and paid
property taxes:

Such was the intention of the framers. In the original draft reported by a
committee of nine, the word “wHITE” stood before “FREEMAN.” On motion of
Albert Gallatin it was stricken out, for the express purpose of including
colored citizens with the pale of the elective franchise.”

Framing his Appeal as a continual reminder of the founding principles of the
Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution, Purvis strategically
invokes the American Revolution by declaring the patriotism of black
Americans and asking if it is the state’s intent to disassemble “what our fathers
bled to unite, to wit, TAXATION and REPRESENTATION.” ™

Other extant pamphlets include Robert Alexander Young's Ethiopian
Manifesto Issued in Defense of the Black Man’s Rights in the Scale of Universal
Freedom (1829) and David Ruggles’s New York Committee of Vigilance for the Year
1837. In addition to the written protests, other popular pamphlets began as
speeches and lectures and were later printed for wider distribution, such as
William Hamilton’s Address to the National Convention of 1834 and Elizabeth
Wicks’s Address Delivered before the African Female Benevolent Society of Troy
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(1834). For the first few decades of the century, these lectures-turned-
pamphlets formed a complex, multivalent literature of black nationalism
that evolved from oral declarations of self-reliance, freedom, and civil rights.

Although public expressions of black independent thought were predom-
inately male, the desire to “show and prove” black strength was not exclusive
to men. The lectures and essays of Maria Stewart (1803—79) appropriate the
rhetoric of black nationalists and colonizationists even as she directly ques-
tions their masculinity. Stewart began writing after being widowed early in
her marriage and then swindled out of her husband’s estate. One of her
earliest publications, Meditations from the Pen of Mrs. Maria W. Stewart (1832),
records her private, spiritual struggle to move through profound griefin order
to be a public servant of God. However, Stewart’s later essays and lectures
clearly show her ideological affinities to David Walker, a close friend, just as
they establish her as an early feminist theologian. In an unlikely pairing,
Stewart’s speeches and compositions utilize both the masculinist speech of
Walker’s black nationalism and the theological language of the Christian Bible
to launch feminist defenses of her tireless work as a lecturer and essayist.

In Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality, the Sure Foundation on Which We
Must Build (1831), Stewart is adamant that the answer to racial uplift is
education, placing that responsibility squarely on the shoulders of the black
community. Although all of Stewart’s rhetoric, written or spoken, proposed
the acceptance of national and international integration, her prescriptions for
advancement often employed separatist verbiage. In Religion, she contends
that it is “of no use for us to sit with our hands folded, hanging our heads
like bulrushes, lamenting our wretched condition” and calls for women to
use private instruction, build their own schools, and run their own grocery
markets. In 1833, Stewart was the first American woman to speak before a
promiscuous audience (i.e. women and men), where she issued an aggressive
challenge to black men. “Ts it blindness of mind or stupidity of soul or want of
education that has caused our men never to let their voices be heard nor their
hands be raised in behalf of their color? Or has it been for fear of offending the
whites?” she asks. Stewart concludes, “If you are men, convince them that you
possess the spirit of men.”” Like Walker, Maria Stewart calls for her peers to
“Show forth [their] powers of mind [and] Prove to the world ... that God hath
bestowed upon you reason and strong powers of intellect ... and according to
the constitution of these United States, he hath made all men free and equal.”16

Although Stewart and Walker shared similar ideas about race, religion, and
politics, Stewart argued further that black women were integral to the project
of social and cultural advancement. As such, she called into question the
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actions and attitudes of some black women just as she had those of their
male counterparts. After citing the many accomplishments and attributes of
women throughout history, Stewart’s address to the Afric-American Female
Intelligence Society (Spring 1832) asks them to consider the ways in which they
and their communities participated in their own oppression. Citing the unity
and revolutionary spirit of the Greeks, French, Haitians, and Poles when they
stood together against their enemies, Stewart charges that there were “no
7 and states that “we and our fathers have dealt treach-
erously with one another, and ... we had rather die than see each other rise an
inch above a beggar.”™ Stewart challenged black men and women to respect
the strengths of the other and put aside individual differences, pettiness, and
fears. All of Stewart’s lectures were published individually in The Liberator and
compiled in Productions of Mrs. Maria W. Stewart (1835). Just before her death in
1879, she published her collected works as the second edition of Meditations
from the Pen of Mrs. Maria W. Stewart.

In the end, the progression of Stewart’s lectures from spiritual to overtly

traitors among them
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political concerns had severe consequences. In her final public lecture,
Mpys. Stewart’s Farewell Address to Her Friends in the City of Boston (September
21, 1833), she demands “what if  am a woman ...?" citing preaching women of
the Bible as a defiant response to the hostility she faced because of her fiery
exhortations to black men (italics mine).” Eviscerating black manhood to an
audience that included black men was a dangerous step away from the shield
of biblical authority that had so well protected her female contemporaries.
Stewart, says Carla Peterson, committed a “fatal rhetorical miscalculation”
that abruptly ended her lecturing career and necessitated an “obedient return
to the rhetoric ... whereby God becomes the conduit” for female speech in the
public sphere.*® Nevertheless, Maria Stewart was, for a few short years, the
heir apparent to David Walker’s black nationalist agenda, a regular contrib-
utor to Garrison’s white abolitionist agenda, and a stalwart missionary for the
Christianizing agenda of the Second Great Awakening. While Stewart served
as a public voice placing black women at the nexus of all three movements,
there were a variety of private venues in which middle-class black women
were asserting their literacy, religious conviction, and moral authority.

By 1830, African American literary societies provided a fast-growing
medium for the distribution and discussion of pamphlets and lectures. The
literary groups, often called debating or reading-room societies, were origi-
nated by black men who were frustrated by the racist exclusions and paternal-
istic attitudes of the few societies in the North that were integrated. However,
within a few short years, the vast majority of the new societies were organized
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by black women. For all groups, the primary agenda was to train future
orators and leaders; to provide subscription libraries and increase literacy
among undereducated blacks; and to provide a source of scholarly critique
and a venue for publication. Philadelphia took the lead in establishing these
societies as William Whipper, leading African American abolitionist and
businessman, called for men not to sit as “idle spectators” but to actively
engage and control the dissemination of information and literature in their
own communities.”” Between 1828 and 1840, there were at least forty-two
literary organizations, most of them female societies, in every major city
between Washington, DC and Boston. By the mid-1840s, there were several
additional groups formed in Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Detroit.*

The influence of these societies on the free, black urban communities was
far reaching. The female associations, in particular, played a major role in
fundraising and provided significant support for several black newspapers,
including the famous weekly formed later in the century, Frederick
Douglass’s The North Star (1847-51). In general, the individual members of
literary associations also had much influence on future generations. Henry
Highland Garnet, for example, was an officer for the New York Garrison
Literary Association, a male organization founded specifically to work with
black youth, ages four to twenty. Furthermore, as a result of these associa-
tions, many blacks organized their own libraries in the early 1830s. Among
them was David Ruggles, a printer and abolitionist in New York, who
established a circulating library for a fee of less than 25 cents per month. In
1833, nine black men started the Philadelphia Library Company for Colored
People and they applied to the legislature for incorporation in 1836. Five years
later, the library had 600 volumes and 150 active members. By 1838, private,
black libraries in Philadelphia held over 8,300 volumes.” As evidenced by
almost all African American literature in the nineteenth century, free black
communities felt strongly that literacy and morality were bound together in
their quest for social equality.

Thus, it is not surprising that, as the emancipated population grew, the
demand for efficient distribution of information increased. In 1830, there were
just under 320,000 free blacks in the United States, with the vast majority of
them residing in New England and the mid-Atlantic states.* Nowhere was the
desire to write themselves into the social narrative of this country more
evident than in the swift and strategic movement of private parlor discussions
into the public domain of the press. After the two-year run of Freedom’s Journal,
Charles B. Ray and Phillip A. Bell started a New York weekly, The Colored
American (1837—42). A few years later, David Ruggles sporadically published
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the New York magazine Mirror of Liberty (1839—40). Although some of the
content of the press was local news, the editorials and public letters were most
often about pressing national issues such as colonization and emigration.
Finding themselves continually fighting to preserve what few rights they
possessed, more than a few free blacks grew tired of waiting for the legislature
to fulfill the promise of the originary documents of the United States.
Determining that their American Dream would never come to fruition,
some participated in organized colonization efforts and others chose inde-
pendent emigration.

In response, all of the black newspapers of the period included vehement
protests against colonization efforts that they perceived as forced displace-
ment. Although Frederick Douglass and others did lend their support to
emigration efforts formed by free blacks, most of the editorials and public
letters were suspicious of abolitionist organizations whose end-goal, black
removal from the United States, seemed identical to the desires of virulent
racists and proslavery activists. In fact, Douglass had no tolerance for colo-
nization efforts initiated and funded by white Americans — abolitionists or
otherwise — and wrote vigorously against it. The black press implored its
readers to recognize the economic strength of their own country and
demanded that their readers should reap the benefits of what they had sown.
In fact, the issue of colonization brought an end to Freedom’s Journal; Samuel E.
Cornish was a staunch advocate of integration and fighting for full citizenship
rights, and John B. Russwurm, who wrote in support of colonization, even-
tually left for Liberia in 1829. Cornish retitled the paper The Rights of All, but it
lasted less than a year. By midcentury, the distribution of protest pamphlets
and petitions, the debates about political lectures among dozens of literary
societies, and the formation of a black independent press all served to create
public forums in which the new, black middle class would not simply engage
but also shape and redirect national discourses on race, class, and gender.

Although the issues and the venues were primarily secular, it is not an
overstatement to place the black church as the institutional base for the
intellectual, political, and social movements of the black middle class. For
free blacks in the first half of the nineteenth century, there was little separation
between the domain of the church and more secular, social concerns. The
pulpit was political and not confined within the walls of sacred buildings. The
work to improve the economic and social conditions of black communities,
free and enslaved, was a spiritual imperative. In the churches, at camp
meetings, and at any cultural gatherings, black religious leaders often high-
lighted the sham of using Christianity to perpetuate racism. When David
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Walker states in his Appeal, “1 appeal to Heaven for my motive in writing,”*
he is drawing on a long-standing tradition of liberation theology that is at the
heart of black literature.

The day in 1792 when Richard Allen and Absalom Jones were told that they
could not pray at the pulpit reserved for whites and were forcibly pulled up
from their knees was a defining moment for black religiosity and black
nationalism in the nineteenth century. By the 1820s, independent black
churches of all denominations were being founded from New York to the
Carolinas and slowly developing in the Midwest and Deep South. These fast-
growing churches served as the cultural and political centers of the black
communities, North and South. Beyond a slight few Quaker schools, these
churches were the only source of public education for black children; the
largest source of social welfare for the poor; and, most importantly, the only
source of political power engendered entirely by free blacks without the
paternal gaze of white abolitionists. It was the protective space of these
churches that nourished the first uses of what Eddie Glaude calls “nation
language” to express an ambivalent relationship to America.*® It was not a
coincidence that two preachers, Jones and Allen, walked petitions for abolition
and social equality to the nation’s capital (in Philadelphia 1790-1800) almost
weekly. It was also not coincidental that a Methodist class leader, Denmark
Vesey, planned the most extensive slave uprising in American history
(suppressed in 1822) nor that a lay preacher, Nat Turner, planned the 1831
slave insurrection that killed fifty-five white people. In black communities, the
church was, quite simply, the space for respite and resistance. The intertwined
threads of religious, political, and social discourse emanated primarily from
the church itself or the many secular clubs that were organized in church
pews. As Du Bois would show us almost a century later in The Negro Church
(1903), a report on antebellum black religion, the black church was not so
much an activity or a place, but a movement.” According to Martin Delany’s
letter to Frederick Douglass, it was “among our people, generally ... the Alpha
and Omega of all things.”*® For nineteenth-century free blacks, the confluence
of the Second Great Awakening and the rise and spread of independent black
churches served to create a sustained culture of theologically based resistance
to oppression.

A large part of the religious fervor sweeping America was its fascination
with the egalitarian principles of the Methodist evangelicals and their con-
viction that all men and women have equal access to God and spiritual
salvation. While protesting the racist practices of their fellow white wor-
shipers, black spiritualists embraced the denomination’s theory of equality.
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Between 1820 and 1850, two black women preachers published spiritual
narratives and thus participated in transforming a very specific autobiograph-
ical genre that quickly proliferated and became one of the country’s most
popular for public consumption. For black women in particular, the spiritual
autobiography offered a unique and powerful venue through which to
articulate concerns about the soul of their country and to illustrate how and
why women needed to be at the center of its social and political discourses.
However, even white women activists and preachers were met with skepti-
cism and often hostility. In her book Woman’s Record (1853), Sarah Hale, the
editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book, used Christianity as a tool to rebuke Lydia Maria
Child for her abolitionist writing: “the precepts and examples of the Saviour
should be the guide of woman’s benevolent efforts. In no case did He lend aid
or encouragement to the agitation of political questions.”* Another antebel-
lum author maintains that “whenever she ... goes out of this sphere to mingle
in any of the greater public movements of the day, she is deserting the station
which God and nature have assigned to her ... Home is her appropriate and
appointed sphere of action.”* Thus, in addition to battling racism, the black
female writer of nineteenth-century narrative needed to reconcile the often
conflicting codes of evangelical testimony and cultural conventions of what
Barbara Welter defines as “True Womanhood.”*

Jarena Lee’s narrative, The Life and Religious Experience of Jarena Lee, A
Coloured Lady, Giving an Account of Her Call to Preach the Gospel. Revised and
Corrected from the Original Manuscript, Written by Herself (1836), makes a clear
announcement that she has been called to preach, that she is a black female,
and that she is a “lady.” In the title and throughout the text, the narration
of Lee’s itinerant ministry during the 1820s and 1830s continually acknowl-
edges the entanglements of race, class, and gender but skillfully negotiates
Christian theology to authorize herself to undertake actions prohibited for
slave-classed females: self-employment and freedom of movement. Just
as Lee (1783-?) identifies herself as a “poor coloured female instrument,”*
Zilpha Elaw (c.1793-1873), another itinerant minister, asks “How can I be a
mouth for God! — a poor, coloured female: and thou knowest we have many
things to endure which others do not.”® Elaw, who shared a pulpit with
Lee on a few occasions, published Memoirs of the Life, Religious Experience,
Ministerial Travels and Labours of Mrs. Zilpha Elaw, An American Female of
Colour; Together with Some Account of the Great Religious Revivals in America
[Written by Herself] (1846). Like Elaw, Lee’s memoir goes on to explain the
exceptionalism of her life, and why she is positioned to critique the moral
direction of her country:
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As to the nature of uncommon impressions, which the reader cannot have
noticed, and possibly sneered at in the course of these pages, they may be
accounted for in this way: It is known that the blind have the sense of hearing
in a manner much more acute than those who can see: also their sense of
feeling is exceedingly fine, and is found to detect any roughness on the
smoothest surface, where those who can see can find none. So it may be
with such as [ am.*

Black women spiritualists, especially traveling ministers, were uniquely situ-
ated to see and assess the spiritual and social condition of African Americans,
and they represented and defended their particular vantage points using a
biblical armor as their shield against sexist criticism and racist violence. Like
their predecessor Maria Stewart, Lee and Elaw both utilized biblical examples
of preaching women to defend their right to preach, but always needed to be
wary of stepping beyond the religious realm into the secular sphere. Scripture
was a delicate and risky strategy for fighting a patriarchy so imbedded within
the Christian practices of the nineteenth century.

Thus, in both the sacred and secular nonfiction of free blacks, the primary
function of its prose was to explore and declare independence in language,
whether it was oral or written, political or spiritual. Their constructions of
independence, in all forms, were always complex gestures toward mastering
one’s own destiny. The same is true of the fiction; the poetry and drama of the
period coded independence by its very existence.

Crafting their desire for independence in lyric forms, the black creative
writers produced work that showcased their ability to participate in “high”
culture rather than protest their exclusion from it. Unlike the prose
of their contemporaries, the poetry and drama exemplified intelligence,
morality, and literacy not through overt protest but rather with its appro-
priation of mainstream artistry. Their mastery of English, French, and
classical art forms was a means through which to contribute to (and at
times disrupt) the dominant discourses that had enslaved their ancestors and
continued to exclude generations of free blacks. Thus, the work of these
creative artists made a mockery of racism through mastery of culture and
language.

Perhaps the best example of using the language of slavemasters to
express one’s equality is that of George Moses Horton (1791-1883). As the
only American slave to publish a volume of poetry, he exemplifies yet another
complexity of independent black literature, as the work was neither a slave
narrative nor an abolitionist tract. Publishing his first book the same year as
Walker’s Appeal, Horton asserted himself into the American literary tradition

128



Writing freedom: race, religion, and revolution

through verse. By pleading his own cause through rhyme and meter, Horton
in his art participated in the sociopolitical discourses of equality and stood as a
living and lyrical protest against his enslavement. After teaching himself to
read while enslaved on a farm in Chatham, North Carolina, Horton began
orally composing lyrics and poems that he would sell to UNC—Chapel Hill
students in exchange for transcription. There began his reputation as the
“Colored Bard of North Carolina.” Horton’s visibility increased after
Caroline Lee Hentz, a famous proslavery novelist, transcribed his first book
of poetry, The Hope of Liberty, Containing a Number of Poetical Pieces (1829).
Horton was able to make enough money from his poetry and a variety of
service jobs around campus to hire his time from his master and spent the next
thirty years composing prolifically and launching futile attempts to gain his
liberty. His second collection of poetry, The Poetical Works of George Moses
Horton, was published in 1845, and he gave a public lecture, “The Stream of
Liberty and Science” (1859) at Chapel Hill. Horton’s last published book,
Naked Genius (1865), contains poems from his earlier volumes and new
poems selected by William H. S. Banks, a Union captain Horton met toward
the end of the Civil War. After emancipation, Horton moved to Philadelphia
where he tried to publish another collection, The Black Poet, with the Banneker
Institute, a racial uplift organization of young, black men. Their quick rejec-
tion, coupled with Horton’s increasing disillusionment with the slow social
and economic progress of black Philadelphia, fueled his desire to leave the
country. He ended his prolific career, not with a call to arms but with a call to
leave. “Let Us Go: A Song for the Emigrant,” the last known writing of
Horton, compares his land of nativity, “this place is nothing but a strife ...
[and] We nothing have to show,” to Liberia “where milk and honey flow.”*
Horton composed the poem while awaiting passage to Liberia, leaving his
wife, children, and grandchildren behind. He joined two veterans from the
United States Colored Troops, both disappointed with postwar life in the
North, to form the “Lincoln Company” which raised funds for passage to
Africa with the American Colonization Society. These three, together with
twelve other expatriates, sailed for Liberia in 1866. The dynamics of Horton’s
relationships with a racist, proslavery novelist, a Civil War captain, and a
university president, all of whom were unsuccessful in their attempts to free
him, get to the heart of the contradictory nature of the peculiar institution
and individual responses to it. Horton’s enslaved “freedom” to compose
poems instead of plowing fields typifies the paradoxical relationship of an
independence being entirely dependent upon his mastery of the master’s

language.
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Given the vexed relationship between literacy and enslavement, it is
interesting that the major poets of the period were all in the South, most of
them Francophone writers from Louisiana. Voicing their own pleas in the
context of the French Revolution, rather than the American Revolution, these
Louisiana poets broaden our understanding of language and literary traditions
between 1820 and 1845. As one of many transatlantic cultures created by the
African slave trade, free black Creoles in New Orleans were moving beyond
mimicking the French romantic poetry that was the fashion. Their poetry,
composed in French, declared linguistic and cultural independence from both
countries that had enslaved their ancestors. Ignoring the Code Noir which
banned published works by free people of color in Louisiana, they produced
poetry, short fiction, and drama that reflected everything from the horrific
vestiges of slavery to the sociopolitical exigencies of black and bi-racial citizens
who had been free for generations. In 1837, Victor Séjour (1817—74), an African
American expatriate in Paris, published his short story Le Mulatré, a scathing
critique of the legacies of enslavement: miscegenation, rape, and murder. He
later wrote the ode “Le Retour de Napoléon” (1841) which was published in
Armand Lanusse’s Les Cenelles: choix de poésies indigénes (1845), the first African
American anthology of poetry, along with eighty-one other poems. Before Les
Cenelles, Lanusse co-edited L’Album littéraire, journal des jeunes gens, amateurs de
la littérature (1843). This short-lived, interracial monthly journal was discon-
tinued after accusations of its incendiary content. Although the poets in Les
Cenelles were necessarily less revolutionary than the anonymous contributors
to L’Album, Lanusse always considered the primary function of his art to be an
educative and empowering shield against racism.

In similar fashion, the drama of William Henry Brown and his first black
acting ensemble is a testament to the appropriation of European art forms as a
plea for racial equality. By bringing London theater culture to New York,
Brown reclaimed canonical English literature as his own, bringing yet another
intercontinental voice into the national, sociopolitical discourses of race. As
part of the international, multiracial growth of the city, Brown’s African Grove
Theatre and Company began as an ice-cream garden for black society and
quickly morphed into a Shakespearean troupe that was good enough to
become irksome to their white rival theatres. By 1822, the company was
staging Richard III, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, and Hamlet. Brown then expanded
their repertoire to include Tom and Jerry: or Life in London (1826), a contem-
porary satire by William Moncrieff. The play had opened the same year at the
Park Theatre but Brown’s version was altered to include a Charleston slave-
market scene with a white actor playing the auctioneer.** He also produced a
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Native American drama, Pizarro (1799) by Richard Sheridan, and Obi; or Three-
Fingered Jack (1804), a slave insurrection play, and he was the first to stage She
Would Be a Soldier; or The Plains of Chippewa (1819), by a Native American
playwright. Brown'’s theater not only reflected the indigenous and African
Diaspora but also boasted an integrated orchestra and audience, making him
“America’s first multiculturalist in a new nation determined to define itself as a
white man’s country.””

In the end, Brown’s reach may have been too inclusive, when he
produced his own play, The Drama of King Shotaway (June 2021, 1823). The
first drama written by an African American, Shotaway was based on the Carav
slave insurrection of St. Vincent. In the Memoir and Theatrical Career of Ira
Aldridge, the African Roscius (1849), Aldridge recalls that “certain Yankees, with
a degree of illiberality peculiar to some liberals had no intention of such
indulgences being allowed to Negroes.”** This was the last play performed by
Brown’s Company, but the brief notoriety began a brilliant stage career
for Ira Aldridge in London and opened the door for Shakespeare’s appear-
ance in black literature. For black creative writers later in the century,
“Shakespeare’s function as a symbol of elite achievement and insurgent
behavior allowed them to creatively appropriate his texts, demonstrate the
writers” cultural literacy, and lay claim to Shakespeare as a literary ancestor;
Shakespeare [signified] their ascension to full-fledged citizenship.”** Although
his Shakespearean stage was certainly a declaration of cultural literacy,
Brown’s portrayal of slave auctions and his decision to dramatize a slave
insurrection called attention to the curtain of slavery behind his independent
stage. Through its productions of English and Native American plays, the
African Grove Theatre and Company laid claim to a multiracial literary
heritage, challenged antebellum notions of race, and asserted its freedom to
define its own artistic purview.

By the middle of the century, the independent literature of African
Americans offered a steady proliferation of artistic expression. More often
than not, it was an urgent and direct challenge to the state of the union. The
emerging forms of literature expressed the burdens of those who were less-
than-citizens in a nation to which they had contributed so much. Either
directly or indirectly, the writing was meant to bear witness to the cultural
literacy, moral strength, and viable independence of free black communities.
Even while acknowledging their commitments to abolition, the fight was to
break the bonds of being slave-classed. As Charles Reason urges in “The Spirit
Voice” (1841), “To vow, no more to sleep, till raised and freed/From partial

2340

bondage, to a life indeed.
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7

“We wish to Plead our own Cause”:
independent antebellum African
American literature, 1840-1865

JOYCELYN MOODY

Despite the miscellany of restrictions hindering the freedoms of persons of
African descent in antebellum United States, the oral and print texts pro-
duced by blacks between 1840 and 1865 comprise an independent literature,
following from earlier black revolutionaries’ exigent insistence that “We wish
to Plead our own Cause.” Mid-nineteenth-century African American texts
declare an independence from traditional genres and familiar conventions of
white Americans’ national and ethnocentric literatures, even as they draw on
the rhetorical structures of those literatures, to privilege black vernacular
expressivity. One of the leading venues for the dissemination of black print
culture was the midcentury black independent press, intrepid offspring of
Freedom’s Journal and the other earliest newspapers in the country begun by
African American entrepreneurial radicals and/or devoted to the spirited
articulation of black concerns. During the antebellum years, the independent
black press announced its freedom from corseted description in the very
range of the character and temperament of its various weekly and monthly
broadsides and papers: from emigrationist to anticolonizationist; separatist,
nationalist, and defiant; masculinist but not exclusively male; sometimes
protofeminist; religious or secular by turn and need. Often, the names
blazoned on their mastheads heralded their self-authorizing and autonomous
disposition: in the 1840s, the Mystery (founded by Martin R. Delany, 1843-48);
W.A. Hodges’s Ram’s Horn (1847-50); Frederick Douglass’s North Star
(1847-51), original source of Frederick Douglass’s Paper, which expanded into
the Liberty Party Paper (1851-63); the Provincial Freedman (1853-57); the African
Methodist Episcopal Church’s still active Christian Recorder; and by the end of
the Civil War, the Afro-American Magazine (1850—65) and the Weekly Anglo-
African (1861-62).
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The range of purpose in these papers confounds interpretations, then and
since, of a unified black community, a solid black bloc. This myth of a singular
and unified black cultural expressivity may be nowhere more clearly exposed
as fallacious than in the multifarious texts emerging from the struggle of
antebellum women of African descent for a gendered independence beyond
patriarchal constraints. Rejecting the masculinist rhetoric of the black inde-
pendent press, many free(d) black women at midcentury resisted being caught
in print as in life in the stranglehold of a black male hegemony. Moreover, the
multivalent black expressivity of both men and women is matched by a
brilliance of articulation of purpose and a correlative (sometimes spontane-
ous) sense of play. That synthesis of clear identity and rhetorical subversion
characterizes virtually all black texts of the era. Conceiving of texts in broad
and expansive terms, rather than confined to a single genre or mode, we find
remarkably different texts characterized by a common consciously ironical
fusion of forms that, even when earnestly conveying serious and direful ideas,
imaginatively signify (on) resistance to modes of expression adopted by the
dominant society. Black antebellum authors of every persuasion — orators,
journalists, singers, preachers, poets, slave narrators, insurrectionists, actors,
court witnesses, and court jesters — called attention to their dexterous manip-
ulation of independent discursive acts, coupled over and over with an explicit
willingness, if not indulgence, to expose and reverse hegemonic exploitations
of black performativity and to turn an increasing white appropriation of black
rhetorical forms back on itself.

Perhaps most significantly, antebellum black authors refused to focus
their expressive acts exclusively on chattel slavery, and instead authorized
their technicolored conceptualizations of “literature” as capacious enough
to divine, construct, and reify a range of free black identities. Nonetheless,
virtually all of their texts embraced the fight against slavery as moral duty to
other blacks, and many protested vigorously against slavery as the most
heinous curtailment of black humanity in a virulent system of legalized
impediments to black citizenship and self-determination.

Perhaps the notion of a “free black identity” is a phenomenon ever subject
to change; perhaps what frees it from fixity is its very variability across US
history and academic investigations of that history. Until recently, literary
scholars and social historians maintained that African American writers were
compelled to wrestle with constructions of blackness and Africanity produced
by white abolitionists and proslavery advocates alike. To have their own
perspectives heard and engaged, we used to assert, early black authors had
to negotiate nonblacks’ points of view and their attitudes toward black life
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even when, or especially because, they were determined to resist racialized
oppression and to participate in the abolition of slavery. For example, in the
preface to essays on The Slave’s Narrative (1984), Henry Louis Gates, Jr., poses
this rhetorical question: “where in the history of narration does there exist a
literature that was propelled by the Enlightenment demand that a ‘race’ place
itself on the Great Chain of Being primarily through the exigencies of print?”’
More recent scholarly investigations and methodologies (many ensuing from
the explorations in Gates’s groundbreaking co-edited collection) enable us to
revise this view so as to reconceptualize creative output by blacks before
emancipation as more than a collective response to an external call to situate
“the race” on a vertical legend of human worth.

Current scholarship on early black expressivity usefully interrogates the
extent to which antebellum US black authors did not necessarily concede or
engage, much less succumb to, representations of themselves constructed
by others. At the end of the twentieth century, for example, Nell I. Painter
cogently demonstrated that, in the 1850s, Sojourner Truth (c.1797-1883) coun-
tered the stereotypical versions of her persona published by at least four white
women who promoted her image (viz., Olive Gilbert, Frances Dana Gage,
Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Frances Titus): Truth staged and purchased — and
staged for purchase — her professional portrait photographs as cartes de visite
and cabinet cards that she herself arranged.” As noted by scholars such as John
Ernest,’ DoVeanna Fulton,* Harryette Mullen,” and Painter, of course, Truth’s
minijature portraits, along with her oral resistance as she both collaborated on
print accounts of her life and spoke from public platforms, illustrate that she
did not simply navigate or circumvent the racist modes whites proffered for
the representation of her identity and experience. Rather, the cartes de visite,
the political speeches, the folksy Christian cautions, the collaborative (auto)
biographies, and so on, all indicate her successful independent assertion of
what Ernest has called a “fluid” identity of her own construction, on her own
terms, in defiance of the strictures ostensibly controlling her self-portraiture.
In Painter’s words, “Sojourner Truth used language — spoken and printed — as
self-fashioning ... [and] she used photography to embody and to empower
herself, to present the images of herself that she wanted remembered.”® To say
that Truth and other midcentury antebellum African Americans succumbed
to a black identity constructed for them by whites — whether well intentioned,
antislavery, or antiabolitionistic — is to deny what black feminist scholars have
variously identified as a black resistant orality. I use this particular phrase to
refer to blacks’ subversive testimony dictated to print-literate interlocutors.
More broadly, black resistant orality is part of an African American expressive
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tradition that asserts the black self — verbally or otherwise performatively —
with autonomy and authority. A black resistant orator performs the self
through signifyin(g) and multiple discourses; she or he exerts an independent
spirit deliberately if also indirectly in ways that overturn, or undermine, the
primacy of print culture.

In precisely this spirit, blacks navigated a craggy discursive terrain in telling
their own truths about antebellum black experience, chiefly about slavery.
In recent decades, scholars such as Dwight McBride in Impossible Witnesses
have examined the transatlantic and transnational debates deployed by aboli-
tionists as well as proslavery advocates, to laud these rhetorical strategies.” For
numerous reasons that have been well documented, especially in William
L. Andrews’s seminal studies, avowals of black “truth” fell on deaf white ears
in the middle of the nineteenth century unless it conformed to ideas that
whites were predisposed to accept or ideas that whites failed to recognize as
ventriloquized versions of their own notions. Conversely, free black discourse
seems fully aware that, as McBride demonstrates, truth may be understood
“as always a production, a process, a political operation” and those only
effective in constructing it pay assiduous attention “to the rhetorical strategies
enacted to produce truth.”® Recently, in short, scholars have effectively
contended that, for the most part, antebellum blacks acknowledged but
discounted hegemonic readers’ expectations of black reiterations of reality.
Those African Americans insisted on the assertion of a self-defined blackness
along with black identities of their own creation.

An acrimonious debate in the summer of 1852 between Mary Ann Shadd
(1823—93) and Henry and Mary Bibb after Shadd both received money from the
American Missionary Association (AMA) and published her Plea for Emigration
or Notes of Canada West, as recorded in scholarly accounts by Shirley Yee, Jane
Rhodes, and others, evinces the freedom with which some blacks had
the means and the daring to air dirty black laundry. Although both Shadd
and the Bibbs would have understood the danger that their public display of
intraracial rancor could pose for all blacks, they apparently nonetheless felt the
risk of white observation and exploitation of their public dispute worth the
engagement, thus illustrating their faith in the righteousness of an assertion of
a black identity verbally stalwart and rhetorically sophisticated as well as
impassioned and intemperate.

White onlookers to the Shadd-Bibb intraracial debacle would have
included AMA leader George Whipple and other AMA members, key players
in the conflict since in part it revolved around Shadd’s efforts to apply (very
limited) AMA funds to opening a racially integrated school in Windsor. The
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Bibbs, who advocated separate education for blacks and whites, had nonethe-
less encouraged Shadd’s alliance with the AMA. Significantly, Henry Bibb had
earlier joined the AMA, and he supported its mission to Christianize fugitive
slaves and provide them with bibles.

While still on amicable terms with one another, the Bibbs also urged Shadd
not to disclose her grant or salary to prospective black students of her school,
presumably so as not to discourage these blacks’ financial support. In mid-
summer that year, however, in what Shadd regarded as a betrayal, the Bibbs
used their newspaper (Canada’s first black paper), the Voice of the Fugitive, to
reveal the grant and salary amounts that Shadd received from the AMA and,
consequently, to register a near-ruinous attack on her reputation and career.

From this dispute emerged a new black newspaper, for Shadd realized that
her responses to the Bibbs (chiefly, oral retorts and exculpatory correspond-
ence to the AMA) were no match for their power as editors. A freeborn
outspoken activist for emigration and integration, Shadd secured financial
backing from Samuel Ringgold Ward (1817—¢.1866) and, with him, cofounded
the Windsor-based Provincial Freedman. Although the Bibbs were ex-slave
separatists with a patriarchal bent, they ironically shared Shadd’s commitment
to black self-actualization but did not endorse her revolt against confining
social codes that engineered and maintained race segregation (and separate
gender spheres) in the USA. All three disputants were US expatriates and black
nationalists, and educators and editors as well. But the fallout over Shadd’s
publication of A Plea and her connections to the AMA clearly exposes the
twentieth-century nationalist fantasy of a singular, unified black cultural
expressivity and nineteenth-century black women’s particular survivalist
need to unveil the myth in their own time. In addition, the unique origins
of the Provincial Freedman indicate blacks” gradual awareness of the importance
of an independent black press, perhaps ideally comprised, moreover, of rival
papers.

As Shadd’s biographer, Rhodes analyzes the historical import of the
Provincial Freedman, whose four-year run (1853-57) rendered it one of the
longest-lived among antebellum African American newspapers. Rhodes speci-
fies two chief reasons that black papers floundered: lack of capital due to
limited advertising, and low literacy rates among African Americans, the
targeted reading audience. Although some did try to attract white subscribers
and patrons, according to Rhodes, early black newspapers’ antislavery rhetoric
and their commitment to autonomous self-representation discouraged a
white readership, even among white abolitionists. Difficulties in securing
advertising and a small free black readership heightened competition among
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black newspapers. Rhodes cites gender conflicts as a third hindrance to the
longevity of early black serials: black masculinism. Although co-owned by a
black woman-black man team, the Provincial Freedman served as a site of
gendered contention in that Henry Bibb (and other black male editors and
newspaper owners) resented Shadd for openly competing with him as a
journalist.”

The Canadian newspapers debate in 1852 illuminates the importance of the
independent black press on both sides of the US northern border as a forum
available to blacks before abolition in 1865, after which they could and did
pursue literacy on a larger scale. The value of serial publications to
abolitionist-era community building is inestimable; as Ernest has stated, “the
format and regularity of newspapers and magazines emphasized the daily
vigilance and activism required for eventual emancipation.””® Underscoring
the wide diversity of contributors and thus the breadth of perspectives on
literature, politics, culture, and religion published in nineteenth-century black
periodicals, Elizabeth McHenry notes in Forgotten Readers, as one pair of
contrasts, in 1859 the Anglo-African Magazine published both the Martin
R. Delany novel Blake; or, the Huts of America, and the Frances Ellen Watkins
Harper short story “The Two Offers,” perhaps the oldest extant text of the
genre by an African American.” The morally suspect nature of fiction dis-
couraged some early US papers from including chapters of novels and adver-
tisements for fictional works in their pages.”™ Although the putative
immorality of fiction often occasioned its ill repute among Christians, early
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black newspapers emphasized the inclusion of fiction as a source of moral,
religious, and political edification for nineteenth-century readers. So, it is not
altogether surprising that the AME Church’s Christian Recorder became the
publication site of imaginative texts such as Harper’s 1850s temperance fictions
that underscored the importance of blacks’ conformity to codes of proper
moral and social decorum.

Contemporaneous with Delany and Harper, William Wells Brown wrote a
letter to William Lloyd Garrison — (white) editor of The Liberator — to
announce the 1853 publication of his novel Clotel. Such a grand gesture of
authorial independence and self-promotion was not uncommon for Brown,
and it became customary for black imaginative writers of a slave past that was
still quite present-day. The longest-running abolitionist newspaper and well-
heeled with white wealth, Garrison’s Liberator flavored its accounts of black
life to meet the tastes of a largely white readership.” (Brown must have
steeled himself as he solicited Garrison’s announcement of Clotel in The
Liberator.)
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As for Brown’s black novelist colleagues Harper and Delany, McHenry
describes them in Forgotten Readers as “represent[ing] two extremes in their
aesthetic beliefs and social politics; like other authors who published in the
Anglo-African Magazine, the Weekly Anglo-African, the Repository, and the
Christian Recorder, both found an audience for their diverse agendas.”™ After
these antebellum fictions, between February and September of 1865, Julia
C. Collins (?-1865) serially published one of the very first novels by a black
woman, The Curse of Caste; or The Slave Bride, in sequential numbers of the
Christian Recorder. An award-winning special issue of African American Review
(40.4, 2006) explores various aspects of Collins’s Curse, and essays by both
William L. Andrews and Mitch Kachun (who in 2006 also co-edited the first
bound volume of the serial novel), as well as by Veta Smith Tucker,
P. Gabrielle Foreman, Leslie W. Lewis, Rafia Zafar, and others examine
Curse from diverse angles and/or ruminate on the debate as to whether it
was Collins or Harriet E. Wilson, author of Our Nig (1859), who is rightly
honored as the first woman of African descent to publish a novel. One finds
numerous rhetorical and biographical contrasts between Harper and Collins,
and their respective tales share many characteristics and tropes.

Still, Harper and Collins arguably differ as much from each other as both
differ from Delany and Brown, so their contemporary readers would have
encountered distinct fictional styles in their respective texts. It bears con-
sidering who was a “reader” in early nineteenth-century America. McHenry
persuasively defines readers as persons exhibiting a range of literacy and/or
listening skills while engaged in literary activity, from those “individuals
who read [a] text to themselves and never extended the distribution of
[black papers] by reading it aloud to someone without literacy skills”* to
groups of Northern, primarily urban free(d) or fugitive blacks who gathered as
societies in Masonic halls, private homes, and church settings, to hear papers
read aloud, to debate their content, to draft letters to editors, and to develop
literary character and political authority in spite of racist oppression, for
collective, communal, and personal reform.™ That abolitionist publications,
especially newspapers and broadsides, were central to African Americans’
collective commitment to self-fulfillment is apparent in their steady rise in
popularity between 1850 and 1860. According to Augusta Rohrbach, this
period marked “a 100 percent increase in abolitionist publications” and — not
coincidentally — “is seen as the golden age of slave narrative publication.””

Less didactic than the earliest black papers begun in the 1820s (viz.,
Freedom’s Journal and the Mirror of Liberty), the Provincial Freedman and
the Voice of the Fugitive assumed their readers were heirs of, and well-versed

140



Independent antebellum African American literature

in, the cultural and civic work of the independent black press.”® The respective
proprietor-editors, then, played out their conflict before readers astute about
numerous differences, subtle and overt, between Shadd and the Bibbs. The
split between the parties was exacerbated by their respective histories: though
unmonied, Shadd had been born into relative privilege in the US North;
the Bibbs were ex-slaves who wondered whether blacks who lacked an eye-
witness experience of slavery did not lack as well the authority to serve as
I-witness for blacks in bondage. Shadd had no use for black “caste” churches or
schools, and repeatedly argued that racial integration would force whites to
recognize and respect black humanity,” perhaps because she had been edu-
cated among Quakers in Delaware during her childhood. Taught, in contrast,
by the demon slavery, the Bibbs had little use for whites, period. Perhaps
ironically, the intraracial debate between Shadd and the Bibbs led to the
development of Shadd’s friendship with yet another leading African
American newspaper person, Martin R. Delany, founder and editor of the
Mystery (in Pittsburgh 1843), which in 1848 he would sell to the AME Church,
who in turn transformed it into the Christian Recorder, a paper still in print. In
fact, although Shadd manipulated in her favor Anglo-oriented conventions of
true womanhood on the one hand, and shunned Afrocentric black masculin-
ism on the other hand, her biographer reports that Shadd’s “closest political
allies and defenders were influential men, including Douglass, Delany,
William Still, and Samuel Ringgold Ward,” co-proprietor of the Provincial
Freedman.*® Virtually all intraracial and interracial conflicts of the era were
enacted in the independent black press as the most effective commodity and
institution of the era for broadcasting news and sharing opinions.

In Fugitive Vision, Michael Chaney illustrates ways that African Americans
fused nonprint black expressive forms together with serials and other modes
of print culture to amplify the attention paid to important, possibly pivotal
events, especially involving the institution of slavery. The fusion of literature
and orature stood to increase the audience that black authors and texts about
blacks would reach. Chaney’s discussion of a polyvocal response to Hiram
Powers’s statue “The Greek Slave,” designed to suggest enslaved woman-
hood, was part of the American exhibit in the 1851 Great Exhibition at Crystal
Palace, London, and provides a pertinent example. Led by William Wells
Brown, the episode also involved other American fugitives, including William
and Ellen Craft, the married couple who had famously fled slavery with
William “disguised” as a captive slave and Ellen masquerading in masculine
drag as his infirm slave master. In particular, a letter in the June 26, 1851
number of The Liberator from William Farmer, reported to The Liberator that
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“Brown and his company first drew a crowd of interspersed [American]
spectators near [Powers’s] statue by openly discussing its resemblance to
“The Virginian Slave, Intended as a Companion to Powers’ ‘Greek Slave™ —
an illustration by John Tenniel that Chaney reports had appeared in Punch, or
the London Charivari.*® Chaney’s introduction to Fugitive Vision outlines ways
that “the visible slave of torture is always shadowed by the feminine.

Unable to stimulate the outrage he seeks through his interracial company
and its choreographed discussion, Brown dramatically sets the Punch cartoon
beside Powers’s statue, as if to make literal the cartoon’s “intended” function
as “companion” to the sculpture. Chaney remarks that, “combined with
Brown’s performative act of placing it directly beside its satirical object, the
illustration becomes part of a multivalent assault on the very way that black-
ness and slavery are put on display — or fail to be properly displayed.

The incident at the British Crystal Palace conjoins the visual and material
culture objects of (1) Powers’s statue and (2) the Punch cartoon satirizing it;
the oral and corporeal performance of (3) Brown’s (ultimately failed) attempt
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to stage a conversation that contrasts “The Greek Slave” with “The Virginian
Slave”; the linguistic texts of (4) the verbal caption amplifying the Punch
cartoon and (5) Farmer’s letter reprinted as (6) a Liberator article.* Notably,
each of these rhetorical acts at once centers and decenters the figure of the
black female body on which Powers’s statue is putatively based; in addition,
the six constructs render us six times removed from any corporeal body of
an enslaved woman on whom each of these expressive forms was based.
Moreover, Brown’s performative juxtaposition of the cartoon with the statue
is as linguistic as it is theatrical, since Brown apparently expects his spectators
both to gaze on the cartoon and to read its attendant caption. To appreciate
fully Brown’s satirical signifying on Powers’s sculpture and slavery’s violation
of enslaved black bodies that the statue at once unveils and disguises, partic-
ularly women’s bodies, viewers must access both the linguistic and the visual
narratives of Tenniel’s cartoon in Punch and at the site of the Crystal Palace
Exhibition. In Brown’s final, embodied gesture, then, emerges a seventh
remove from the enslaved female body to illustrate, ironically, another
instance of multivalent independent black expressivity.

Among recent, celebrated interpenetrations of visual and verbal texts is
Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, specifically the narrative moment when Stamp
Paid shares with Paul D the graphic image — perhaps a line drawing — of Sethe,
cut from a newspaper account of her criminal trial (or rather, newspaper
accounts of the infamous infanticide trials of Margaret Garner in 1856
Kentucky). Morrison writes: “Paul D slid the clipping out from under
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Stamp’s palm. The print meant nothing to him so he didn’t even glance at it.
He simply looked at the face, shaking his head no. No ... Because there was no
way in hell a black face could appear in a newspaper if the story was about
something anybody wanted to hear.”* Thus Morrison imbricates issues of (il)
literacy and knowledge, visuality and criminality.

Examining newspaper and pamphlet accounts of highly publicized court
cases, Jeannine DeLombard’s Slavery on Trial takes up some of the same
concerns as Chaney’s Fugitive Vision. DeLombard investigates the inextric-
ability of nineteenth-century African American print and nonprint cultures,
which helped to circulate news especially of adversarial trials, and, in the
process, to educate readers about strategies for interpreting them. Print
culture’s explicit instruction in how readers should resist, protest, celebrate,
and approximate legal judgments — literally, how to herald and promulgate
them — depended on journalists” studied imbrication of written news accounts
of significant cases with the manuscript briefs, print documents, and various
oral transmissions that ranged from defendant and plaintiff testimonies,
their lawyers’ commentaries, judges” decisions, and extratextual performances
such as courtroom laughter, jurors’ outbursts, and spectator applause.*
DeLombard cogently argues that the abolitionist press, including the inde-
pendent black press, saw to it that court cases were not confined to the insides
of courtrooms, particularly after the very public libel trial in 1830 featuring
William Lloyd Garrison, proprietor of The Liberator. Indeed, “Garrison pub-
lished his own pamphlet on the criminal case, A Brief Sketch of the Trial of
William Lloyd Garrison, for an Alleged Libel on Francis Todd, of Massachuseits;”
unsurprisingly, the enterprising Garrison cashed in on his case by printing an
enlarged edition of his pamphlet in 1834. DeLombard meticulously reports
that, seventeen years later, the saga was not yet over, as “Baltimore printer
William Wooddy issued a rebuttal to Garrison’s aspersions on the Maryland
judiciary” by publishing his own thirty-two-page, anonymously authored
Proceedings against William Lloyd Garrison, for a Libel in 1847.%°

In short, court trials summarily provided a means by which popular serials
could pursue verdicts in the court of popular opinion as an alternative source
of justice. As DeLombard demonstrates, “each of the era’s highly publicized
trials became a synecdoche for the larger debate over slavery, in which readers
were expected carefully to review the testimony of slaves and slaveholders, to
follow the arguments of both abolitionists and defenders of slavery, and,
finally, to render a verdict that would not only reverse the decisions reached
by the nation’s atrocious judges but, more importantly, put an end to the
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crime of slavery.
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An open letter published in the independent black press on the successful
lawsuit filed by Henry Box Brown (1815-7) suggests the far reaches of
DeLombard’s insights into the polyvocality achieved by free(d) blacks” con-
vergence of literary and cultural modes. In the same year that Shadd and
the Bibbs were battling out their disparate views on black self-determination
in Canadian print venues, several editorials by T.H. Brindley in the
Wolverhampton and Staffordshire Herald resulted in Brown’s 1852 libel suit
against the British paper.’* As noted in John Ernest’s 2008 edition of
Narrative of the Life of Henry Box Brown (1851), the August 27, 1852 number of
Frederick Douglass’ Paper includes a letter from Jonas Pekel about Brown’s libel
suit, dated ten days earlier at New York. Pekel writes:

I read yesterday an account of the evil workings of some cotton-ocracy [sic] or
slave-driver of the South, using his influence in England (at a place called
Wolverhampton) to write down the panorama now being exhibited here by
Henry Box Brown, representing it to be an exaggeration of the evil of slavery.
But I was happy to find that a jury of my native country did not think so, and
awarded Brown a verdict of $500 against the libeler.””

In other words, contrary to persistent popular oversimplification (based on
British North American colonial rule, in fact), black people could and did testify
in antebellum US courts, against whites as well as for and against other blacks.
To begin to illustrate: Loren Schweninger’s The Southern Debate over Slavery, vol.
Petitions to Southern Legislatures, 1778-1864 (2001) and vol. 1w Petitions to Southern
County Courts, 1775-1867 (2008) provide details about thousands of petitions filed by
slaves, slavers, and antislavery advocates between the American Revolution and
the Civil War related to slavery alone. Moreover, details of early US legal cases
involving blacks are accessible today not only through judiciary archives from the
nineteenth century, but also through numerous other discourses and modes in
which they were carefully and consciously transcribed, including such slave
narratives as the Narrative of Sojourner Truth; newspaper and broadside accounts
of the more notorious cases (such as the 1834 scandal centered on Robert
Matthews and his Matthias cult); political orations responding to landmark
cases, such as Frederick Douglass’s speech on the Dred Scott Decision in 1857 (as
well as his critique of constitutional laws in his landmark 1852 Fourth of July
oration at Rochester); and novels from the era (as well as such late twentieth-
century fictive interpretations as Sherley Anne Williams’s Dessa Rose, which uses
the figure of a pregnant fugitive slavewoman sentenced to execution for the
murder of whites to refute The Confessions of Nat Turner by both Thomas Gray in
1831 and William Styron in 1969).
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In her analysis of court cases in which Sojourner Truth was a party,
DeLombard dispels myths about African Americans’ political location outside
the US judiciary. Truth was still Isabella Van Wagenen when she successfully
petitioned a post-emancipation New York court in 182728 to mandate
the return of her son Peter, who had been illegally sold south to Alabama.
Truth secured some of the legal defense for the Kingdom of Matthias, in
the fraud and assault cases that Robert Matthews faced in the 1830s. In a
related subsequent case charging Truth herself with slander, Truth also won.
Significantly, DeLombard quotes the Kingdom of Matthias as reporting that,
“Despite the recorded case pleading, Isabells Van Wagenen v. Benjamin
H. Folger, ‘the records for the Supreme Court sittings in New York City and
Albany show no evidence of the case actually coming to judgment.”**
Regardless, Truth felt so triumphant about her legal cases that she continued
to use the courts during Reconstruction to sue for damages after she was
forced from public transportation.

Truth’s intervention in the early 1830s US legal system to preserve her
reputation even before she changed her name from Isabella Van Wagenen to
Sojourner Truth — that is, before she changed her public identity from state-
emancipated slavewoman to itinerant evangelist — challenges the prevailing
view of Northern antebellum blacks as scarcely freer than their enslaved
counterparts in the South. While Southern colonial law had indeed proscribed
black participation in the law, by the middle of the nineteenth century African
Americans like Truth were using the court system to challenge the ethics of
slavery and individual judges’ rulings via newspapers as popular tribunal. Not
all black women had this recourse, especially not enslaved women. As
Christina Accomando demonstrates, the subject of Melton McLaurin’s 1991
legal history Celia, a Slave has been doubly silenced in the historical record.
First, during her 1855 murder trial she could and did testify in the Missouri
case, but not against Richard Newman, her owner and the murder victim in
the case. In addition, Accomando argues, McLaurin’s account of the court case
again silences Celia (1835-55) in the twentieth century.”

Truth was not compelled to rely exclusively on (white women) writers to
shape her public persona in the 1850s: she augmented that rhetorical persona
with print coverage of her speeches and highly stylized photographs and
cabinet cards. By pursuing the inclusion of details of her various legal battles
(primarily for right to access on public conveyances) in the accounts of her
life on which she collaborated and by encouraging print coverage of these
court cases, Truth not only participated in the crafting of her public image;
she also manipulated the variety of resources available to the construction of
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a multivalent if not altogether autonomous self-representation. In this way,
the formerly enslaved woman recuperated for herself and other African
Americans the notion of an independent black cultural voice.

During the same period that Truth worked to revise (or alternately, to
elide) white public conceptions of black women, Elleanor Eldridge (1784
1865), a freeborn woman of African and indigenous ancestry, was involved in a
series of lawsuits to reclaim her extensive real estate property in Providence,
Rhode Island: Carter v. Eldridge in May 1835; her trespass case Eldridge v. Balch in
January 1837; and the overturning of the latter in her favor in May 1839. While
few of the details of her court cases are recounted in either Memoirs of Elleanor
Eldridge or Elleanor’s Second Book, the biographical narratives by Frances
Whipple on which Eldridge collaborated in 1838 and 1839 respectively, both
narratives were repeatedly published until 1847 for the explicit reason of
earning money to fund the lawsuits and to sustain the plaintiff afterward.
Eldridge had been orphaned, then indentured, as a child. She applied her
artisan skill and business savvy to become one of the most successful women
entrepreneurs in Rhode Island by her thirty-eighth year. In fact, Xiomara
Santamarina has proclaimed that Eldridge was “the richest African American
woman in Rhode Island” in her day.?* With enviable wealth and local renown,
Eldridge purchased abundant property in Providence, leading Rohrbach to
call it a “real estate empire.”® On her land, she built and rented houses as an
additional source of revenue. The property was summarily sold in 1831 for
far less than its worth by an auctioneer, her neighbor Benjamin Balch, and a
local sheriff named William Brayton Mann.® According to Santamarina, in
Eldridge’s absence, Balch and Mann sold “one of Eldridge’s houses worth
$4,300 for $1,500.”” During the sale, Eldridge was convalescing from typhus
fever in Adams, Massachusetts. Ironically, the theft of her property came in
the immediate aftermath of Rhode Island’s gradual emancipation of slavery.

As literary protest against the abridgment of black and indigenous rights,
the Memoirs of Elleanor Eldridge defends the subject’s right to own real estate
property. Targeted to middle-class white women readers, the Memoirs and
Elleanor’s Second Book were successful cross-racial collaborations that enabled
Eldridge “to raise large sums of cash and buy back her property in the middle
of the economic panic of 1837.”** The Memoirs of Elleanor Eldridge departs from
the autobiographical narratives of its subject’s enslaved, fugitive, and free(d)
sisters ironically by celebrating her paid labor as voluntarily performed. Indeed,
she often freely selected her clients and the tasks she fulfilled for them.

Its economic success notwithstanding, the Memoirs of Elleanor Eldridge and
Elleanor’s Second Book anticipate many of the same rhetorical compromises
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apparent in life narratives later dictated by black women to white, short-
comings and resolutions well documented by Mandziuk and Fitch.*® The
resistant orality one discerns in the Memoirs intimates that Eldridge was a
black speaking subject no less skillful or dexterous than, say, Sojourner Truth
at the articulation of a distinct black voice and an independent black female
subjectivity.

Print culture and familial property (and family as property) emerge as
central issues in the self-authored ex-slave narrative of Lucy Delaney
(c.1830—.1890s), published after Reconstruction but focused on black women’s
experiences in antebellum USA, in particular Delaney’s own and those of her
mother, Polly Wash Crockett. From the Darkness Cometh the Light (c.1891)
incorporates many details of both women'’s lives in 1840s St. Louis, details
also embedded in their legal petitions. After Polly Wash secured her own
freedom in court trials from 1842 to 1844, she returned to the courts in winter
1844 and gained her daughter Lucy’s freedom, thereby overturning the intent
of the infamous proclamation that “the child shall follow the condition of the
mother.” Having examined “The Freedom Suits of Polly Wash and Lucy Ann
Delaney,” Eric Gardner reports: “Delaney actually filed two suits tied to
questions of her enslavement (one discussed in her narrative, and one not
discussed at all).”*° His speculation that, “Like most freedom suits, it [Wash’s
trial] received no newspaper coverage and probably excited little attention
outside of those directly involved”* would seem to contradict claims like
mine, here, that antebellum African Americans developed a multivalent
identity by disseminating details of court cases in a variety of venues.
However, one finds that Delaney’s inclusion of details of her trial renders
her narrative polyvocal and, moreover, illustrates DeLombard’s contention
that important trials could not be contained within courtrooms. Among
reasons they spilled over were that literate blacks often used legal cases to
educate readers of print objects about judicial proceedings, to strengthen
through training blacks” individual and communal powers of rhetoric and
debate, and to bring black public opinion at once independent and collective
to bear on major cases.

Besides her eponymous protagonist’s legal troubles and work history, the
biographer of the Memoirs of Elleanor Eldridge also narrates Eldridge’s familial
and romantic relations. For these episodes, Whipple combines tropes of
women’s sentimental fiction and slave narrative traditions. Among the most
fascinating features of the Memoirs is an extraordinary frontispiece, a portrait
of the biographical subject as (apparently) willing worker (read wage earner).
This image of Eldridge with a broom relates to other antebellum visual
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representations of authors and/or (auto)biographical subjects in the form of
woodcut images, engravings, or photographs. Notably, as Santamarina
asserts, “This singular woodcut is perhaps the earliest positive depiction of
an African American working woman.”**
nificantly from other images of nineteenth-century black women — all of them
rare, few of them positive. One need only recall the Zealey daguerrotypes of
Delia and Renty, enslaved women in South Carolina whose images were
exhibited as ethnography for Harvard University’s Louis Aggassiz’s research.
Both The Life and Religious Experiences of Mrs. Jarena Lee, A Coloured Lady (1836),
and the expanded version published as Religious Experience and Journal of Mrs.
Jarena Lee ... Written by Herself (1849), for example, are prefaced with a portrait
of the author in conventional white bonnet and shawl. The titles of spiritual

Eldridge’s frontispiece differs sig-

autobiographies by Jarena Lee (1783-?) insinuate if not the author’s own
preoccupation with marital and class status, then her awareness of their
importance to her prospective readers. No doubt she included the portrait
in part to complement her repeated verbal insistence that she was a “true
woman” — and not, as her detractors frequently charged, “a man dressed in
female clothes.” Lee’s portrait differs from Eldridge’s also in that the former
establishes Lee as an intellectual worker, an author in fact, by surrounding the
writing and thinking figure with inkwell and books clearly marked as
Dictionary and Bible, thus compounding her femininity and piety with literacy
and erudition. (The frontispiece of Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects,
published more than seventy years earlier in 1773, portrays Wheatley in pious,
modest dress and seated next to books, and thus functions like Lee’s to signify
her literacy.) The contents of Lee’s spiritual autobiographies — conventional
details of traditional itinerant ministers’ journals of miles traveled, sermons
preached, souls saved, tracts sold, and other such statistics — demonstrate her
efficacy as a minister, and in the process, then, they legitimate her work
outside the home — and her consequent homelessness.

Its differences from Lee’s aside, however, Eldridge’s image connects her
story to such visual-textual culture artifacts of the era as political cartoons,
handbills, newspaper advertisements, print ephemera, and other paratexts.
Specifically among black texts, Rohrbach has observed that “Six out of ten
slave narratives published in the United States between 1845 and 1870 provided
a portrait of the author as a frontispiece,” presumably to validate both the
black subject’s actual existence and her African ancestry.* (In Eldridge’s case,
the portrait can be read as further authenticating her female gender identity.)
While such “proof of blackness” apparently betrays a subjugated black iden-
tity, at the same time its deployment suggests the antithesis as well: African
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Americans could and did exploit whites’ obsession with the ostensible validity
of an African phenotype (as the “genuine article”), in effect selling race as they
pursued a black financial independence. As Rohrbach argues, the author’s
“use of publishing as a means of gaining revenue and the inclusion of a portrait
to support the enterprise makes a convincing case for race as a significant
market lure.”* Whipple and Eldridge’s decision to reprint the woodcut in
every edition of Eldridge’s life story reveals their investment in the return to
independence that successful sales could yield. Eldridge was not alone among
black or Native American women entrepreneurs in the antebellum North, the
majority of whom “ran gender-based businesses in domestic manufacturing
(of soaps and medicines, for example) or in cooking and laundry,”* but she
and Lee were rare among women of color who closed the gender gap to work
in traditionally male occupations like wallpaper hanging and itinerant preach-
ing. Thus, although she apparently lacked sufficient literacy to inscribe her
experiences without Whipple’s aid, Eldridge illustrates early black women’s
lucrative pursuit of independence in an environment hostile to their success.

Whereas the author portrait represented a microcosm of individual black
independence and self-actualization, the antebellum panorama offered an
expansive view of the modern USA. According to Chaney, “Typical panor-
amic views rarely focused on bodies, preferring sweeping historic battles,
faraway landscapes, and sundry wonders of the modern and ancient world to
representation of the individuated human form.”*® In 1849, however, the
consummate showman Henry Box Brown shifted the panorama sans human
being to a profitable abolitionist portrait of slavery. Ernest describes its details
as manifested in its Boston premiere in 1850: “The panorama, Henry Box
Brown’s Mirror of Slavery, was a series of paintings on a sheet of canvas reported
to be 50,000 feet long that would be gradually unwound to reveal successive
scenes related to Brown’s personal experience and to the history of slavery and
the slave trade.”¥ Ernest reports that, while living in England, Brown also
reenacted his escape, complete with a parade, a band, and star-spangled
banners. Unsurprisingly, a revised version of Brown’s slave narrative centered

2548 > .
“® Ernest’s concise

on the “songs and stories he related on the public stage.
description of Henry Box Brown'’s exploitation of the various expressive forms
he used to tell his experiences of slavery demonstrates the intersectionality,
intertextuality, and self-determination of black independent acts, especially
vis-a-vis slavery. Summarily, Brown’s autobiographical performances syn-
cretically spanned (a) visual narratives in the forms of painting, banners, and
his extravagant panorama; (b) verbal texts/print culture, including his written

account of the episode and the words on the banners; (c) his “Hymn of
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Thanksgiving” and other songs; (d) the orature of his staged storytelling in
England; and (e) the embodied reenactment of his dangerous escape via a
crate shipped over land from Richmond to Philadelphia. As early as 1849, the
same year that he mailed himself into Philadelphia freedom, Brown had
begun maximizing the multivocality of his “Hymn of Thanksgiving,” the
song he had legendarily burst into on emerging from the mailed box. His
public appearances on the US abolitionist circuit had “included a printed
version of the song he regularly sang at those meetings, illustrated with an
‘Engraving of the Box.””** So, even before the success of his panorama, the
former bondman had turned his singular “Hymn” into dramatic spectacle,
print culture, and visual and material artifact as well as public performance.

Future scholarship would do well to investigate intersections of orature
and literature, particularly as nineteenth-century blacks did not distinguish
between these modes and their genres to the extent that whites generally did.
In the development of independent black discourses, folklore and other black
vernacular forms become enmeshed in other contexts, as in the familiar
example of the explication of spirituals in the Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass. In addition, Douglass’s essay on Christianity appended to the 1845
Narrative illustrates one way that the orature of sermons and religious texts
becomes manifested in the print literature of slavery. More than one scholar
has observed the rhetorical pay-off of Douglass’s access in his youth to
the Columbian Orator. Moreover, as DeLombard observes about Sojourner
Truth’s lawsuits and impromptu sermons alike, “testifying” and “witnessing,”
two terms affiliated with both legal courts and church congregations, refer-
ence the “rhetorical power from black vernacular linguistic and religious
practices” that connect spontaneous authoritative speech to intense personal
experience.”® Among the better-known texts that work on multiple levels as
abolitionist lectures, other oratorical calls for civil rights and women’s rights,
speeches and political orations is an 1843 “Address to the Slaves of the United
States,” by Henry Highland Garnet.

One finds the assertion of an independent black discourse, autonomous and
self-actualizing, in a broad spectrum of abolitionist propaganda, spiritual
autobiography, religious pamphlets, spirituals and secular songs, journalism,
editorials, published or open “private” correspondence, gift books, and advice
books produced by blacks. Indeed, one bookend of the period addressed in
this chapter, 1840—65, might be read as the poem “Advice to Young Ladies,” by
Ann Plato (*-?) in her Essays: Including Biographies and Miscellaneous Pieces, in
Prose and Poetry, an 1841 collection of belles-lettres essays, literary criticism, and
biographical sketches. In a bibliographical essay on Plato in Invisible Poets, Joan
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R. Sherman references the introduction to Essays by James W. C. Pennington
(1807—70), pastor of the Colored Congregational Church in Hartford,
Connecticut, in which Pennington praises Plato, writing “My authoress is a
colored lady, a member of my church, of pleasing piety and modest worth.”
Subsequently, he compares Plato to Phillis Wheatley, also acclaimed for her
modesty and piety; both women used literature to advise other (black)
women. At the opposite end of the period under study, Julia C. Collins’s
1860s columns in the Christian Recorder likewise offered counsel on black
womanly decorum and pride.

Perhaps the Anglo-African (August 20, 1864: 1—2) transcription of a speech
delivered by Harriet Jacobs “At L’Ouverture Hospital, Alexandria” (Virginia)
can incisively conclude these observations and speculations about the
multivalence of antebellum African Americans’ strivings for independent
self-representation. Jacobs spoke on August 1, 1864, during a ceremony to
commemorate the British West India Emancipation as well as the Ninth
Army’s Colored Division, which had just been renamed the L’Ouverture
Division, and the medical staff of the Colored Hospital, recently renamed
the L’Ouverture Hospital** “Mrs. Jacobs” was the first of six different speak-
ers; none of the others was a woman.” Succinct and somber, her eloquent
speech is a model of the era’s metatextuality and metahistoriography. For
Jacobs self-consciously names the ceremony itself a commemoration of the
magnitude of the events it commemorates; she stresses that the ceremony is
both history in the making and history-making. As Lewis Perry asserts, her
“emphasis was on human effort,”** and with it, she exalts black independence;
she honors the achievements of African American soldiers and their contri-
butions to the Civil War, and assures her audience that black women will care
for those black soldiers who return from battle. That is, implicitly Jacobs
lauds black soldiers’ and black women'’s defiance of negative stereotypes
proliferated by proslavery advocates and racist whites. By illustrating “issues
concerning emancipation, citizenship, historical memory, and women’s public
responsibilities at a crucial moment of change,” Jacobs characteristically
looks past the whites before her to praise independent black acts of self-
determination.
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Racial ideologies in theory and practice:
political and cultural nationalism,
18651910

WARREN J. CARSON

The years following the conclusion of the Civil War and extending to
the initial rumblings of what would come to be known as the Harlem
Renaissance, roughly 1865-1910, can perhaps be characterized by the
Dickensian binary opposition “The best of times, the worst of times.” The
euphoria and celebratory mood associated with the end of the Civil War was
soon interrupted by the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, but was recap-
tured, though not without continued vigilance and hard work, by the sub-
sequent ratification of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments
to the United States Constitution in 1865, 1868, and 1870 respectively. In
addition, the Freedmen’s Bureau, organized immediately following the con-
clusion of the war, was charged with attending to the immediate needs of the
newly freed slaves, many of whom did not have the wherewithal to supply
themselves with the basic needs of food, clothing, and shelter. The Bureau
met with some success, but the organization under the leadership of former
Union Army General O. O. Howard had its share of detractors who prevented
it from completing its mission.

Indeed, freedom and its exercise by millions of African Americans who had
been previously enslaved took on many different forms, from presiding
over confiscated lands of former slaveholders, and free movement to other
geographical locations, to freely participating in constitutional conventions
and the electoral process that enabled a number of African Americans to hold
public offices. The period of Reconstruction seemed to confirm for African
Americans that America would at long last make good on its promise of
freedom and equality for all people.

As W. E. B. Du Bois points out in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), in addition
to exercising the vote, newly freed African Americans were intent upon
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educating themselves and their children as a means of taking full advantage of
their American citizenship and its freedoms. Thus, adding to Wilberforce and
Lincoln Universities, located in Ohio and Pennsylvania respectively, that had
been founded prior to Emancipation, African Americans began immediately
to establish educational institutions throughout the South and to petition for
others to be established under the auspices of state governments. As a result,
approximately seventy-five schools and colleges were founded during the
Reconstruction period and the years following. Many such schools were
supported by the various church denominations, in particular the African
Methodist Episcopal (AME), AME Zion, Christian Methodist Episcopal, and
Baptist churches. In addition, the American Missionary Association (AMA),
founded in 1839, was instrumental in founding a number of schools, and
several state legislatures also allocated funds for the establishment of schools
for African Americans. Many of these institutions, by necessity, included
various levels of instruction and high school departments, designed to address
illiteracy. Although some were called “universities,” novelist Sutton Griggs
observes that they were scarcely more than “normal school[s] with a college
department attached.” Preparation for teaching, training for the Christian
ministry, and the skilled trades were principal curricula. Indeed, the nature
and direction of black education formed one of the crucial divisions in black
thought and educational policy and practice well into the twentieth century.”
Culturally and socially, many African Americans experienced their inde-
pendence through the formation of churches, civic clubs and organizations,
fraternal and uplift societies, and accepted conventional middle-class ideals. In
part this was tied to the belief in the need to prove themselves worthy of white
acceptance, especially in those states that comprised the former Confederacy.
As they would soon discover, however, such acceptance would not be found
to any appreciable degree in the North. In the meantime, a majority of the
African Americans who remained in the South continued to live in substan-
dard conditions, finding no real way to sustain or support their daily lives.
Even so, African Americans did register some cultural and social successes.
In music, the Negro spirituals were brought to the attention of the world
through the efforts of the Fisk Jubilee Singers and similar college choirs from
Hampton and Tuskegee Institutes. Through the music of the Jubilee Singers,
the Negro spiritual became recognized as an original American music form
and one of its cultural gems. African American writers of the period paid
tribute to the spirituals, for example in the “The Sorrow Songs” from The Souls
of Black Folk (1903) and James Weldon Johnson’s most well known poem “O
Black and Unknown Bards” (1908). In popular music, Scott Joplin brought
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ragtime to a national audience; James Weldon Johnson and his brother
J. Rosamond Johnson produced show tunes and included early blues forms
in their work; and the noted African American poet Paul Laurence Dunbar
wrote a musical comedy titled Clorindy, or the Origin of the Cakewalk (1898). In
the more classical dimension, both Joplin and Dunbar wrote operas. Although
these strands of black music popularity were begun in the post-Emancipation
period, they would not reach full flowering until the twentieth century. Along
with music came dance, including a wide range of African inspired dances, and
even though the minstrel tradition brought African Americans face to face
with a number of grotesque and demeaning stereotypes, oftentimes African
Americans were able to turn back such images on those who had more sinister
and uncharitable intentions through such portrayals.

Writers of the period had relatively little access to mainstream outlets for
publishing their works; thus, as Long and Collier point out, “[bly far the

major form of literature [in this period] was the essay,

the largest number of
which were either historical or political in nature. Most had to rely upon black
newspapers, the larger of which generally were published in major cities like
New York, Chicago, Pittsburgh, and Richmond, and had national circulations.
By 1890, there were 154 black papers, according to black press historian I
Garland Penn.* Editorial opinions varied widely, however, and became
even more pronounced after the surfacing of the philosophical differences
between Booker T. Washington (1856-1915) and W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963);
thus, editors often would not print works that did not agree with a particular
editorial direction or philosophy. Opinions differed not only on the kind
of education African Americans should pursue, but on whether blacks
should migrate to the North or remain in the South, or whether they should
recolonize Africa or organize their own black state within the United States.
These and other polarizing views came to a head shortly after the turn of the
twentieth century in the Washington/Du Bois Controversy. Because works
by black writers were not in great mainstream demand and because there was
little acknowledgment of the legitimacy of black writing (and would not be
until the Harlem Renaissance), the major publishing houses were not inter-
ested in publishing them. Therefore, many works by black writers were self-
published through independent presses, often with funds raised from friends
and supporters. The larger religious denominations, the AME Church and
the Baptist Church in particular, established their own publishing concerns
that necessarily made space available for creative writers, advocates of moral
improvement, or religious and educational uplift. Among these, the Christian
Recorder, established by the AME Church in 1852, continued to publish
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poems, essays, and stories by a number of African American writers, including
Frederick Douglass, Frances E. W. Harper, A. A. Whitman, and Ida B. Wells-
Barnett. Similarly, Sutton E. Griggs, through his connection with the Baptist
publishing concern in Nashville, Tennessee, enjoyed access to that denomi-
nation’s press, although he self-published his first novel in 1899 and later
established his own publishing concern, Orion Publishing Company in
Nashville. In a singular bold move for a black woman of her time, New
England’s Pauline E. Hopkins established her own book publishing company
for the purpose of getting works by black writers, her own included, into
print. In addition, Hopkins served as editor of the Colored American Magazine
during the early years of its publication. The magazine was published
in Boston from 1900 until 1909, and in her role as editor Hopkins sought
to publish works by African Americans, largely for African American
consumption.’

Two exceptions, however, are significant. After his early books Oak and Ivy
(1893) and Majors and Minors (1895) gained some national attention, Paul
Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) began to have easier access to the publishers.
Likewise, after the considerable success of his first story, “The Goophered
Grapevine,” published in the Atlantic Monthly of August 1887, Charles Waddell
Chesnutt (1858-1932) also enjoyed a measure of success with a major pub-
lisher, Houghton Mifflin. Most African American writers would continue to
struggle to publish their works. White publishers would not seek them out in
significant numbers until the next century.

Whatever progress African Americans made in politics, education, eco-
nomics, and culture was halted by the abrupt end of Reconstruction as a result
of what Du Bois refers to as “the Revolution of 1876”° that occurred with the
brokered election of President Rutherford B. Hayes and the subsequent
removal of federal troops from the Southern states that made possible the
reestablishment of the antebellum status quo in the South. The backlash and
reversal of African American progress was so brutal and so severe that
historian Rayford W. Logan terms the post-Reconstruction years from 1877
to 1901 “the Nadir”” in African American life and history. Logan further
interjects that such a dark period in the history of African Americans was
brought about by “The Betrayal of the Negro,” as he aptly titles his historical
study of the period 1877-1901. The South moved swiftly to accomplish a
redemption of their statehouses by “the suppression of the Negro vote”®
brought about by implementing poll taxes, grandfather clauses, and literacy
tests, and underscored by the intimidation tactics of the Ku Klux
Klan and other white vigilante groups. Similarly, Jim Crow laws, whose
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implementation began in the 1870s, effectively reversed social and economic
progress. In addition, lynching, principally of black men, escalated especially
during the 1890s, so that by the time of Booker T. Washington’s “Speech at the
Atlanta Exposition” in 1895, black men had been almost completely disenfran-
chised, their push toward social equality turned back, and the meager gains
made during twelve years of Reconstruction effectively checked if not alto-
gether diminished.

Against the backdrop of these troubling times, a mixed chorus of black
voices arose in various degrees of protest. Frederick Douglass, the stalwart
spokesperson for the dignity of black manhood, continued to lift his voice as
the nation struggled to determine its course in the aftermath of the Civil War,
vigorously challenging President Andrew Johnson and the Republican Party
to enact appropriate legislation that would guarantee citizenship and universal
manhood suffrage to the newly freed slaves. Though Douglass desired to
retire from public life and enjoy freedom, he realized that “there would be
little chance of improving the conditions of the freedmen until they became

° and he threw his energy and influence into making sure the

citizens,”
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments were ratified. In a speech made in
Elmira, New York in 1880, Douglass bemoaned the short-lived significance of
these amendments and laid the blame for their failure at the feet of those
who acted out of expediency rather than genuine concern for the welfare of
America’s newest citizens. In 1881, Douglass published the third version of his
autobiography, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, which, according to
Philip Foner, “represents the synthesis of his life’s experience.””® Douglass
continued to serve his country and speak forcefully on issues important to
black America until his death in 1895.

In the vein of protest, an extension of the tradition that included Douglass,
novelist Sutton E. Griggs (1872-1933) offered the voice of Black Nationalism in
his first novel, Imperium in Imperio, published in 1899. Griggs was a product of
the post-Reconstruction South and saw serious limitations in Washington’s
twin policies of accommodation and conciliation, so much so that Griggs
answered the call to join Du Bois’s Niagara Movement in 1905. As a Baptist
minister, educated at Bishop College in Dallas, Texas and Virginia Union
Theological Seminary, Griggs was well aware of the virtue of humility, but he
was more aware that African Americans could not allow themselves to be
further trampled by whites while in pursuit of their civil rights. With Imperium
in Imperio, which critic Bernard Bell calls “the most thematically radical Afro-

21T

American novel of the nineteenth century,” Griggs joins the national con-

versation on the matter of the best option for African Americans to exercise in
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the long-standing debate over the Negro Question. In the novel, two opposing
viewpoints are represented: Bernard Belgrade advocates that African
Americans plot to take over the state of Texas and make it an all black state,
while Belton Piedmont appeals to a more gradual, conciliatory approach by
first seeking to educate whites about the humanity of African Americans and
then graduating to more militant measures if whites are not persuaded by the
earlier appeal. In the context of the debate between the two opposing forces,
Griggs also examines the necessity of education for African American achieve-
ment; the shortcomings of African American leadership, especially those
leaders who are merely self-serving; and the negative effects of color politics
among African Americans. Also, Griggs weaves into his narrative important
factual elements, such as the lynching of a black postmaster in Lake City,
South Carolina, that gives the novel additional credibility as a work of realism.
When Belton Piedmont’s execution is ordered by the secret society of
Imperium in Imperio at the novel’s conclusion, one of the other characters
notes, “When he fell, the spirit of conservatism in the Negro race, fell with
him.”"* In addition to Imperium, Griggs wrote and published four additional
novels: Overshadowed (1901); Unfettered (1902); The Hindered Hand (1905); and
Pointing the Way (1908). While the four subsequent works did not advocate a
separate black state, they were clear political statements about black self-
determination. Interestingly enough, toward the end of his life, Griggs had
moved to more of an integrationist position on the race question.

In poetry, a comparable militant voice can be found in the long poems of
Albery Allson Whitman (1851-1901). Whitman, also a Southerner, was born in
Kentucky and educated at Wilberforce University in Ohio. He became a
minister in the AME Church and served several congregations. Whitman
insisted on the dignity of black manhood, a prominent theme in Not a Man, Yet
a Man (1877). However, it is in his long poetic rendering of the Seminole Wars,
The Rape of Florida, or Twasinta’s Seminoles (1885) that Whitman offers his most
militant stance. Like Not a Man, Yet a Man, The Rape of Florida contrasts the
heroism of the Seminole Indians and their African American allies with the
treachery of whites. Whitman'’s heroes are those for whom the expression of
manliness is a distinct virtue, as seen in the lines “His deeds of love and valor
for him won/The envied wreath by heroes only worn,/And which from
manhood’s brow oppression ne’er hath torn!”” While Whitman’s poetic
craft is often weak and contrived, the poems do stand as important works in
the ongoing protest against racial oppression in America.

Members of the clergy joined forces with the rest of black America; their
voices spoke a diversity of opinions as well. In addition to thousands of
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sermons delivered throughout the country on any given Sunday, a number of
notable ministers made influential speeches and wrote provocative essays.
Joining the fiery Baptist Sutton Griggs and the often militant Albery Whitman,
AME bishop Henry McNeal Turner (1834-1915), a former legislator during
Reconstruction, advocated a Back-to-Africa platform during the height of the
post-Reconstruction backlash, having become convinced that African
Americans were better off elsewhere than in America. Episcopalian bishop
Alexander Crummell (1819-98), a former missionary in Liberia, “advocated

714 the elevation of black womanhood, and the

pride in the African heritage,
absolute necessity of education, founding the American Negro Academy in
1897. Similarly, Princeton-educated Francis J. Grimke, the renowned ex-slave
and Presbyterian minister, argued for the rights of all and joined with Bishop
Crummell in the creation of the American Negro Academy. Founded in 1897,
the Negro Academy was “a national organization whose members included
some of the best educated and most prominent of the black elite.”” Through
annual meetings, various symposia, and academic papers, the members of
the Negro Academy sought to counter the frequent charge that African
Americans had not contributed anything to the intellectual standing of the
world. Of these Academy members, Bishop Crummell stands out as a signifi-
cant religious voice of the era.

Crummell was born in New York in 1819 and faced a number of challenges
to obtain an education, ordination, and a charge where he could work
unhindered by the politics of race. In his youth, he was forced to leave a
school in New Hampshire where local residents dragged one of the school
buildings into a swamp to protest Crummell’s attendance there. A priest at the
age of twenty-three, Crummell was offered a church, but was not allowed to
sit in the church convention because he was black. These and other indignities
Crummell faced with characteristic strength and resilience, never compromis-
ing his blackness or his manhood. W.E. B. Du Bois praised these traits in a
moving tribute to Bishop Crummell that he included in The Souls of Black Folk.
His disenchantment with America sent Crummell to England, where he
studied at Cambridge and received a bachelor’s degree in 1853. For the next
twenty years, Crummell worked as a missionary in Liberia before returning to
the United States. Crummell’s writing is characterized by full thought and
careful preparation. While he is noted for his sermons, Crummell spoke and
wrote on a number of important topics. “The Black Woman of the South: Her
Neglects and Her Needs,” for example, he delivered to the Freeman’s Aid
Society in 1883. Crummell begins by acknowledging the 1880s as indeed the
woman'’s era and that American women have shown superiority to women in
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every other culture of the globe. He quickly notes, however, that “the one
grand exception to this general superiority of women [is] the black woman of the
South.”™ Crummell describes the Southern black woman as “an intellectual
starveling,” that she is “thrown into the companionship of coarse and ignorant
men,” and had “lived in the rudest huts, and partook of the coarsest food, and
dressed in the scantiest garb, and slept, in multitudinous cabins, upon the
hardest boards.” Discussing in great detail “the state of black womanhood,”
Crummell then appeals to his audience to counter the degradation of “one of
the most interesting of all the classes of women on the globe” by using their
educational, religious, and financial resources to produce “the uplifted and
cultivated black woman of the South.”” The renowned educator and feminist
Anna Julia Cooper extended this argument and appeal three years later.
Another dimension of Crummell’s thinking is seen in the essay “The Attitude
of the American Mind toward the Negro Intellect” (1898). Anticipating
Du Bois’s idea of the Talented Tenth, Crummell calls for a Negro Academy
to counter a “repellant ... forbidding attitude of the American mind” toward
the intellectual needs of African Americans. Crummell argues that white
Americans look at African Americans with an attitude of “cheapness” in every
aspect of their lives: “And so, cheapness is to be the rule in the future, as well
for his higher, as for his lower life — cheap wages and cheap food, cheap
and rotten huts; cheap and dilapidated schools; cheap and stinted weeks of
schooling; cheap meeting houses for worship; cheap and ignorant ministers;
cheap theological training; and now, cheap learning, culture, and civilization.”
Crummell called for a reversal of this cheapness with an organization of the
best black scholars in the country so that the black man might “recognize and ...
foster the talent and capacity of his own race, and to strive to put that capacity
8 Thus, Crummell became a founding member of
the Negro Academy just a year before his death in 1898. According to John
Hope Franklin, the Academy members’ “great hope was that these ‘trained and
scholarly men’ would take the lead in shaping and directing ‘the opinions and
habits of the crude masses,” while at the same time defending African Americans

and talent to use for the race.

from the assaults of those who despised them.”” Against charges like those
made by James Parton in the North American Review for November—December
1878 that “To this present hour the negro has contributed nothing to the
the Negro Academy led the intellectual
response of African American scholars and intellectuals for well over a quarter
century.

Other voices were raised in protest. Callie House (1861-1928), a veritable
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intellectual resources of man,

voice crying in the wilderness, led the effort to secure reparations — repayment
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for their work in building a nation — for hundreds of ex-slaves whose labor
went uncompensated, unrewarded, and unappreciated. A Nashville washer-
woman, House was an officer in the National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty
and Pension Association, and had only a basic education, but her energy and
fearlessness gained considerable momentum for the reparations movement
that “enrolled at least 34,000 members between July 1897 and April 1899.
Almost from the beginning, the movement came under close scrutiny from
the US government: the Post Office Department charged fraud against the
Association and singled out House for her individual activities. House fought
back, and, according to her biographer Mary Frances Berry, her “defiant
response offered a sharp contrast to the non-threatening demeanor whites
expected from blacks.”** House, who was often ridiculed by her own people,
kept up the good fight and spent time in jail for her activities. While she was
never successful in securing reparations, she was nevertheless a voice to be

22T

reckoned with and a forerunner to the contemporary reparations movement.

Journalists, too, added their voices in varying forms of protest. In addition
to publishing the works of other black writers in their newspapers, editors
like T. Thomas Fortune of the New York Age and William Monroe Trotter of
the Boston Guardian frequently weighed in on matters of the day and
just as frequently offered their support for the positions of either Booker
T. Washington or W. E. B. Du Bois. One of the most significant journalistic
voices of the time was Ida B. Wells-Barnett.

Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862-1931), a Memphis schoolteacher-turned-journalist,
found herself at the forefront of the protest against lynching. A fearless crusader,
her messages, whether spoken or written, were strident and impatient. Like
House, Wells-Barnett often found herself fighting against her own people for a
place at the leadership table. Born the year before the Emancipation
Proclamation, Wells-Barnett refused to compromise the dignity of African
Americans. In her mid-twenties, she was forcibly removed from a train for
refusing to relocate to the Jim Crow car. She sued the train company and won,
but the Tennessee state court later overturned the decision. After she assumed
the editorship of the Free Speech and Headlight, a black newspaper that circulated
in Memphis and the surrounding area, Wells-Barnett became an outspoken
critic of lynching. One of her fiercest editorials on the subject, published on May
21, 1892, in which she attacked “the old threadbare lie that Negro men assault
* resulted in her newspaper offices being destroyed. At the
time, Wells-Barnett was out of town, but she elected not to return to Mempbhis
for fear of her life. A subsequent editorial, published in the June 25, 1892 edition
of the New York Age, was, according to Wells-Barnett’s biographer Paula

white women,”
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Giddings, “the first comprehensive study of the practice [of lynching] that spoke
to its true motives, meanings, and how it reflected not the moral failings of
blacks but that of a culture gripped by white supremacy.”** In other words, with
“The Truth about Lynching,” Wells-Barnett was determined “to set the record
right.”*® A careful researcher, she knew she had to have her facts straight so that
she could make the strongest possible case against lynching. Also, her writing is
characterized by a straightforwardness as suits her purpose and audience.
Probably her most provocative piece, a pamphlet titled A Red Record, appeared
in 1895. According to novelist John Edgar Wideman, A Red Record was “one of

2526

the first published accounts of lynching episodes in this country.”*” An inves-
tigative report that draws on her earlier anti-lynching editorials, it is factually
precise and very pointed in tone and intent; as such, it prefigured the lynching
investigations conducted by Walter White in the next century. A Red Record
catalogs the lynchings that had been reported in the white press for the previous
two-year period, 1893-94. Wells-Barnett was especially interested in further
setting the record straight about the reasons for lynching, laying the blame at
the feet of the white men of the South whose false chivalry she scoffed at on
more than one occasion. It is important to note that A Red Record appeared in
1895, the same year as Washington's “Speech at the Atlanta Exposition,” and it is
remarkable in its contrast to Washington's notion of the status of African
Americans in the latter part of the nineteenth century. A strong critic of
Washington’s policies, Wells-Barnett also saw limitations in Du Bois’s integra-
tionist views. She was, nonetheless, one of the participants in W. E. B. Du Bois’s
Niagara Movement in 1905 and the subsequent founding of the NAACP in 1909.
Although she was also active in the Women’s Club movement, organizing
several such clubs herself, it is for her work as a crusader against lynching that
she is best known.

A number of other female voices joined the chorus of those advocating
equality, dignity, and uplift for African Americans during the last decade of
the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth. Frances Ellen
Watkins Harper, well-known poet, essayist, and activist, published her first
novel, Iola Leroy, or Shadows Uplifted, in 1892. Through the title character, the
author explores the effects of the triple oppression of race, class, and gender on
black women that became a critical site for black women writers and activists
well into the twentieth century and beyond. For many years, Iola Leroy was
believed to be the first novel published by an African American female.
Though it has been supplanted by Harriet E. Wilson’s Our Nig (1859), lola
Leroy is clearly the most significant work of the post-Reconstruction. Harper’s
narrative traverses the antebellum period, the Civil War, Reconstruction, and
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beyond, and focuses on how many forces sought to undermine and otherwise
prevent black women from living free, unfettered lives. Having lived through
all of these periods and as a writer and activist for African American and
women’s rights for a half century by the time of the novel’s publication,
she could draw easily on historical facts to make the novel realistic. The
central character reflects Harper’s own interests as she argues for the
elevation of black women. Like many black novels of the period, Iola Leroy
sought to correct inaccuracies regarding black life in the antebellum period as
portrayed by white writers of the plantation school. In addition, Harper offers
substantial criticism of the condition of African Americans during the period
of Reconstruction, and, as noted by Bernard Bell, Iola Leroy “continues the
pattern of abolitionist novels but introduces a more complex though melo-
dramatic image of mulatto women, the black family, and the roles blacks
played in liberating themselves.”” Also during the decade of the 1890s
appeared the novels by Amelia Johnson (1858-1922), Clarence and Corrine, or
God’s Way (1890) and The Hazeley Family (1894); Emma Dunham Kelley
(1863-1934), Megda (1891) and Four Gitls at Cottage City (1898); and the short
stories of Alice Dunbar-Nelson (1875-1935) published in Violets and Other Tales
(1895) and The Goodness of St. Rocque and Other Stories (1899). These addressed
many of the triple issues of race, sex, and class in a similar vein. It is important
to note that Kelley’s identity as an African American has recently come under
debate. Further, Four Girls at Cottage City focuses on white characters rather
than black.

Author and publisher Pauline E. Hopkins (1859-1936) offered a less genteel
response to the issues of black inequality and the undignified treatment
extended particularly to black women, in her novel Contending Forces (1900).
Much like Iola Leroy, Hopkins uses the characters and situations to challenge
misrepresentations of African Americans by white writers in an effort to
correct the negative images of black women, particularly the portrayals of
looseness and lack of chastity popularized in the literature of the Plantation
School. Hopkins used her later serialized works, the “magazine novels,” to
continue her crusade against the damaging effects of the flagrant misre-
presentations of black women. These include Hagar’s Daughter: A Story of
Southern Caste Prejudice, Winona: A Tale of Negro Life in the South and Southwest,
and Of One Blood, or the Hidden Self, all published serially between 1900
and 1904.

Perhaps the most significant female voice of the period was Anna Julia
Cooper (1858-1964). A Voice from the South (1892) set the tone for women’s
education, uplift activities, and dignified, gracious living that characterized
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these endeavors for the black women of her generation. Born in North
Carolina prior to Emancipation, Cooper attended St. Augustine’s Normal
School in Raleigh, NC, and later Oberlin College, before embarking upon a
long and distinguished career as teacher and principal, initially at Wilberforce
University in Ohio and St. Augustine’s College in North Carolina. In 1887,
Cooper began a long tenure as teacher at the M Street School in Washington,
DC (later renamed Dunbar High School in honor of Paul Laurence Dunbar),
where she became principal in 1902. A Voice from the South is a collection of
speeches and essays that Cooper had made previously in which she set forth
her views on the concept of true womanhood and racial uplift as they applied
to African American women of her era. The principal speech included in
the volume, titled “Womanhood: A Vital Element in the Regeneration and
Progress of a Race,” originally delivered in 1886, is an astute catalog of how
womanhood in general had been undermined historically by the church and
the feudal system, despite the role that women had played in providing energy
and stability for the world through the ages. This fact Cooper argues as the
essence of her feminist tract, drawing the logical conclusion that “It seems not
too much to say then of the vitalizing, regenerating, and progressive influence
of womanhood on the civilization of to-day.”** Turning her attention to the
particular plight of the African American woman, Cooper acknowledges that
the case for the elevation and uplift for the black women of the South had
already been made by Bishop Alexander Crummell three years earlier in 1883,
and she adds her own voice to the cause of education, uplift, and protection of
black women. Just as women in general have served civilization, Cooper
notes, black women have a particular role in determining the future of the
black race: “Now the fundamental agency under God in the regeneration, the
retraining of the race, as well as the ground work and starting point of its
progress upward, must be the black woman,” a statement that she underscores
with her often quoted observation, “Only the Black Woman can say ‘when
and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood,
without violence and without suing or special patronage, then and there
the whole Negro race enters with me.””* Although Cooper’s education
began at a normal school, she received her collegiate education at Oberlin
and presided over perhaps the most elite school for African Americans during
her time. Very much a member of the Talented Tenth, Cooper was active
in the Women’s Club Movement of the late nineteenth century and in
the first Pan African Convention in 1900. In addition, she was a staunch
Episcopalian and often critical of “the rank exuberance and often ludicrous
demonstrativeness” of black religious expression. In demonstration of her
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firm belief that education had the power to transform lives, she earned her
doctorate from the University of Paris in 1925. A brilliant thinker with a broad
intellect, Cooper was clearly one of her era’s best and brightest of any gender
and any race. Her writing is characterized by an elegant prose style that is
highly allusive and clearly intended for intellectual audiences.

Just as the period itself represented a wide disparity of experience regarding
America’s newest official citizens, the two voices that spoke most loudly
represented often-opposing philosophies and viewpoints. The accommoda-
tionist stance advocated by Booker T. Washington was vigorously contested
by the more radical protest of W. E. B. Du Bois. Indeed, the Washington/Du
Bois Controversy, or the Washington/Du Bois Debate, came to characterize
the latter part of the period, dividing African Americans and whites into two
philosophical camps well into the twentieth century. Booker T. Washington’s
meteoric rise to the rank of the spokesman for African Americans may have
seemed unlikely to some, although, like many who were born in slavery, he
took advantage of the promise of America. Born in Virginia in 1858 or 1859 to a
slave mother, who served as the plantation cook, and a white man from a
neighboring plantation, Washington left for West Virginia with his family
after Emancipation. He worked in the salt and coal mining industries, but, like
many newly freed slaves, believed that somehow an education would open
the doors of a new world for him. Alternating night and day classes with the
brutal work of the mines may have been a daunting routine for some, but
Washington took it all in his stride. After hearing of educational opportunities
provided by the recently opened Hampton Institute in Virginia, Washington
resolved to attend, walking the 500 miles from Malden, West Virginia to
Hampton. He discovered that he would have to prove himself in order to be
admitted to Hampton, and did so, marking the first of a number of accom-
plishments where the odds seemed not to be in his favor. While at Hampton,
Washington distinguished himself as a student and accepted a teaching
position in his hometown after graduating in 1876. He was invited to return
to Hampton in 1879 to supervise the American Indian students who had been
admitted there as a further experiment with the education of marginalized
groups like newly freed blacks and Native Americans. Owing to his success at
Hampton, which originally enrolled black and Indian students, Washington
was recommended by Hampton’s founder and president to establish a school
in Alabama to serve the African American students of that part of the country.
In 1881, Tuskegee Institute, patterned after the Hampton model, opened its
doors. Washington’s work at Tuskegee would propel him into the national
spotlight less than two decades later. The founding of Tuskegee helped to
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ensure Washington’s fame and the story that he would go on to write well
before his fortieth birthday.

Washington’s most significant published work is his autobiography, Up From
Slavery (1901). Partly a slave narrative and partly a collection of speeches he had
made in the years after his founding of Tuskegee, Up From Slavery is charac-
terized by a sense of humility and an unshakable faith in the ultimate rightness
of things. The well-chosen title, with the emphasis on the word “Up,” under-
scores Washington'’s firm belief in the upward mobility of African Americans if
they would only take advantage of the opportunities presented to them and
work hard to achieve a place of substance in the world. Up From Slavery opens
with an account of the barrenness and desolation of the slave experience. As
with many slave narratives or life stories, there is the usual emphasis on what
slaves did not know and what they did not have. What is unusual about
Washington’s account, however bleak the experience, is the absence of any
hard feelings about the institution of slavery or against any of those who
presided over its place in the American fabric. This lack of anger and bitterness
contrasts with narratives written earlier, such as Frederick Douglass’s Narrative
that spoke often and directly against the “infernal” character of slavery. James
Robinson notes in his Introduction to the 2003 edition that, “throughout the
entire book, [Washington] is conciliatory and forgiving toward southern whites
and their system of racism and oppression.”** Even in the chapter that deals with
the period of Reconstruction, Washington was far more willing to be critical of
the ignorance and lack of sophistication of African Americans where office
holding and education were concerned than of opportunism and chicanery of
whites in their dealings with African Americans in these and other ventures
during the early days of their new citizenship. This kind of criticism of the black
race continued throughout Up from Slavery; Washington at times seemed to
hold African Americans responsible for their own wretched condition in the
aftermath of freedom. Recent studies by Houston Baker and others have sought
to reinterpret Washington’s strategic use of accommodationist strategies, espe-
cially within the context of African American modernism.”

The founding of Tuskegee Institute and the fervor with which Washington
undertook the building of the school are among the most compelling and
heart-warming sections of the autobiography, even if one is not persuaded
by Washington’s insistence on normal school and vocational training for
African Americans at the expense and near exclusion of intellectual training.
This position would generate considerable monetary support from white
philanthropists and equal amounts of consternation from African Americans
who felt that Washington was selling the black race short.
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Clearly the most provocative chapter in Up From Slavery contains the text of
“The Atlanta Exposition Address” that Washington delivered at the Cotton
States Exposition on September 18, 1895. Washington was chosen to represent
African Americans at this Southern version of the Columbian Exposition held
in Chicago two years earlier. The Atlanta Exposition was designed to show the
progress toward the rebuilding of the South in the thirty years since the end of
the Civil War, and Booker T. Washington was selected by the planners of the
exposition to represent African American progress. Nowhere is Washington’s
dual stance — conciliation and accommodation — clearer and more direct than
in the scant few pages of this address. Rayford W. Logan notes that the speech
was “one of the most effective pieces of political oratory in the history of the
United States.”** Throughout the speech, Washington focused on the image
and theme of the loyal and devoted Negro.” Yet he also pointed out that
clearly a third of Southerners were African Americans who could not be
ignored if the South expected to live up to the promise of its reconstructed
self. Fully aware that he was addressing an audience that was often hostile,
Washington sought to allay the fears of Southern whites who were by 1895
fully engaged in redeeming the South from the hands of black interlopers and
white opportunists.

Washington’s speech was immediately hailed by whites North and
South. He was touted in the white press and congratulated by many prom-
inent whites, including Governor Bullock of Georgia and President Grover
Cleveland. As a result of his new notoriety, Washington all but sealed his
designation as national spokesman for the black race, an unofficial post left
vacant by the death of Frederick Douglass earlier that same year. This new
national prominence also propelled Tuskegee Institute into the spotlight,
where it became a “machine,” as it were, that determined in large part the
direction that the education of African Americans would take well into the
twentieth century.

As much as “The Atlanta Exposition Address” and Washington’s new-
found prominence were celebrated by most whites, the speech earned the
consternation of many blacks and some whites. Drawing from the words,
his critics viewed him a sellout and dubbed the speech “The Atlanta
Compromise.” Rather than aiding African American progress, they argued,
the speech, fueled by the growing conservatism of Booker T. Washington,
actually set back their progress and minimized black efforts to become full and
equal partners with whites in a land built on the Jeffersonian premise that
“all men are created equal.” While there were many critics and detractors,
W. E. B. Du Bois’s almost clinical dissection of Washington’s positions and his
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Tuskegee machine served to create a debate on the direction for African
Americans that extended well into the twentieth century.

However, even criticism from such an able opponent as Du Bois could not
diminish the growth in Washington’s national stature and influence. By the
early years of the twentieth century, in addition to publishing the well-
received autobiography, Washington had founded the National Negro
Business League and dined at the White House with President Theodore
Roosevelt. Further, until his death in 1915, Washington exercised considerable
influence in national black affairs, while Tuskegee remained secure in its
position as a preeminent black educational institution in the South.

Although Washington and Du Bois both were interested in the advance-
ment of African Americans, in terms of demeanor and philosophy the two
were quite far apart. William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was born in 1868 in
Great Barrington, Massachusetts, fully a decade later than Washington and
one who had not known slavery at first hand. He attended integrated schools
in Great Barrington and entered Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee,
graduating in 1888 with a Bachelor of Arts degree. He then entered Harvard
and studied both there and at the University of Berlin over the next
seven years. In 1895, Du Bois became the first African American to earn the
Ph.D. from Harvard, the same year that Washington delivered the speech at
the Atlanta Exposition.

For a brief period while a student at Fisk, Du Bois taught at a rural black
school in Tennessee, his first experience with educating African Americans.
This confirmed for him the worthy endeavor of intellectual training for those
students who came of age in the generations after slavery. Du Bois later taught
at both Wilberforce and Atlanta Universities and was clearly committed to the
educational advancement of African Americans. While he recognized the
place that normal and vocational training played in promoting black economic
achievement, Du Bois flatly rejected the notion that higher education for
African Americans and the exercise of their rights as American citizens
should in any way take a back seat. This position evolved into what Du Bois
promoted as the idea of the Talented Tenth, that the progress of African
Americans rightly rested with those who were trained for leadership.

In 1903, at age thirty-five, Du Bois published what became a work for the
age, the seminal text in African American Studies, The Souls of Black Folk. The
volume brought together essays that had been published before and signaled
the arrival of an unusual intellectual force, a black man who had the requisite
training and the skill with which to analyze the black condition from an inside
perspective, and the courage to do so without apology. The Souls of Black Folk
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runs the gamut from general history and treatise on African Americans,
through a cultural analysis of the Negro spirituals, and a biography of a
foremost minister and missionary Alexander Crummell, to an early fictional
work that introduces themes that Du Bois would explore in novels he would
subsequently write. All of the essays that comprise Souls are characterized by a
scholarly insight and highly allusive language that illustrate Du Bois’s exten-
sive training and his powers of close analysis. Furthermore, Du Bois’s tone is
one of manly confidence that contrasts directly with Washington’s folksy
humility.

Perhaps the most provocative essay in The Souls of Black Folk is titled
“Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” a particularly painstaking and
analytic dismissal of Washington’s policies, an earlier version of which had
appeared in the Dial for July 16, 1901 under the title of “The Evolution of
Negro Leadership.” In this essay, Du Bois confronts directly the accommo-
dationist stance of Booker T. Washington. Du Bois had come to oppose
Washington’s philosophy in the years following 1895 when Washington
delivered what Du Bois preferred to call “The Atlanta Compromise.”
Although Du Bois offered a terse note of congratulation when the speech

34 over the next several

was delivered, calling the speech “a word fitly spoken,”
years he became increasingly troubled by what he considered as Washington’s
capitulation to the white power structure in matters of social equality and
proper education for black men. In an almost gracious introduction, Du Bois
notes the remarkable rise of Booker T. Washington to a position of national
prominence: “Easily the most striking thing in the history of the American
Negro since 1876 is the ascendancy of Mr. Booker T. Washington.” In the
pages following this observation, Du Bois, with the precision of a clinician,
assails what he calls Washington’s “programme of industrial education, con-
ciliation of the South, and submission and silence to civil and political rights.”
Noting that Washington’s program is “not wholly original,”” Du Bois argues
that “Mr. Washington represents in Negro thought the old attitude of adjust-
ment and submission.”>* Du Bois then positions himself against this tired
and worn modus operandi and argues that since “The problem of the

Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line,””

it therefore requires
new leadership, manly leadership, leadership that does not back down in the
face of challenge.

In “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” Du Bois provides a
capsulized history of the protest tradition in African American life and history
in which he foregrounds “the assertion of the manhood rights of the Negro by

himself,”*® and suggests that Washington has failed to honor and keep this
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tradition by allowing himself to be placed in the position of a compromiser.
Thus, in Du Bois’s estimation, Washington is an ineffective leader to meet the
challenges that African Americans face in the twentieth century. Du Bois not
only dismisses Washington as unsuitable for leadership of African Americans
on the large scale, but also takes issue with Washington’s insistence on normal
school education and vocational training as adequate for the aspirations and
potential accomplishments of African Americans. Here Du Bois asserts his
idea of the Talented Tenth and the crucial role they play in advancing the race.
Even more, Du Bois’s advocacy of the important role of a university-trained
cadre of teachers to the achievement of Washington’s own goals at Tuskegee
underscores the shortsightedness of Washington’s program and points out
a fallacy in his philosophy, what he calls a “triple paradox” in Washington’s
position.* In concluding his assessment of the debilitating effect of the
“Atlanta Compromise” on black progress, Du Bois asserts that, to the degree
that Washington was right on certain issues and right-headed in addressing
them, then African Americans were obligated to stand with him; but in those
matters where Washington’s assertiveness was found wanting, then black
people must oppose him.

In subsequent years, the Washington/Du Bois Debate escalated and
affected to a degree almost every aspect of African American life. Du Bois,
like Washington, rose to national prominence, first as the organizer of the
Niagara Movement in 1905 and then as a founder of the NAACP in 1909. He
wielded considerable influence, beginning in 1910, as editor-in-chief of The
Crisis magazine, the official publication of the NAACP, and, later, as a mover
and shaker in what became known as the New Negro Movement. The
debate with Washington did not subside, as subsequent members of the
Talented Tenth, notably the novelists Nella Larsen and Ralph Ellison, took
on Washington and the Tuskegee Machine in their fictional works, Quicksand
(1928) and Invisible Man (1952) respectively.

In terms of writers who were more concerned with art than politics, the late
nineteenth century saw the emergence of the first African American fiction
writer to garner significant national attention. In a relatively short period,
from 1899 to 1905, Charles Chesnutt published two collections of short stories
and three novels; he holds the distinction, according to Rayford W. Logan, of
being “the first colored writer exposing the sordid side of plantation life to
have a book published by a prominent firm.”*° Chesnutt, born in 1858 in
Cleveland, Ohio, was already a member of the Ohio bar and the successful
owner of a legal stenographers firm before he published his first story.
Returning to his family’s ancestral home in the sandhills region of North

171



WARREN J. CARSON

Carolina after the Emancipation, Chesnutt grew up in the Reconstruction
South and drew on the rich history of the area and on the examples of life
during Reconstruction and its aftermath to inform his stories and novels. Like
Dunbar, his literary contemporary, Chesnutt’s “conjure tales” might be
viewed as advancing the Plantation School of writing, but a closer inspection
reveals that he exploits that form of writing for his own purposes, i.e., to show
that black stereotypes are often misleading.

Chesnutt published his first short story, “The Goophered Grapevine,” in
the Atlantic Monthly in August 1887. The first of several “conjure stories,” “The
Goophered Grapevine” celebrates African American storytelling and its
teller in the person of Uncle Julius McAdoo, an elderly former slave who
embellishes a tale of the old plantation and the workings of Aun’ Peggy, the
plantation conjure woman. While Uncle Julius’s story appears to be the
harmless ramblings of an old man, he clearly masks his real purpose of
securing a place and livelihood from the potential purchaser of an antebellum
vineyard. Rich in dialect, the conjure stories seem to promote the usual
negative stereotype of the happy darky, a stock character in the Plantation
School, but Chesnutt infuses the characters with a complexity that implodes
the negativity usually associated with these character types. Following the
success of this story, Chesnutt gathered a number of similar stories into a
collection titled The Conjure Woman published in March 1899 by Houghton
Mifflin, a major publishing company located in Boston.

Chesnutt is also known for his “stories of the color line,” stories that
thematically and situationally examine inter- and intraracial interactions
between whites and blacks in the post-Emancipation South. Principal among
this group of stories is “The Wife of His Youth,” the title story of his second
book of short stories that were collected and published also in 1899. While the
“conjure stories” showed Chesnutt’s facility with interpreting and delivering
in written form the culture and activities of pre-Emancipation African
Americans, the “color line stories” demonstrated his craft as a writer of
original material — black and white characters in the situations and milieu of
Reconstruction. In “The Wife of His Youth,” for example, Chesnutt draws on
a long-standing division along color lines within the black race. Chesnutt, who
was light enough to pass for white, underscores the loyalty of African
Americans to each other despite color and dismisses the notion that light-
skinned African Americans would ignore the darker brother for the sake of
safety and expediency. In another such story, “The Bouquet,” Chesnutt offers
the idea that a dog is freer than an African American in the segregated South
when a young black child is barred from placing a floral offering on the grave
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of her recently deceased white teacher who is buried in a “Whites Only”
cemetery. The child then has the teacher’s dog, which can move freely in and
out of the cemetery, deliver the bouquet to the gravesite. Yet another color
line story, “The Sheriff's Children,” foregrounds a white sheriff who has to
arrest and protect his black son from a lynch mob. In these and other stories,
Chesnutt deals with intraracial color prejudice, both real and presumed, with
Jim Crow laws and how they work to undermine human dignity, and with the
far-reaching effects of miscegenation, color caste, and passing.

Also in 1899, The House behind the Cedars appeared, the first of Chesnutt’s
three novels to be published during the period, The novel is a full-scale
treatment of the phenomenon of passing and one that exploits the well-
recognized theme of the tragic mulatta. Rena Walden, a young, beautiful,
mixed-race woman, leaves her mother’s house to try her fortune in the white
world. She falls in love and becomes engaged to a wealthy white Southern
gentleman, George Tryon, but before they can be married her race is discov-
ered and a socially, emotionally, and physically devastated Rena must return
to her mother’s house behind the cedars. Chesnutt dealt with the issue of
passing in several of his works, and while he recognized it as a possibility he
saw clearly its futility for solving the race problem. As the light-skinned, very
accomplished Mr. Ryder, the Dean of the Blue Veins, resolved in “The Wife of
His Youth,” Chesnutt advocated the well-known admonition “To thine own
self be true.”

The Marrow of Tradition (1901) and The Colonel’s Dream (1905) were both
controversial novels. The Marrow of Tradition was based on the Wilmington,
North Carolina Race Riot that occurred in 1898 and it is an accurate,
though fictionalized depiction of how the white power structure undermined
the gains made by African Americans in that city during Reconstruction.
Moreover, the narrative shows how whites conspired to destroy the black
community and drive blacks from the city, many of whom never returned.
Included in the novel are Chesnutt’s usual theme of political expediency and
miscegenation as roadblocks to black progress. While many critics assailed
Chesnutt’s account, history has vindicated him as the accuracy of his account
was verified during various reexaminations of the facts of the Wilmington
Massacre during its centennial in 1998.

The Colonel’s Dream was controversial for a different reason. In it, Chesnutt
depicts a former Confederate officer who lives in the North for some years
following the end of the Civil War, before returning to the South with
progressive ideas about race and rebuilding the South, ideas that proved to
be out of step with fellow whites. The Colonel proposed to build a mill and
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provide equal employment opportunity and equal pay for all workers, black
and white. In addition, he hoped to make amends for past wrongs demon-
strated toward African Americans and move the South into a new era of peace
and prosperity. However, because whites feared that economic parity would
somehow lead to a fuller presumption of equal rights, they destroyed the mill
and, in the process, his dream. Not only did the critics attack Chesnutt’s
depiction of the white South, they further dismissed his novel because of his
handling of the Colonel, suggesting that African Americans could not write
realistically about white characters, a complaint made about Chesnutt’s con-
temporary, Paul Laurence Dunbar, and about later writers like Zora Neale
Hurston who foregrounded white characters in her last published novel,
Seraph on the Suwanee (1948).

As the twentieth century moved toward the end of its first decade, it
appeared to some that African Americans had perhaps begun to weather the
storm brought by the post-Reconstruction violence and mayhem. While the
Jim Crow laws were fully entrenched in the South after the Plessy v. Ferguson
decision in 1896, African Americans adapted to segregation in the South and
challenged it when their success seemed likely. Lynchings continued,
even despite the efforts of active and vociferous protests. After 1901, African
Americans had no black representation in Congress until the second decade
of the century. Black churches, schools, businesses, and other institutions
seemed to turn inward in an effort to build, improve, and protect their own
communities. Already, however, there were the beginnings of the “northward
and cityward” movement of black Southerners captured in Alain Locke’s The
New Negro (1925). This movement would escalate into the Great Migration in
the second decade of the new century.

Despite the absence of political strength, W.E.B. Du Bois called for a
gathering of black leaders and white supporters that formed the Niagara
Movement in 1905, that grew into the NAACP in 1909. The organization
chose to fight for civil rights through agitation and challenge in the courts of
violations that deprived African Americans of rights guaranteed by the
Constitution of the United States. The publication of The Crisis magazine,
which began in 1910, gave Du Bois and the NAACP an outlet through which to
channel their constant protest against the wide-ranging wrongs perpetrated
against African Americans.

While the essay continued to be a powerful weapon of social criticism,
stories, novels, and poems began to appear with increasing frequency as new
writers joined already established writers like Dunbar and Chesnutt, both of
whom ceased publishing in the middle of the first decade, one stilled by death,
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the other by reactionary critics. For example, the early poems of James
Weldon Johnson signaled a latent literary talent that would mature as the
Harlem Renaissance progressed into the 1920s, and the several novels of
Sutton Griggs kept that art form alive, as did such obscure novelists as
F. W. Grant, Oscar Micheaux, and Otis Shackelford.** Strands of the novels
would reemerge in the 1920s and 1930s. Also significant was the appearance
of Benjamin Brawley’s The Negro in Literature and Art (1910), which laid the
groundwork for literary history and criticism of a body of work that has been
largely ignored by the scholarly community. All of these genres would
flourish in the hands and imaginations of a new generation of African
American writers and critics who would sustain the movement we know as
the Harlem Renaissance.
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9
The “fictions” of race

KEITH BYERMAN AND HANNA WALLINGER

In order to understand the literary production of the period between
the American Civil War and the First World War, readers need to be aware
of the complex set of narratives that shaped the era. By “narratives,” we mean
the stories created to explain national and regional history, institutions, beliefs,
and social practices. It is through such stories that national, regional, racial,
and gender identities are constructed and justified. Thus, the white South,
after the Civil War, reinvented its rebellion and defeat as a tragedy in which a
noble cause was overwhelmed by the region’s own pride and by massive
Northern aggression. This narrative was embodied in “plantation school”
fiction by Thomas Nelson Page and others." The Union narrative was divided
into separate plots; this division enabled the triumph of white supremacy later
in the nineteenth century. On the one hand, the North saw itself as attempting
to maintain the nation that had been established by the Founding Fathers
in the face of Southern assault on that vision. The alternative story represented
the war as expansion of the national principles of liberty and justice through
the abolition of slavery. In this version, the helpless and needy black popula-
tion was saved through the courageous actions of Northern white soldiers and
politicians against the greedy and lecherous plantation owners. The immedi-
ate aftermath of the war was an effort to bring together the Southern story
with the first Northern one, as Andrew Johnson largely agreed to allow
the South to reenter the Union without fundamental change beyond the
constitutional end of slavery. The approach came into conflict with the
liberationist perspective, which succeeded in producing Reconstruction,
which punished the white South for both its treason and its slaveholding,
and made some effort to bring African Americans into participation in the
nation through constitutional amendment, military occupation, and political,
economic, and educational reform.” But this narrative line had limited appeal,
as its enactment required huge and long-term investments in resources and
ideology. What emerged after a short period was the story that Leigh Anne
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Duck has called “the nation’s region.” In this construction, the South was seen
as a distinct part of the country, with its own history, customs, and values.
Because of this difference, it was felt that the region was best able to determine
its own fate, especially in matters of race. Thus the Northern desire for union
was met with Southern allegiance, while the white South was free to pursue
an agenda of white supremacy, as long as it gave lip service to principles of
democracy.

Within the framework of this emergent national narrative was a nexus of
racial and gender narratives. The most straightforward of these is the white
Northern story. It was largely willing to accept whatever the South said about
matters of race. It added its own intellectual justification for this through the
ideas of Social Darwinism. This ideology contended that the biological notion
of natural selection applied as well to human society. Certain classes and races
were better equipped in the struggle for survival and deserved the benefits of
modern civilization. The others were in a position of permanent inferiority
and should eventually die out.* Added to this position were the pseudoscien-
tific arguments of the time, which claimed objective biological evidence for
racial differences.’

According to white supremacist contentions, the South was a white civi-
lization intruded upon by a less than fully human (the degree of “less human”
varied) alien population. This group needed to be carefully controlled
because, while it could produce good workers and loyal servants, its lack of
civilizing qualities made it prone to violence, laziness, and sexual promiscuity.
The Reconstruction era was proof of the need for strong regulation of blacks;
in conjunction with Northern intruders and Southern traitors, they had nearly
ruined the South during one short decade. Crucial to this plot was the belief in
purity and dread of contamination; any interaction between the races must
assume white superiority. Otherwise, the purity of “white blood” was at risk.
This belief justified white terrorism, including the commonplace practice of
lynching,® taking its most visible and notorious form with the founding of the
Ku Klux Klan almost immediately after the end of the Civil War.

Within this construction, distinctions were made between black women
and men; in each case two different figures were needed. Among women, the
Mammy was the nurturing character who both cared for the white family and
served to demonstrate white concern for their black subordinates. She had no
life outside of the white household and desired none. In contrast was the
Jezebel, the black temptress. It was necessary to explain the significant presence
of a mixed-race population in the South, both before and after the Civil War.
Since the rape of black women was inconsistent with notions of superiority
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and purity, an alternative explanation was developed. It was precisely because
of the animal-like sensuality of such women that white men were unable to
resist them. The parallel figures were Uncle Tom and the black beast. The
submissive black man was always referred to either by his first name or simply
as “boy.” He was portrayed in literature and in the media as an unreliable but
still loyal servant who, regardless of his age, never emerged from childhood.
His manhood was not in question because it was assumed to have never
existed. In contrast was the assertive black man who was a threat that had to
be endlessly watched. He sought above all a relationship with the white
woman. Sterling Brown in 1933 went beyond these social creations to list
seven stereotypes found in white American literature: the contented slave, the
wretched freeman, the comic Negro, the brute Negro, the tragic mulatto, the
local color Negro, and the exotic primitive.” In combination, these groupings
suggest the deep need to generate fictive projections of the black reality after
the Civil War.

African American cultural narratives responded to these constructions of
racial and national identities. However, it is important to understand that the
African American stories were not merely negative reactions to white defi-
nitions of blackness, but were efforts to create a positive racial image within
the framework of American society. With some crucial differences, these
stories generally portrayed blacks as Americans who should have opportuni-
ties like those of other citizens. A key variation was offered by Martin Delany
(1812-85) and Henry McNeal Turner (1833-1915), who felt that the United
States was unlikely to ever accept racial equality and that the future of the
race would be brighter in Africa.® During and after the Civil War, Frederick
Douglass offered through his later autobiography and other writings a vision
of an American identity in which both race and gender were irrelevant in the
pursuit of justice and liberty. His strong defenses of the rights of both African
Americans and women contended that the basic humanity of both groups
gave them fundamental equality within the society and the status of American
citizens no different in rights from anyone else.

When Douglass died in 1895, Booker T. Washington claimed the mantle of
black leadership by deemphasizing political and social rights in favor of a story
of self-help and moral uplift, a story very much in line with the Horatio Alger
myth of the time, but not especially useful in the context of the emergence of
corporate capitalism. These social narratives contended that those at the
bottom of society, regardless of race or class, could rise in the world by
practicing thrift, hard work, and moral rectitude. Any prejudice against
these striving individuals would be overcome through recognition of their
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potential to contribute to the greater good of the society. In contrast, W.E. B.
Du Bois returned to the Douglass model of full rights, but added, in his 1903
The Souls of Black Folk, a tragic element with his notion of double-
consciousness, the splitting of black identity into racial and national compo-
nents: “One ever feels his two-ness, — an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body,
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”® Being
African American was thus inherently heroic, as each black person made his
or her way in a world dominated by those who refused to accept them as
fellow humans and fellow citizens. In this context, Anna Julia Cooper created a
similar narrative for women of color, contending that their double disadvant-
age, of race and gender, could be overcome through education and
opportunity.

Just as black intellectuals were producing images of a race integrated into
the larger American society, the general population was acting out its own
sense of a place in the larger society. Black schools, businesses, and churches
were established. A black middle class began to emerge as individuals and
sometimes whole communities moved to more urban areas, mostly within
the South, but increasingly to the North."® This shift, from an economics and
culture of slavery to one of independence and class differences, contributed to
social and literary debates about the relationship of African Americans to the
larger society. In an era replete with the violence and repression focused on
this newly free population, black writers drew attention to a variety of issues
as they sought to define a place for themselves and the race in the recon-
structed nation.

Although literary historians have paid more attention to the fiction by male
writers such as Chesnutt, Dunbar, Griggs, and Du Bois, today they acknowl-
edge the contribution of women fiction writers in the canon of Reconstruction
and post-Reconstruction fiction. In Conflicting Stories, Elizabeth Ammons
defines the need for a “new historical context™ for a gendered study of the
turn-of-the-century period of American (white and non-white) women writers
in order to contribute to the “unfolding, complex, but nonetheless connected
story now being recovered of American women writers as a whole.”™ Claudia
Tate singles out the aspect of domesticity as a defining force of African
American women writers of that period as a means to explore the contested
spaces of race, gender, and class.” A gendered discussion of these writers, as
the following two chapters will show, emphasizes the prevailing gendered
mood of the time when Anna Julia Cooper postulated once and for all that
only she could say when and where she entered,” and when issues of
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masculinity and manhood on the one side and an emphasis on the role of
womanhood defined their writings about the formation of the American
family, the evaluation of the slave past, miscegenation, the moral and political
values of the nation, and a utopian hope for a better future. Although male and
female writers did not employ different modes and styles of writing, to single
out the women as a generation and challenge the concept of a largely male-
dominated canon gives allowance to the “story of female self-development”™
without diminishing the importance of the many and varied male voices.
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The best-known writers of the period sometimes referred to as the black nadir
have been a handful of men: Charles Chesnutt, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Sutton
Griggs, and W.E.B. Du Bois. The work of literary historians, editors, and
critics has revealed to us a much richer era that includes a significant number
of women and other men. The larger male group produced fiction in several
genres, including historical, speculative, romance, local color, Bildungsroman,
domestic, and social problem narratives. Not surprisingly, we also see blend-
ings of these categories, as, for example in Du Bois’s Quest of the Silver Fleece
(1911), which joins the romance to female coming of age to economic and
political analysis to socialist utopia. Key themes include black manhood and
womanhood, education, war, cross-racial relationships, family, black achieve-
ment, racial violence and exploitation, and the sources and nature of moral
order. There is also an effort to validate the truth of the narratives through
embedded elements such as speeches, public documents, footnotes, homilies,
and excerpts from racist publications.

A brief mention should be made of racial-problem novels, the ones most
commonly associated with this era. The two most prominent are Chesnutt’s
The Marrow of Tradition (1901) and The Colonel’s Dream (1905). The first of these
is a thinly disguised analysis of the Wilmington, North Carolina riot of 1898.
The author clearly places the blame for violence on powerful whites who fear
the emergence of black economic and political power. Through the local
newspaper and other venues, they spread rumors and inflame white fears.
Once the hostilities begin in the novel, Chesnutt’s interest turns to black
responses to the situation. Some act in armed self-defense, while others seek to
escape or simply protect their families in non-violent ways. The Colonel’s Dream
examines an effort at economic reform led by a liberal white Southerner who
fails to understand the deeply embedded structures of exploitation linked to
racial arrangements. Again Chesnutt offers a critical view of the white South
and finds little to remedy the situation. Despite (or perhaps because of) the
accuracy of his depictions, the novels were not commercially successful, and
the author effectively ended his literary career after their publication. A little-
known work of the period, Hanover; or Persecution of the Lowly (1900) written by
David Bryant Fulton under the pseudonym Jack Thorne, also takes up the
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Wilmington riot with one of the same goals as Chesnutt: to correct the
historical record that blamed blacks for the violence.

Most of the other authors of the time were not so directly concerned with
representing current events. A dominant concern for these writers was the
family before and after Emancipation. The argument for a strong black family
was a theme that many male writers shared with women writers of the time,
as it was a means of claiming a commitment on the part of those emerging
from slavery to the social order of American society. Some novels, including
James H. W. Howard’s Bond and Free; or the True Tale of Slave Times (1886) and
G. Langhorne Pryor’s Neither Bond nor Free (A Plea) (1902), took the creation
and maintaining of families as often a higher priority than social and political
issues. On occasion, such as in Chesnutt’s The Marrow of Tradition, the
character of the black family is crucial even when the focus is on other issues,
such as racial violence. While it is the case that, as Guilia Fabi has noted, a
main function of fiction of this period was to challenge white stereotypes of
the race,™ it is also true that some male writers saw the family as threatened
and even threatening as the result of historical and social pressures.

One very positive version of the family narrative is Historical Romance of the
American Negro (1902) by Charles H. Fowler, a saga of one black family’s
experience before, during, and after the Civil War. Beulah Jackson, the
narrator, is born in 1838 near Louisville, Kentucky, to a black mother and a
white father. The concern of the text is neither with her personal experience of
slavery nor with her early relationships. Instead, it views the South from the
outside. By the end of the first chapter, Beulah has escaped with her lover,
Tom, whom she marries once they reach Cincinnati. After they move to
Buffalo, they manage to free Beulah’s mother, who has been sold down the
river to New Orleans by her master’s jealous wife.

The narrative then describes abolitionist activities, military service in the
war, and Reconstruction from a black Northern perspective. Several chapters
are devoted to Tom’s correspondence about battles he participates in and
observes. The emphasis is on the bravery of black troops and his desire to be
reunited with his family. In a careful balancing act, the text comments on the
racism of the Union Army and the courage of Confederate soldiers, while
simultaneously defending the role of black soldiers. With the end of the war,
the family is brought back together, and the story turns from them to focus on
the problems of Reconstruction, exodusters (black emigrants to the West),
and on the efforts of prominent black figures to address racial issues. The
story’s timeline goes up to the Spanish-American War and includes a depiction
of the bravery of black soldiers yet again. This repeated military narration
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makes a claim for black manhood that rejects both the positive and negative
stereotypes by representing it as clearly linked to American masculinity in
both its courage and sense of responsibility for family.

The text incorporates images and documents relevant to the events pre-
sented to provide an impression of historical reality. Such materials show
battle scenes and famous figures, but also validate the travels of the characters
by offering, for example, a tourist photo of the Tower of London. This archive
suggests that the concept of “romance” in the title is merely a device to
encourage readership at a time when the audiences for popular fiction were
drawn to plantation fiction and other forms of historical romance. The under-
lying purpose was to show the positive realities of black life, including the
roles of African Americans in the social, political, and military life of the
nation. At the same time, it was important to demonstrate the strength and
ambition of the black family, so as to undermine the racial stereotypes that
dominated popular culture.

Bond and Free: A True Tale of Slave Times by James H. W. Howard takes the
form of a slave narrative to demonstrate the resilience and loyalty of the black
family. It combines a variety of escape adventures with a commentary on life
under slavery, serving in part as a response to the plantation romances written
in the 1880s by Thomas Nelson Page and others. Howard claims in the preface
that the events are true, that they are based on the experiences of people he
knew. He also asserts that he has no desire to cause animosity, but seeks only
to record some of the “milder forms of treatment” to which slaves were
subjected.” Since these include miscegenation, forced separations of families,
and beatings to death, it is apparent that the preface can be considered an act of
signifying on the plantation tradition.

What is narrated, in place of the benevolent masters and contented slaves of
that tradition, is a story of white corruption, indifference, and cruelty on one
side and black courage, sacrifice, and freedom-loving on the other. It tells the
tale of light-skinned Purcey, obviously the daughter of the owner of the
Maxwell plantation, and her marriage to William, who is purchased by
Maxwell for this purpose. Later, William is lost in a card game and eventually
sold to a slave trader. Meanwhile, Purcey is separated from her mother in
order to accompany the mistress on an excursion for the white woman’s
health. In another ironic twist, the effect of this journey is to make Purcey very
ill. Her mother, understanding the threat to her daughter’s long-term well-
being, plots an escape to Canada; Elva believes the plan will succeed because
no one she has ever helped has been recaptured. Once the plan is well under
way, Elva proudly confesses the scheme, for which she is whipped to death.
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William soon after escapes from the slave coffle with the aid of a conjure
woman and eventually is reunited with Purcey in Canada. While the narrative
sometimes descends into caricatures of field slaves and black speech, it does
argue that the flaws found in those enslaved were primarily the result of the
peculiar institution and not inherent characteristics of the race. In fact, it
argues that the black family is clearly superior to white families in sacrifice,
courage, loyalty, and human sympathy.

Nellie Brown, or The Jealous Wife (1871) by Thomas Detter (c.1826-?) shows
a more negative side of the black family. In the novel, the social assertiveness
of women leads to a family’s destruction. Mrs. H., herself divorced several
times, determines that Nellie Brown would be better off married to someone
else and sets about making her unhappy in her current relationship by
arousing jealousy over a widowed neighbor. Nellie is easily persuaded and
even accepts support from her suitor while still officially married. Mr. Brown
is charged with adultery, and during the trial Mrs. H and her co-conspirators
testify against him. His lawyer, however, discovers the truth and exposes the
plot. In the end, the Browns are reunited after Nellie humbles herself before
her husband and the widow. The plotters are exiled from the community.
Detter clearly sees the family as the key to morality, and threats to it are
simultaneously threats to the moral and social order. Moreover, it is women
who are the moral center of the family, and anything that corrupts them,
including a desire for greater freedom or advancement, constitutes an attack
on society.

The sharpest contrast to the positive representation of the family comes in
Paul Laurence Dunbar’s The Sport of the Gods (1902). Written in a naturalistic
style, the novel records the decline and eventual dissolution rather than the
accomplishments of the black family. While inverting plantation school senti-
mentality by showing the dishonor of a proud white Southern family, the
story also challenges the assumptions of black success through the adoption of
middle-class standards and migration to the North. In fact, Dunbar contends, a
black middle class arouses both the suspicions of whites, who take for granted
black incompetence, and the resentment of many blacks, whose status and
education have not significantly changed.

The example is Berry Hamilton, the loyal and resourceful butler for the
white family, falsely accused of theft, who shows us the negative consequen-
ces of hard work and thrift if one is black. Serving a lengthy prison sentence for
the false theft, Berry watches his family, lacking community support, move
North to New York City. There the mother attempts to maintain family
standards, but finds that her children are strongly attracted to what was then
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known as “the sporting life.” Dunbar represents the urban environment as
corrupt, manipulative, and violent; it is in many ways morally worse than the
South, since it involves blacks taking advantage of other blacks. In the end, the
son goes mad and murders his lover, the daughter becomes a semi-successful
chorus girl, and the mother marries an abuser.

When Berry is set free after a New York reporter uncovers the truth, the
reunited and remarried couple return to the plantation after the abuser is
killed. Because the white owner has gone insane and his family has been
disgraced by the scandal, the Hamiltons are able to take up their former lives.
As Dickson Bruce has argued, the novel is the most fatalistic of Dunbar’s
works, reflecting his sense of the inescapability of American racism."™ None of
the options apparent in other works of the period — morality, political
accommodation, economic development, education, migration — provides
opportunities for even the best of the characters. White racial antagonism
and black dehumanization prove too strong a combination. What is apparent
here, more than in any other text of the period, is an argument for the fragility
of black achievement in the context of a racialized society.

Related to the interest in family is the presentation of romance. As Hazel
Carby and others have pointed out, a special concern of the era was the image
of the black woman, and among women writers it was important to counter
notions of her as promiscuous that remained from slavery. Male writers tend
to follow this pattern, more through the use of Victorian characters than
through overt dramatization of threats to the black woman’s virtue. In
addition, romance is often presented in the context of political or social
commentary or as a challenge to literary genres (the tragic mulatta or
plantation narrative) that themselves have racial implications. Sutton Griggs,
for example, consistently portrays heroines who are beautiful, intelligent, and
devoted to some high moral purpose. Erma Wysong of Overshadowed (1901) is
ostracized because she is willing to do menial labor in order to support herself,
and she also rejects the attentions of a wealthy young white man. Later she
begs her brother to confess to a murder in order to clear his conscience. She
finds a worthy black man, also committed to the advancement of the race.
Discussions of racial violence, the justice system, and political maneuvering
are enabled by the love plot. Similarly, in The Hindered Hand (1905) a myste-
rious woman finds herself attracted to a young minister. Their relationship
develops in the midst of debates over the proper response of blacks to the
repressive conditions of white supremacy; some argue for direct action, while
others insist on a more moderate approach. They also discuss the question of
racial purity and of ways to end lynching. They must go through a series of
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crises, including the lynching of friends, before they can be united and devote
themselves to aiding the people of Africa.

G. Langhorne Pryor (1857-?), in Neither Bond nor Free (1902), writes of a
romance that fails because of differing moral and political values between the
lovers. At first, they would seem to be a good match, since Toussaint Ripley is
a schoolteacher working with black children, and Merna, who has returned to
the South after growing up in Boston, considers teaching to be one of the
highest moral callings for members of the race. The problem for them is that
Ripley sees politics as the great opportunity in the New South, a position she
rejects. Pryor, through the text, suggests the need for a compromise position
that advocates Booker T. Washington's views on industrial training for blacks
and on limited participation in the political system while also decrying lynch-
ing as an affront to civilization. Merna ends up married to a different character,
Strother, who is able to prevent racial violence because both blacks and whites
respect him for his hard work and inventiveness. A subplot involves a melo-
drama in which an educated character “ruins” a local minister’s daughter, is
imprisoned, and later dies of an unspecified illness. Pryor sees the race as
limited in its options given the racist society within which it must live.

In The House behind the Cedars (1900), Charles Chesnutt offers what appears
to be a classic tragic mulatta story in the tale of Rena Warren. Light enough to
pass for white, she is taken by her brother, who is already passing, to South
Carolina where his successful law practice has made him a prominent member
of the social world. Chesnutt is careful at the beginning of the novel to
establish the legal basis for John’s behavior; because the rules determine
race in large part on social reputation, John can argue that he is not passing
at all, but has the legitimate status of a white man. His sister, given her
background, beauty, and social graces, can claim the same status. In effect,
Chesnutt undermines the very basis for the tragic mulatta tale from the
beginning. He then proceeds to place Rena in a situation where she finds
herself attracted to and loved by a wealthy young white man. What prevents a
happy outcome is her questioning of this new identity and her nostalgia for
home, even though her mother would like nothing better than seeing Rena
marry into white aristocracy. Through a series of plot contrivances, her secret
is discovered by George, the lover, who initially rejects her and then changes
his mind. His physical pursuit of her, along with that of a pompous mulatto,
leads her into a storm, where she is lost and eventually dies. Thus, the author
would seem to bring us to the same end as other works of the genre, with the
mixed-race character dying because miscegenation is not permitted within the
social structure. But the use of coincidence and other literary tricks to bring
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about this conclusion suggests that Chesnutt has other ideas in mind. The
novel rejects any essentialist notions of race and therefore any assumption that
“blood” must fix the outcome. Instead, he suggests that it is Rena’s false sense
of her racial identity that is largely responsible for her fate. Elsewhere, he
argues for a “future American” who would be an amalgamation of the various
groups that make up American society. This outcome, he insists, would end
forever the problems of race in America. In this sense, Rena’s true tragedy is
her failure to realize her potential as a new American.

In The Fanatics (1901), Dunbar takes up the postbellum version of the
plantation narrative. In this variant, the romance is used to symbolize the
reuniting of the white North and South, with blacks largely left to fend for
themselves. He sets the story in an Ohio town not far from the Kentucky
border. A few Southerners and Southern sympathizers are part of the com-
munity, but their views are subject to severe criticism as the war begins. The
central romance involves Mary Waters and Robert Van Doren as the lovers
whose fathers take opposing sides on secession and war. Mary’s father forces
the break-up of the engagement, and Robert eventually goes to fight on the
Confederate side. The daughter is rejected by her father and eventually moves
out of his house; in the meantime, her brother joins the Union Army. A third
young man, Walter Stewart, also joins the Northern troops despite the fact
that his father is a Southern loyalist.

Dunbar focuses much of his attention on the home front, revealing
the narrow-mindedness and fanaticism of those who do not go to war. In
the town of Dorbury, the newspaper is threatened with destruction, and the
congressman is hanged in effigy for lack of patriotic fervor. At the same time,
there is no lack of prejudice against blacks. A local resident, known as Nigger
Ed, is treated with scorn and ridicule, until he goes off to the war as Walter
Stewart’s servant. When fugitive slaves, now known as contraband, enter the
town, they are initially rejected by both white and black residents. It is,
ironically, the Southern sympathizer, Stephen Van Doren, who saves them
from a white mob.

The author also looks at the Southern front, as Walter Stewart is captured
while visiting his parents’” home. Put on parole rather than imprisoned, he
develops a relationship with a local woman, for whom he fights a duel.
Obedient to his father’s dying wish, he refuses to return to the war. At the
same time, Dunbar shows the bravery of blacks when a Southern guerilla
force threatens Stewart’s beloved. At the end of the novel, Mary and Robert
are reunited and their fathers reconciled. The young man is accepted in the
town because he lost his arm while protecting the virtue of a young woman.
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Stewart decides to remain in the South; he offers Ed the opportunity to join
him on the plantation, but the black man refuses, preferring to garner the
attention and income gained by telling stories of his participation in the war
and the fates of the husbands and sons who did not return.

On the surface then, Dunbar would appear to complete the plantation
narrative with the marriage of North and South. But the text, filled with irony
and sarcasm, sees neither side as worthy of respect. While individuals are
capable of courage and devotion, neither side separately or in combination is
taken seriously. The author’s real attitude is most clearly reflected in the
experiences of Ed at the end. Walter’s invitation comes at the behest of his
new wife, who has been delighted at the stories about the black man. When
the letter comes, Ed, illiterate, takes it to a local young white man who also
served in the Union Army. That man proposes a brief telegram to Stewart,
saying simply, “You be damned.”"® Ed (still referred to as Nigger Ed) rejects
this as discourteous. So the man constructs a very pompous reply, which the
Southern family finds hilarious. In essence, both sides subject the black man to
ridicule and scorn, unless, as the end of the story indicates, he is reinforcing
their self-righteousness:

And it was true. There were men who had seen that black man on bloody
fields, which were thick with the wounded and dying, and these could not
speak of him without tears in their eyes. There were women who begged him
to come in and talk to them about their sons who had been left on some
Southern field, wives who wanted to hear over again the last words of their
loved ones. And so they gave him a place for life and everything he wanted,
and from being despised he was much petted and spoiled, for they were all
fanatics.*

The closing phrase carefully subverts the sentiment that the previous lines and
the generic conventions normally would fulfill. Just as he had earlier chal-
lenged assumptions about the black family, so here Dunbar undercuts the
romance narrative.

In the realm of speculative fiction, African American male writers made use of
some of the conventions of utopian writing made popular by Edward Bellamy’s
Looking Backward (1888). In each case, romance was part of the narrative device,
though usually not central. The concern of these authors was to propose a way
to deal with issues of race by imagining an alternative to contemporary social
structures. Edward A. Johnson’s Light Ahead for the Negro (1904) involves forward
time travel, using the device of an airship accident. The narrator, who is
apparently white, ends up in Georgia in the year 2006. Here he is cared for by
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a young woman who then makes available to him the history of the previous
century and informs him of the nature of the new society. Over half of the book
is devoted to a chapter that recounts the post-Civil War period and the racial
problems that emerged as a result of Northern and Southern political actions.
Johnson clearly blames media representations of black life, suppression of black
political activity, and racial violence. He incorporates newspaper and magazine
articles from such sources as the New York Evening Post and Outlook, as well as
speeches by Southern politicians, to support his position.

What he offers as a solution, as seen in the new society, is an integrated
labor force, black children educated in boarding schools so as to receive both
academic and practical training, nationalized raw materials, and a government
of civil servants rather than politicians. Surprisingly, the races remain sepa-
rated, with blacks clearly in a position of dependency, though receiving
generous assistance from whites such as the heroine does in this novel. In
this way Johnson avoids the issue of “social equality,” a code term at the time
for intermarriage, while constructing a case for black advancement in the
society. In essence, he shows the black population to be non-threatening and
loyal. The marriage of the narrator and the heroine at the conclusion suggests
a positive outcome for a Southern commitment to progessivist reforms in
matters of race and social organization.

Sutton Griggs’s Imperium in Imperio (1899) presents a very different scenario. He
imagines a vast black conspiracy designed to gain political control. He presents
many of the same problems seen by Johnson, but has little faith in the willingness
of whites to make necessary changes. Through the lives of two young black men,
he describes the frustrations, difficulties, and consequences of racial oppression.
They respond by joining and eventually leading a secret black organization that is
structured as a counternational government. Fabi has argued that this utopia
marks Griggs as an early advocate of black power.”” What is crucial is that
the men have different life experiences, in part based on their skin color, and
thus come to different conclusions about how to produce social change.

Bernard Belgrave is a mulatto who is the unacknowledged, though legit-
imate, son of a US Senator. He is provided with resources and assistance that
would be unavailable to any other black person. He becomes a successful
lawyer who specializes in giving legal aid to blacks. A key crisis for him is the
suicide of his beloved, who dies because she believes in black racial purity and
thus cannot marry a mulatto. In such a plotline, Griggs inverts the narratives of
such racist authors as Thomas Dixon (1864-1946), who insisted on the purity of
white womanhood, even to the point of death. As a result of this event, Bernard
becomes even more devoted to racial justice, even to the point of racial suicide.
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In contrast is the story of Belton Piedmont, a son of field slaves, whose dark
skin and class background mean that he is subject to a variety of discrim-
inatory and even violent acts. Crucially for Griggs’s argument, the two young
men are equally intelligent, so their experiences are clearly a function of
American racial and class attitudes. Belton is a “New Negro,” one who does
not tolerate unfair treatment, but who is punished repeatedly for his assertive-
ness. Eventually, Bernard has to intervene to save his life. At the same time,
Belton has gained a refined sense of who the friends and enemies of the
race are. Belton's own romance is disrupted when his wife produces a child
who is very light-skinned, leading him to abandon them. Here Griggs reverses
another trope of racialized fiction, since it is the child’s putative whiteness
that is the threat to the family.

Belton and Bernard are brought together in the Imperium, a secret organ-
ization with thousands of members, initially created in the early days of the
new nation. Bernard quickly rises to a leadership role and, when racial
violence increases, makes the case for a violent response. Belton makes the
case for a more temperate approach, though Arlene Elder overstates his
position when she labels it a version of Booker T. Washington’s accommo-
dationist stance.”* Rather, he contends that violence would lead to racial
annihilation and that blacks would be better served by publicizing the
Imperium and making demands for immediate social change; if the condition
were not met, then they would take over the state of Texas and secede from
the United States. In this sense, both Bernard and Belton advocate black
agency. In the end, Bernard wins majority support and orders the assassina-
tion of Belton, who refuses to cooperate. The organization is exposed by
another character convinced of the need for moderation.

Griggs uses the devices of speculative fiction both to expose the injustices of
racism in American society, through the experiences of Belton, and to suggest
the possibilities of radical change. His Imperium is shown to be an efficient,
effective, and democratic political structure that demonstrates the astuteness
of blacks in that arena. Thus, even if the organization ultimately fails, it is not
because of racial incompetence (the usual attack of the time on
Reconstruction), but rather because American society had failed to live up
to its own principles.

The final work to be considered combines a number of the elements
discussed above. Coming at the end of this period, Du Bois’s The Quest of
the Silver Fleece (1911) blends aspects of realistic, romantic, and utopian writing
to present his vision of the post-Reconstruction South and its possibilities. On
the one hand, he provides careful descriptions of the economic realities of
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Southern life, including the nexus between Southern agricultural production
and Northern manufacturing, a connection that encourages the exploitation of
both black and white labor and that limits black political and social advance-
ment. Later, he moves his protagonist to the North in order to explore the
corrupt nature of turn-of-the-century political machines. In these depictions,
he offers a somewhat conventional progressivist analysis of American society.

At the same time, he develops a romance narrative that, in part, symbolizes
his own views on black life. He creates a protagonist, Blessed Alwyn, who
represents what Du Bois elsewhere referred to as the Talented Tenth, that is,
those with the intelligence, training, and social consciousness to use their
abilities to improve the situation of the race as a whole. In the neighborhood
of the school, he meets Zora, a “wild child,” who lives in the swamp with her
conjure-woman grandmother. She can be seen as a symbol of the folk world of
the black masses, represented by Du Bois as instinctive and superstitious. If
the story were straightforward allegory, it would show Zora “raised” in status
by her relationship with Bles and a marriage at the end that would demon-
strate the rightness of the author’s social views.

What in fact is presented is more complicated. First, Du Bois breaks with
much of the black conventional narrative of the time by making his heroine a
fallen woman; she has been sexually violated by the white men of the area
with the complicity of her grandmother. This situation leads Bles to break off
their relationship as soon as he learns about it from an officious young teacher.
But unlike other writers, who would leave her to an unkind fate, Du Bois
provides her with the opportunity to determine her own destiny, which she
does through both academic and social training. She goes North and then
returns to establish a biracial socialist community by converting the very
swamp that was the source of her corruption into a highly productive cotton
farm. Bles returns as well, but the new Zora refuses to become romantically
involved until he demonstrates his devotion to the community. In this sense,
we are presented with a New Black Woman for the new century, as well as a
radically new South based on economic, political, and social equality.

Black male writers of this era used a range of genres to explore both the
threats to and the possibilities of black life in the post-Civil War period. While,
with the exception of Chesnutt, much of the fiction is considered minor, in
terms of its literary skill and its influence on the writing that followed, it
clearly is more far-ranging than usually thought and, in conjunction with the
work of women writers, constitutes a significant body of fiction.
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HANNA WALLINGER

From 1865 onwards, African Americans, either recently freed from slavery or
as the first generation born after slavery, profited from the increased political
and cultural rights of the Reconstruction period. Benefiting from the nation’s
growing awareness of cultural diversity and a general interest in exotic places,
peoples, and local color customs, African American writers, artists, and
intellectuals gained more publication possibilities and national visibility.
Although the post-Reconstruction decades led to a significant decline in
political rights, aggravated the poverty and deprivation of large segments of
the black population, and caused wholesale discrimination and violence
against them, this period also saw the rise of a generation of active, out-
spoken, and versatile African American women.” Not surprisingly, the
decades from the 1880s to the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance are called
the Black Women’s Era, a term coined by Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, the
foremost African American intellectual who both preceded and shaped this
period.**

Literary critics, who began to investigate nineteenth-century African
American women’s writing in the 1970s, have rescued these writers from
oblivion, discovering them to be exceptional, extraordinary, and noteworthy,
but also lonely and isolated voices in the white-dominated movements of
realism, naturalism, and local color writing. This rediscovery is indebted to
the Schomburg Library of Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers and its
excellent reprinting of a great number of important texts, and to those
enthusiastic scholars who continue to advance a tradition of in-depth
scholarship.

Between the end of the Civil War and the opening decade of the twentieth
century there were roughly two generations of women writers who under-
took the task of presenting the hardships, injustices, and wrongs committed
against their race and their gender. Taken together, they formulate a theory of
race literature; they write about slavery, its abolition, and its aftermaths of
violence in their contemporary period; they rewrite traditional stereotypical
images of manhood and womanhood and modify the generic boundaries by
mixing melodramatic, sensationalist, utopian, detective, political, romantic,
and evangelical forms.
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In his introduction to the many ideologies and social realities underlying the
terms realism and naturalism, Donald Pizer draws attention to the conflicting
theoretical foundations that make it difficult to construct a literary history
between the Civil War and the First World War that is inclusive rather than
exclusive.” Somewhere between Howellsian “teacup tragedies” and Frank
Norris’s concept of naturalism as exploring the “black, unsearched penetralia
of the soul of man,” African American literature finds its place as race
literature by adopting elements of the prevailing modes of the time. Much
like other realist writers, African American women insist on their freedom of
expression, their right to depict violence, lynching, and the often cruel legacy
of slavery, however unliterary their subject might seem to an audience
divided between negrophobia and a taste for local color, the exotic, and a
sympathy for African American issues.

The strategies African American writers adopt during the period are
threefold. First they change the existing mode of the well-rounded novel by
introducting didactic elements (political tracts, the rhetoric of the black
women’s club movement, educational advice) when and where possible.
Thus, they continue the tradition of earlier African American writers
(William Wells Brown and Frank J. Webb in particular) with their intentional
display of didactic elements in fiction. Second, they issue a call to arms against
prejudices and discrimination, and third, they advocate a retreat into the
private and religious. All these strategies put them at risk of being ignored,
criticized, undervalued, even openly attacked. The many instances of split
personalities, characters who are neither white nor black, who reflect a
doubled or fragmented self, speak of the tensions between reality and the
longing for a better world. From the point of view of the female writer all the
above strategies are steeped in a gender awareness that allocates certain fixed
roles to African American women. Torn between the conflicting images of the
loose woman, the mammy or servant, the beautiful heroine of mixed-racial
origin, and the modern middle-class and educated woman, these writers
intend to alert their audience that these stereotypes and expectations are
flawed.

Pauline E. Hopkins captures the sprit of this age in two essays about literary
women published in 1902: “We know that it is not ‘popular’ for a woman to
speak or write in plain terms against political brutalities, that a woman should
confine her efforts to woman’s work in the home and church.”*° She acknowl-
edges that the element of race puts an additional stress on women, but is
optimistic and hopeful: “Why is the present bright? Because, for the first time,
we stand face to face, as a race, with life as it is. Because we are at the parting of
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the ways and must choose true morality, true spirituality and the firm basis of
all prosperity in races or nations — honest toil in field and shop, doing away
with all superficial assumptions in education and business.””

This task of “doing away with all superficial assumptions” unites this group
of African American writers and intellectuals: Frances Ellen Watkins Harper,
Gertrude Mossell (1855-1948), Anna Julia Cooper, Victoria Earle Matthews
(1861-1907), Fannie Barrier Williams (1855-1944), Mary Church Terrell (1863—
1954), Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins, Katherine Davis Chapman Tillman (1870-7),
Amelia E. Johnson (1858-1922), Gertrude Dorsey Brown[e] (?-?), Ruth E. Todd
(?-?), and Alice Moore Dunbar-Nelson (1875-1935). From what we know about
them, they were activist intellectuals who pursued careers as race leaders, club
women, orators, society leaders, editors, teachers, academics, and professional
women. If there is one common trait among them, it is, to use Matthews’s
words, their “aiming and striving after the highest.”28 Active and outspoken,
they refused to be silenced, demanding that their lives and careers need to be
taken seriously today.

Matthews’s speech at the 1895 Congress of Colored Women of the United
States in Boston, has been called the “manifesto of the black women’s move-
ment.”* In “The Value of Race Literature,” Matthews sums up the concerns
of her generation. Race literature is regarded as engaged literature, which is
literature that has a social and political function to which the writer must be
committed; it is a record of the past and can offer a vision of the future; it is
typically American. It never means women’s literature with the added aspect
of race, because although the differences between male and female writers of
African American descent are not regarded as larger than the differences
between white and black writers, these women see the values of race liter-
ature from what could be considered an early feminist point of view.
Matthews claims the need to write against prejudice and injustice and thus
juxtaposes race literature with American literature in general. Her view is
shared by her contemporaries Harper, Cooper, Hopkins, Mossell, Tillman,
and Terrell, who all publicly advocate the importance of literature of and
about their race and gender. In various publications they address the issues of
race literature and thus, in addition to being themselves writers in this genre,
form an early generation of African American literary critics.

One of the main topics in the fiction of this period is the treatment of
slavery, its cruelties and long-lasting aftermaths: Harper’s Iola Leroy (1892) and
Hopkins’s Contending Forces (1900) exemplify this. Booker T. Washington, the
generation’s most influential male race leader, advocated for a literature
looking into the future with optimism rather than one highlighting the wrongs
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of the past. His well-publicized and often-repeated view that slavery has
brought religion and civilization to the former Africans is challenged by
both Harper and Hopkins, who present injustice as resulting from the system
of slavery and its demeaning effects on both the slave and the slaveholder.

One of the leading African American intellectuals in the nineteenth century,
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper spoke and wrote against slavery, for its aboli-
tion, for the rights of women, and for political rights for all African Americans.
Readers and critics today regard Iola Leroy, published in 1892 when Harper was
sixty-seven years old, as the representative novel of this age. Her theme is
topical, her intention is polemical, her craft is excellent, her appeal to the
reader is exceptional, and her eponymous heroine is a memorable literary
character. Passing is one of the dominant topics in this novel as well as in her
shorter novels Minnie’s Sacrifice (1869), Sowing and Reaping (1876—77), and Trial
and Triumph (1888-89). For Iola, the beautiful young heroine of mixed racial
origin raised on a Southern plantation, as for her brother Harry, passing for
white becomes the one test of character that challenges their integrity, the one
temptation they must and eventually do resist. The Civil War part of the novel
allows Harper to present a decidedly realistic and deromanticized depiction by
exposing the cruelties and injustices of the battles, the substantial contribution
of black soldiers, and the many deceptions and strategies necessary for
survival. The latter part of the novel that is set in the North allows Harper
to demonstrate that a peaceful and middle-class existence is always fragile and
endangered by new waves of violence. Constant watchfulness and untiring
labor is needed to secure the rights of black people.

The second most topical novel of the period is Hopkins’s Contending Forces:
A Romance Illustrative of Negro Life North and South (1900) that documents the
black women’s club movement. Negotiating between private and public
spaces, Contending Forces shows the continuing concern with the past in a
respectable middle-class African American family representative of Hopkins’s
Boston in 1900. The choice of character, the setting, and the political content
reflect the author’s deeply felt need to explain the present, especially the terror
of mob violence, as a product of the past. Much care is taken to set the tone,
describe the setting, and establish an atmosphere of culture, general good
intentions, hard work, and delightful enjoyments in the middle-class home of
the Smith family. The realistic setting of the narrative is deliberately non-
sensationalizing. Contemporary readers of the novel were fascinated by the
thinly disguised descriptions of famous men and women of their time, such as
Mrs. Willis as the prominent club woman Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Arthur
Lewis as a Booker T. Washington-like educator and race leader, and Will
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Smith as a mixture between the activist Frederick Douglass and a young
W.E.B. Du Bois.

In Iola Leroy and Contending Forces as well as in Harper’s and Hopkins’s other
novels, intricate plots contain political and ideological discussions about the
slave past, the roles of race leaders, the content of racist theories, and the
solution to the increasing crimes of rape and lynching. The plots sometimes
hide these burning and complex issues by drawing attention to the fates of the
heroines and heroes. They function as vehicles for ideological concerns but
never let the reader forget that the political is always personal, that the general
well-being of the race has to be judged by its individual representative.

Gender together with race and class necessarily also plays a major role. In
her second novel Hagar’s Daughter: A Story of Southern Caste Prejudice (pub-
lished serially under her pen name Sarah A. Allen 1901—2), Hopkins chose as
her subject the complex and intricate white and black relationships in the USA
and thus continues the tradition of pre-Civil War fiction, in which this topic is
prominent. With a cast of white, African American, and mixed characters,
Hopkins focuses on the nearly white woman whose trace of black blood leads
to tragedy and launches bitter, ironic attacks against a system of double
morality. Beauty and virtue, when they are combined with color, highlight
anation’s concern with race, class, and the role of women. The issue of passing
takes up much fictional space, much as in earlier and later novels by Harper,
Jessie Fauset, Nella Larsen, Chesnutt, Griggs, Dunbar, and Walter White, and
illustrates what Giulia Fabi calls the “transgressive potential of passing as a
theme.”* The crossing of color lines has the power to arouse interest and
public controversy. The scene of revelation, a stock trope in most narratives in
which a seemingly white man or woman finds out that he or she is legally
black, becomes the guiding plot element that stands for the impossibility to
determine race on the basis of color alone. Hagar’s Daughter, for example,
revolves around two generations of women light enough to pass for white but
with the one drop of black blood that determines their lives. In education and
manners, they are not distinct from upper-class white ladies. They pass
because their physical appearance is more white than black or because they
have no knowledge of their origin. Hopkins, who was certainly aware of the
stereotype of the tragic mulatta heroine, offers a gamut of possible roles
ranging from the women who decide to pass or live in interracial unions to
women who make a conscious choice not to pass. Only Jewel in Hagar’s
Daughter dies a tragic death because she cannot stand the loss of love.

Both Harper and Hopkins recognize the possibilities inherent in the fic-
tional negotiations of color in combination with beauty and virtue. The
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fundamental issue at stake here is that of whiteness as a supposedly superior
and unquestionable category. To challenge the boundaries of race, as people
of mixed-race origin usually must, requires contesting the established nature
of progress, civilization, manhood, and virtue as privileges of the so-called
dominant race or hegemonic group. The subject of miscegenation and the
figure of the mixed-race hero or heroine attract the African American and also
other ethnic woman writers because of their aptness and promise and because
they allow her, as Mary Dearborn says in Pocahontas’s Daughter, “to explore
her own ambivalence and that of her culture to female sexuality and ethnicity,
to protest against the ways in which intermarriage has assumed oppressive
meanings and has expressed an oppressive actuality, and to displace into
fiction complex social and economic problems.”*

The one truly manly and heroic character in Hopkins’s fiction is Reuel
Briggs in Of One Blood, or The Hidden Self (1902). Although he decides to pass
for white in order to get an education, he achieves an intellectual and moral
awareness that allows him the status of an idealized leader of the race who is
able to steer his people into a brighter and Pan-African future. Moving
between the United States and a utopian underground civilization in Africa,
Reuel gains insight into the past of his people and develops the leadership
qualities that are his heritage as a descendant of an ancient African royal
family. The plot moves back and forth between members of an interracial
family who do not know that they are siblings, refers to an inherited ability of
clairvoyance, and describes a civilized African state in order to keep the reader
fascinated up to the concluding revelation that they are “all of one blood.” The
novel offers a blending of many dominant thematic concerns of Hopkins’s
time: history, the roles of mixed-race men and women, the revelation of one’s
racial past, manliness and heroism, and the future of race leadership. Reuel
Briggs is Hopkins’s intellectual and manly African American hero despite his
occasional paternalistic attitudes toward women. Of One Blood is dominated by
a vision of a blooming, well-ordered, civilized African culture and society.
Hopkins’s central argument about the common and unifying bond between
all human races allows her to criticize American racist tendencies, to express
racial pride, and to call for a revision of history.

In the fiction by Harper and Hopkins, true manhood consists of selfless-
ness, intelligence, courage, physical strength, and also tolerance toward other
races and an acceptance of the value of women; true womanhood is tied up
with selflessness and Christian forbearance, intelligence, physical beauty,
courage, and an attitude of tolerance toward all others. These writers have
been criticized for envisioning interracial unions (mostly by contemporary
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white critics) and, on the other hand, for being incapable of seeing true
heroism in very dark-skinned characters or calling up a happy relationship
between a very dark-skinned man and a light-colored or white woman
(usually by later black critics). The complexity of this issue reflects the
many constraints working not only on these writers but also on their con-
temporary and later audiences.

In order to place the novels and characters of Harper, Hopkins, and their
contemporaries into the literary history of the end of the century, one needs to
be aware of the fact that the school of realism and naturalism demands
attention to everyday details and encourages local color writing, but that, at
the same time, it rejects an overly sentimental, romantic, religious or melo-
dramatic content, all of which can be found in the fiction by African American
women writers. A number of critics have undertaken to correct the neglect of
the voices of women and minorities in this literature. As will be shown below,
new studies about melodrama and sentimentalism, utopian and detective
fiction, the use of dialect and folk characters, evangelical and religious content,
and humor have contributed to a revised and differentiated picture of the
literature of this period.

In Hagar’s Daughter, Hagar’s desperate leap from the bridge in the center of
the nation’s capital and her near drowning stand for the emotional force of
melodramatic content that certainly appeals to the readers of her time and is a
stock ingredient in most novels of this age. Later scholars have often reacted
negatively to such sensationalist plots. Benjamin Brawley in The Negro in
Literature and Art in the United States (1918) and William Stanley Braithwaite
in “The Negro in American Literature” (1924), for example, see postbellum
and pre-Harlem African American literature as transitional only and as reflect-
ing the lives of African Americans moving between “the two extremes of
humor and pathos.”** Underlying the summary dismissal of much writing of
this period is the devastating repudiation of their artistic competence in
combination with a treatment of the racial situation as too accommodating.
Recently such scholars as Peter Brooks, Susan Gillman, and Linda Williams
have challenged this view of melodrama. They have shown that morality is at
the core of melodrama,® allowing nineteenth-century women writers to
question the “conflicting demands of racial, sexual, and national identities™*
and letting the weak triumph in their very weakness.”” With an emotional
appeal to a sympathetic audience, African American female writers of this
time elevated their tales from the realm of the everyday to the exceptional
because they wanted to show that the individual beautiful heroine or manly
hero speaks of the pains of a race in general.
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Much of the fiction of this period can be interpreted as creating an alter-
native and utopian world in the sense that, as Giulia Fabi argues, the writers
inspire their readers to envision a liberated and empowered society in contrast
to the dystopian reality of violence and segregation.’* Through race travel,
which is Fabi’s term for the tropes of miscegenation and passing, the authors
and their characters see the normative value of the white world as utopian and
summon up an equally utopian world of racial harmony, equality between the
races and genders, and a powerful community among all peoples of African
descent.

Harper’s Iola Leroy and Hopkins's Of One Blood are thus interpreted as
narratives that envision truly alternative and better societies. This utopian
mode dominates short stories that close with a happy union between a nearly
white male or female character with his or her white beloved person. A variety
of stories collected in Ammons’s Short Fiction by Black Women (1991) demonstrate
that this ending in racial harmony usually results from race travel and leads to
true equality or a world where race simply does not stand in the way of true
love: Hopkins’s “Talma Gordon” (1900), Ruth D. Todd’s “The Octoroon’s
Revenge” (1902), Fannie Barrier Williams’s “After Many Days: A Christmas
Story” (1902), and Gertrude Dorsey Brown[e]'s “Scrambled Eggs” (1905).

Together with the appropriation of melodrama as a useful fictional tool,
several of the narratives of this period appropriate elements of detective
fiction. Hopkins’'s Hagar’s Daughter, Brown[e]'s “A Case of Measure for
Measure” (1906), and Ruth D. Todd’s “Florence Grey” (1902), for example,
feature detective characters. Venus in Hagar’s Daughter makes clever use of
her position as maid to discover family secrets and then disguises as a man to
find the clue that will solve the crime and save the heroine’s life. As Stephen
Soitos and John Cullen Gruesser argue, these early detective characters are
precursors of subsequent black crime writing as a vehicle for social criticism.”

The controversial debate about the use or non-use of dialect in African
American fiction can stand here to exemplify the generic boundaries between
so-called low and high literature. Folk characters, dialect passages, and
minstrelsy-like scenes are popular with such white writers as George
Washington Cable (1844-1925), Thomas Nelson Page (1853-1922), and Joel
Chandler Harris (1845-1908), and such black writers as Paul Laurence
Dunbar and Charles Chesnutt. In an analysis of Chesnutt, Sundquist points
out the ambivalence between Chesnutt’s “clear aspirations to middle-class
professional respectability” and his class-conscious employment of dialect
speech for so-called minor characters, while most heroic figures would
speak standard American English. Sundquist talks about a tension “between
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capitulation to stereotypes and the desire to find an audience for African
»3% Bethany Johnson sees in dialect writing and the con-
troversial critical debate about it a sign of the many contradictory issues of the

American literature.

time.*” By including and partly relying on dialect, these writers negotiated
the expectation of an audience for entertainment and their own need to depict
the full range of possible characters with credibility.

These writers see the necessity to describe the details about the home life of
their characters and mingle the domestic with the political aspect.* In their
fiction Alberta E. Johnson and Katherine Davis Chapman Tillman find ways to
comment on race and, more importantly, to imagine the disappearance of
racism by mixing the generic modes of juvenile and sentimental fiction,
political treatise, evangelical propaganda, and the female Bildungsroman.
Johnson’s Clarence and Corinne; or, God’s Way (1890) and The Hazeley Family
(1894), and Tillman’s serialized novels Beryl Weston’s Ambition: The Story of an
Afro-American Girl’s Life (1893) and Clancy Street (1898/99) imagine the home as
a place of order, moral guidance, admirable behavior, religiosity and moral
purity, as well as political discussion. Thus they accomplish various ends at the
same time. First, they prove that African Americans can live in this way and
that they strive to do so by sacrifices and endurance in the face of harsh
opposition. Sixteen-year-old Beryl Weston in Tillman’s story, for example,
gives up her college education when her mother dies so that she can take care
of her brother and sister and help her father with the farm work. By following
a rigid and admirable schedule of work, education, community service, and
religious adoration, she grows into full womanhood and is rewarded with not
only a suitable husband but also a happy life. Second, Tillman and Johnson, as
well as Harper and Hopkins, see the middle-class lifestyles of themselves and
their characters as an ideal that allows them to claim superiority over the
classes beneath and above them and to ascertain their political power and
cultural dominance. By focusing on the admirable roles of young girls grow-
ing up into responsibility and assuming ideal Christian lives, these examples of
the female Bildungsroman become models for a whole generation to follow. In
addition, by including political debates, these narratives envision an over-
coming of racism by making their characters’ lives indistinguishable from
comparable white lives. Gender serves as a unifying bond across boundaries of
color. These writers address the needs of their audience for moralizing and
elevating fiction without, however, sacrificing the political subtext of everyday
reality.

Many of the writers in this group were first published in magazines such as
the Christian Recorder, the Anglo-American Magazine, the Colored American
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Magazine, and the Voice of the Negro. These and other weekly or monthly
journals offer possibilities for publication unknown to earlier generations. The
Colored American Magazine, for example, existed between 1900 and 1909. In
addition to publishing serialized novels, it features some fifty short stories by
male and female writers, most of them African American. Although biograph-
ical data are not available about all of them, it can be safely assumed that these
writers form a model of African American short fiction that sets an example
for later generations. Typical of their age, not all of these stories treat racial
issues in an obvious way, but some of them can be singled out because they
surpass generic boundaries and introduce a new and fresh treatment of the
topic of race, gender, and class.

“A Case of Measure by Measure” by Gertrude Dorsey Brown[e], published
in six installments from April to October 1906, is a humorous and deeply ironic
story that is part detective fiction, part race literature. The racial and gender
issue is played out in various cross-racial actions. Passing is a movement
between the races as much as between classes and the movement is in both
directions. The rich white girls pass as colored maids, the maid is taken as one
of the rich girls, the rich white boys pass as colored servants and bootblacks, a
white man passes as a colored criminal, and a colored lawyer passes as a mute
waiter. The burlesque masquerade involves a group of white young people
attempting to imitate black manners. It takes a serious, even criminal turn
with an attempted burglary and near lynching. This is the grimly realistic part
of the plot, in which Brown[e] freely alludes to works by Thomas Dixon, one
of the most racist writers of the period. At the same time, the comic tone hides
the deeply ingrained race prejudices and contextualizes and radicalizes this
seemingly comic story.

The issues at the core of these stories and novels are race, class, and gender.
In many cases the problems are solved and the mysteries unraveled. In their
version of race literature, African American women writers between 1865 and
1910 contribute to the debate about the content of race literature, they tackle
the sensitive topics of their time from the slave past to the future of the race,
they create memorable heroines and heroes, and then subvert the generic
boundaries of fiction. This generation of women intellectuals, activists, club-
women, and writers know that their voices will have to be heard and only they
themselves can shape and interpret their experiences. In the words of Anna
Julia Cooper, who is addressing the convocation of colored clergy of the
Protestant Episcopal Church in Washington, DC: “Only the BLACK
WOMAN can say ‘when and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity
of my womanhood, without violence and without suing or special patronage,
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then and there the whole Negro race enters with me.””*" Seen from a later
perspective, the achievements of these women intellectuals have to be judged
in the context of their time. They contribute significantly to the discourse
about race; they reinterpret the slave past with revisionist accounts of either
the superior endurance and suffering or the heroism and rebellion of former
slaves; they help build up an audience in sympathy with the cause of African
Americans and are united in their rejection of lynching and other forms of
violence; they further the feeling of loyalty among their people; they demon-
strate the values of familial love, labor, education, and community work, most
of which is grounded in a Christian framework; they serve as inspiration for
future generations of female artists; and they pioneer black feminist studies.
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“We Wear the Mask™: the making
of a poet

KEITH LEONARD

When Paul Laurence Dunbar wrote perhaps his most famous poem, “We
Wear the Mask,” he knew of what he spoke. One of the first African American
poets to make a living through literature and by far the best known of
nineteenth-century African American poets, Dunbar garnered his fame by
mastering dialect poetry of the so-called plantation tradition, a mode of
writing that used phonetics to replicate a version of African American speech
that white Southern writers had created for such stereotypical characters as
happy darkies, picaninnies, sambos, coons, and mammies. Prominent in the
novels and poetry of the period, these characters often expressed their own
and their creators’ nostalgia for the days of slavery. With support from some
of the era’s best-known writers and critics, some of whom, like regionalist
James Whitcomb Riley, wrote this kind of verse, Dunbar traveled the country
sharing with his mostly white audiences his versions of the wit and charm and
humor associated with these stereotypical characters. Though Dunbar is given
credit for writing more “authentic” versions, the mask to which he refers
consists of the effects through which the racism, which was embedded in the
literary tastes and conventions of the Reconstruction era, covered a truer face
of black people. After all, the Reconstruction was the historical moment when
the Northern states attempted between 1865 and 1877 to monitor former
slaves’ citizenship rights and social fortunes and to rebuild the Southern states
after the Civil War. Chafing under the control of such agencies as the
Freedman’s Bureau, southerners used these racist images — disseminated in
advertising, postcards, newspapers, cartoons, and dolls and figurines, as well
as in literature — to validate the superiority of what they saw as a lost genteel
culture. Northerners used those same images and stereotypes to sentimen-
talize the suffering of black people, especially since the Hayes-Tilden com-
promise that allowed Rutherford B. Hayes to be elected president ended
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Reconstruction and led to the bloody reign of the Ku Klux Klan. Within this
welter of violence and failed promise, white readers in both regions were
comforted by charming tales of a largely contented and inferior people.
Thus, in the line °
articulating an aspect of the African American modern condition which his

»T

‘we wear the mask that grins and lies,” Dunbar was
poetry forcefully embodied. First of all, he was referring to how African
Americans, whether poets or not, had at times to adapt versions of these
popular images in their daily interactions with whites in order to survive.
Judging by the popular culture of the time, it is clear that mainstream white
society had little interest in the true emotional lives of black people and
certainly not in their suffering. And Dunbar was undoubtedly referring to
the problem of the black poet who operated behind the mask of such poetic
conventions and even had to inhabit them, as Dunbar himself did in his public
readings. As J. Saunders Redding pointed out, “by a sort of natural develop-
ment the ‘darky” sketches, now so intimately a part of American minstrelsy,
hardened into the recognized speech of the Negro” and “set up the limits to
the Negro’s media of expression ... as a slapstick and a pathetic buffoon.”
To make matters worse, Dunbar, like his contemporaries William Stanley
Braithwaite, T. Thomas Fortune, Benjamin Brawley, Cordelia Ray, and Albert
Allson Whitman, had always originally fancied himself as a Romantic poet,
preferring to write poems in Standard English about such serious subjects as
lovers, love lost, the beauty of nature, and the possibility of transcendence,
ideals best conveyed, he believed, in elevated diction, traditional symbolism
and metaphor, and standard Western prosody: blank verse, sonnets, heroic
couplets, and quatrains based on Protestant hymns. In other words, all of these
poets accepted, at least in part, the premise that this style of writing was
nobler — indeed, more “poetic” — than the portrait of ordinary African
Americans. Knowing that his readers and audience preferred what he called
in his poem “The Poet,” “a jingle in a broken tongue,” Dunbar catered to that
taste. Concluding with “great cries” arising from “tortured souls,” while
letting the world “dream otherwise,” “We Wear the Mask” implies both an
ambivalent moral courage necessary to wear the mask and a possible core of
resistance emerging while the world passively and ignorantly dreamed its
racist fantasy. The mask was burden, protection, and motive for public self-
definition.

Almost unwittingly, then, Dunbar effectively declares in this poem a
defining African American modernist cultural pursuit, namely the direct
confrontation with and manipulation of a mask of racist cultural expectations
for the possibilities of an ethnic self-assertion constituted in Dunbar’s case by
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some of the defining contradictions of postbellum, segregationist society.
Though a romantic idealist, Dunbar was also a proponent of race pride;
while aspiring to individual distinction as a poet, Dunbar followed Booker
T. Washington who advocated racial unity. Like Washington, he believed in
vocational education, and yet valued the power of high culture for social
transformation. Negotiating these competing political perspectives, Dunbar
often expressed his race pride in Standard English poems about fallen heroes
like Frederick Douglass or in biblical analogies, as in “Ode to Ethiopia,” poems
which validate an honorable and active defense of civil rights against racism.
At the same time, he accepted the accommodationist, anti-activist principles of
Washington, the famous founder of Tuskegee Institute in Alabama who had
declared in his famous 1895 “Atlanta Compromise Address” that blacks should
“cast down their buckets” “in agriculture, mechanics, in commerce, in domes-
tic service, and in the professions,” not in political activism or pursuits of civil
rights. He also infamously declared that “in the future, in our humble way, we
shall stand by you with a devotion that no foreigner can approach” so that “[i]n
all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as
the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.”” Even as he embraced
Washington’s political caution, though, Dunbar criticized Washington’s
emphasis solely on economic uplift, complicating the tendency of scholars
to see his support of Washington as an example of what sociologist, cultural
critic, activist, and editor W. E. B. Du Bois called double-consciousness: “this
sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring
one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.
One ever feels his twoness, — an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts,
two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose
dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”* But what may
have mattered more for Dunbar was Du Bois’s solution, neglected by most
critics, which was cultural expression as much as political activism: “This,
then, is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to
escape both death and isolation, to husband and use his best powers and his
latent genius.” Unlike Du Bois, whose Souls of Black Folk (1903) consciously
enacts the hybrid mix by which he defined black culture, Dunbar may not
have seen fully that this genius could encompass both black folk culture and
romantic idealism. But his work proved that it could.

In other words, Dunbar’s modernist legacy as a poet is his artistic engage-
ment in this multiple paradox that conservative racial uplift, black folk culture,
and Eurocentric poetic conventions and ideals could serve together as the
foundation of progressive ethnic affirmation. His version of it derives in part
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from his fairly conventional, bourgeois childhood in Dayton, Ohio. Born in
1872 the son of former slaves, Dunbar learned from his Kentucky-born parents
various stories, both folk and perhaps true, about the life in slavery. While
scholars dispute whether or not his mother spoke in the dialect Dunbar uses
so beautifully in his poetry, it is clear that he developed a sense of life in slavery
from those stories and was thus arguably connected to the Southern folk
tradition despite being born in the North. An ambitious and intelligent young
man, Dunbar, who was also the only black student in his high school, was
elected class president and wrote the class’s graduation poem in 1891. He
famously became an elevator operator after graduation because, despite his
clear gifts as a writer, he could not get jobs in segregated newspapers and legal
offices. After that, with the help of Frederick Douglass, Dunbar became a
clerk. While he could not work at newspapers, he published in them regularly,
writing both poetry and articles about African American life. At the time, he
was also studying well-known European and American poets, including Alfred
Tennyson, William Shakespeare, John Keats, Edgar Allen Poe, Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, and Riley. These influences are evident in his first
volume, Oak and Ivy, which he published by taking out a loan. Considering his
Standard English poems to be “oak,” he placed them in a separate section from
his “ivy,” the dialect poems that would eventually win him fame. Those
Standard English poems included “Sympathy,” where Dunbar laments with
a caged bird about why his trap leads him to sing, a celebration of nature
common to Romantic verse that also betrays Dunbar’s social anxieties.
Nonetheless, despite Dunbar’s clear indication to the contrary, in the vol-
ume’s structure and some of its poems, William Dean Howells praised the
volume for how it revealed, at least to him, the sense of African Americans’
quaint and inferior place in American society.

Each of Dunbar’s major volumes operated more or less with this division in
mind and suffered similarly racist praise. Majors and Minors (1895) like “oak”
and “ivy,” separates the “minor” and “ivy” of dialect poetry from the “majors”
and “oak” of the Standard English verse. The volume Lyrics of Lowly Life (1896)
eschews this division but its title signals the triumph of the perception of the
folk over the formal poetry. Howells clarified this point in his preface to
Dunbar’s volume, praising Dunbar’s “ironical perception of the negro’s
limitations™: “in nothing is his essentially refined and delicate art so well
shown as in those pieces which, as I ventured to say, describe the range
between appetite and emotion, with certain lifts far beyond and above it,
which is the range of the race.”® In effect, Dunbar’s place as what Booker
T. Washington called “the poet Laureate of the Negro race” derives from this
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ability to represent the distinctiveness of black people not in terms of the
authentic black culture that twentieth-century critics saw but in terms of social
inferiority. The “lowly life” is what matters for Howells, and the alleged
realism of what is actually a set of conventions reinforces the racist implication
that Dunbar as a poet is good only because he represents a lesser culture in an
appropriately lesser form of verse.

But this practice, at the end of the day, is in fact empowering, largely
because Dunbar was able, as modernist Ezra Pound declared, to “make it
new.” In its arrangement of Dunbar’s two modes of verse, Lyrics of Lowly Life
created a paradoxical public perception of Dunbar as a romantic, bourgeois
poet connected to the folk rather than a poet divided in his craft, making
formal literary culture an aspect of “lowly life.” Such associations “elevated”
the folk poem for readers like Howells, while for twentieth-century critics it
unseated the privilege accorded to Standard English poems. In other words,
the volume posited Dunbar as an ironic commentator whose distance, on the
one hand, allows him to articulate the moral values through which an African
American bourgeois self heroically emerges from and then transcends those
stereotypes, while on the other it makes him one with the folk. Juxtaposed
side by side, Dunbar’s poems mirror one another, though with distortion,
revealing that, in both modes of verse Dunbar portrayed the priorities of racial
uplift ideology “on self-help, racial solidarity, temperance, thrift, chastity,
social purity, patriarchal authority and the accumulation of wealth.”” He
asserted, in short, distinctive “black” versions of the national ideals of indi-
vidualism and social mobility, and framed comic and heroic versions of
those ideals in each kind of verse. And he reworked established conventions
of poetic form to insert the “black” content of the anxiety of double-
consciousness. Finally, his verse enacts in part the “uplift” of black people
by presenting African American folk culture as precursor to the fulfillment of
these deals, the beginning of the “uplift” to bourgeois achievement.

In these terms, Dunbar’s poetic self-fashioning enacts the process of ethnic
self-definition that, instead of either putting on or taking off the mask, reworks
the mask to reveal the difficulty of articulating a black self fully in the language
of Reconstruction-era culture. Dunbar was not, as some critics have sug-
gested, writing his dialect for black audiences and the Standard English for
the white, nor was he simply speaking in a double voice, forking its tongue for
both audiences at once. Rather he was affirming what he saw to be common
values in different cultural forms, a practice that revealed both that which
prevented blacks from seeming to achieve those values and the cultural source
by which they did achieve it. It is a model of evolution and the erasure of
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cultural difference analogous to what Booker T. Washington called the
“New Negro” in an anthology of essays and art entitled A New Negro for a
New Century published in 1900. As Henry Louis Gates put it, “A New Negro’s
use of the key word progressive dozens of times [in its essays] related directly to
an idea of progress through perfectibility ... Booker T. Washington’s New
Negro, then, stood at a point on the great chain [of being] head and shoulders
*® By showing off photos and cultural expres-
sions of bourgeois African Americans, the anthology sought to demonstrate
how those people were getting better, rising in a static chain of human being
based upon an allegedly static set of values which African Americans would

above the ex-slave black person.

be living were it not for the impediments caused by racism. In fact, that
African Americans were achieving those values was all the more heroic.
Similarly, as Darwin T. Turner suggested, Dunbar’s short stories “repeatedly
emphasized the ability and willingness of Negroes to forgive white Americans
for previous injustice” so that his “noble sentiments and protagonists reveal ...
that [Dunbar] believed in right rule by an aristocracy based on blood and birth
which assured culture, good breeding and all of the virtues appropriate to a
gentleman.”® Though Dunbar was not as interested in inherited aristocracy as
Turner suggests, he was interested in “good breeding” if one understands that
concept not in terms of biological selection and improvement but in terms of
active self-improvement, the model of cultural self-making that Washington
celebrates in his anthology.

In other words, cultural cultivation was both moral cultivation and social
advancement for Dunbar, and both of these were components of the heroic
self-assertion of racial uplift which functions to motivate American society to
recognize and fulfill its highest ideals. High art — romantic poems in Standard
English or paintings on biblical themes in European styles — embodied how
individual breeding reflected collective racial breeding. For example, in
Dunbar’s words,

In the Luxembourg gallery hangs [African American painter Henry
O. Tanner’s] picture, “The Raising of Lazarus.” At the Academy of Fine
Arts, Philadelphia, I saw his “Annunciation,” both a long way from his
“Banjo Lesson,” and thinking of him I began to wonder whether, in spite
of all the industrial tumult, it were not in the field of art, music and literature
that the Negro was to make his highest contribution to American
civilization.™

For Dunbar, Booker T. Washington’s philosophy of accommodation through
industrial training, social segregation, and economic self-assertion was
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inadequate because it did not deal with the full complexity and highest
faculties of the African American self. Thus, the corresponding “folk” repre-
sentation of the race in Tanner’s “Banjo Lesson,” where an elderly black man
teaches his son or grandson how to play the banjo, was inadequate as well.
Ultimately, African Americans must acknowledge that “lower” folk culture in
order to move a “long way” beyond it to the expression of individual genius
(and the attendant communal validation) available in high art endorsed by the
Academy of Fine Arts. Traditional artistic achievement mattered because the
social values necessary for full racial harmony were best articulated and most
fully enacted there. In other words, even an elevator operator can embody the
nobility of national ideals that would lead to social inclusion.

With this deliciously ironic ideal of the moral heroism of “good breeding”
in mind, it becomes clear that Dunbar’s verse has certain effects of parody
even in his mastery, effects that both fulfill and critique Dunbar’s own
ambitions. His humor in his dialect poetry does in fact cut both ways, in
other words, poking fun at some aspects of folk culture while humanizing
those stereotypes in order to excoriate the whites who believed in those
conventions too fully. Unlike his contemporaries Daniel Webster Davis and
James Edwin Campbell, for example, fellow black writers of this mode of
dialect poetry, Dunbar mastered those conventions in ways that revealed his
ambivalence both about the form and about the notion of quaint racial
limitations that were passing away. On one hand, then, like Davis and
Campbell, Dunbar follows Washington’s practice of criticizing his own race,
pointing out how the flaws of his people derived from the legacy of slavery
and that constituted both a cause and a consequence of their treatment. As his
journalism reveals, Dunbar shared Washington’s, Davis’s, and Campbell’s
anxiety that the entire race was judged by its lower classes. At the same time,
he would perhaps have concurred with the comments of Richard Linthicum,
editor the Chicago Times-Herald, in introducing James E. Campbell’s Echoes
from the Cabin and Elsewhere (1895), that the antebellum Negro “was close to
nature ... gave a language to the birds and beasts ... [whose] simplicity and
superstition formed the basis for a charming fiction ... [and] gravest utterances
were gilded with the quaintest humor.
about the black folk, Dunbar did write poems about “chicken-stealing dar-
kies,” as in “Accountability,” about a figure who justifies stealing from his
master.

But, on the other hand, the innovation of giving character depth to these
stereotypes and ironizing them works well to undermine Dunbar’s own
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With these contradicting sensibilities

sentimentalized nostalgia and occasional racial self-hatred and to assert
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something more human to black life. In “The Party,” Dunbar fully embraces
the stereotype of the happy darky for the sheer ironic enjoyment of it, even to
the point of celebrating a stereotypical physical satisfaction as if it were a
morally admirable joy of living. Dunbar’s poem recounts festivities that the
addressed “you” of the poem missed, cataloguing the stereotypical behavior
and pleasures of the stereotypical black people who donned fine clothes and
put on airs for comic enjoyment. The party is based in part upon the Cake
Walk, an African American folk practice in which African Americans, espe-
cially slaves, imitated the pretensions of their white owners for comic effect.
That ritual competition, in which the best imitators were awarded with the
cake, also functioned to elevate the antics of the African parodist into its own
kind of pretension. While such practices as these were prime evidence for the
apologists for slavery that Africans had been happy as slaves, they were more
accurately evidence of the self-awareness and playful satire enacted by those
blacks. By portraying such figures enjoying their food and their false preten-
sions, the plantation tradition poet could poke fun at the African’s allegedly
failed imitation of white culture while celebrating their former happier state.

In Dunbar’s hands, though, it was more like an imitation of a copy of an
imitation meant to make fun of the entire convention. The poem becomes
parody because it undermines what it embodies through exaggeration. As
Linda Hutcheon put it, parody “is granted a special license to transgress the
limits of convention, but, as in the carnival, it can do so only temporarily and
only within the controlled confines authorized by the text parodied — that is,
quite simply, within the confines dictated by ‘recognizability.” In other
words, in order to challenge conventions in this way, Dunbar had to produce
poems that looked like happy darky poems so that he could engage his readers
in transgressing those very codes. The following lines exemplify these effects:

Ain’t seen no sich fancy dressin’ sence las quah’tly meein’ day

Gals all dressed in silks an’ satins, not a wrinkle ner a crease,

Eyes a-battin’, teeth a-shinin’, haih breshed back ez slick ez grease;

Sku’ts all tucked an’ puffed an’ ruffled, evah blessed seam an’ stitch;

Ef you'd seen em’ wif deir mistus, couldn’t swahed to which was which.™

On one hand, both blacks and whites share the desire for aristocratic hier-
archy, for sartorial finery, and for pomp and circumstance. Both blacks and
whites enjoy the comedy evoked when black people imitate pretentious
whites. It also places Dunbar as poet in a position to exaggerate the conven-
tions of the stereotypes to such an extent — with the eyes and teeth in
stereotypic poses — that it would ideally undermine it. And yet, Dunbar’s
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practice is analogous to that of Bert Williams and George Walker, two African
American performers of blackface minstrelsy who had a show in which they
called themselves “T'wo Real Coons.” The paradox of two black men being
“real” coons by putting on blackface paint and acting out false stereotypes
turns the recognized practice of lampooning black people on its head. It pulls
down the mask at the moment that it puts the mask on, allowing Walker and
Williams to improve their profits even as they made fun of their own
compromises and the falseness of the whole set of conventions they practiced.
Likewise, the poem’s extreme versions of this stereotype function like
Chinese boxes, producing regressions of meaning that ultimately trap the
parody in its own terms.

Moreover, in other poems, Dunbar tempers his own conservatism and
polishes the double-edged sword of parody for a sharper aim by validating
folk culture in dialect poems in a way that his contemporaries did not. For
example, in “When Malindy Sings,” one of Dunbar’s most famous poems, he
celebrates the natural gifts of a folk musician, clearly associating those gifts
with his own. Instead of looking for laughs, this poem affirms the greater
power of the natural musical talents of Malindy over the schooling and
precision of Miss Lucy, who could be read either as an educated black person
or as a white mistress. It is about the capacity to express oneself in order to
make oneself.

Who dat says dat humble praises
Wif de Master nevah counts?
Heish yo’ mouf, I hyeah dat music,
Ez hit rises up an’ mounts —
Floatin’ by de hills an’ valleys,
Way above dis buryin’ sod
Ez hit makes its way in glory
To de very gates of God

Oh, hit’s sweetah dan de music
Of an edicated band;
An’ hit’s dearah dan de battle’s
Song o triumph in de lan’.
It seems holier dan evenin’
When de solemn chu’ch bell rings,
Ez I'sit an’ ca’mly listen
While Malindy sings.”

The praise for Malindy here and as it is repeated throughout the poem is
Dunbar’s subtle attempt to work through the minstrel affirmation of the
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alleged comic naturalness and unlearned talents of blacks into an affirmation
of a vernacular cultural practice. Malindy’s gift is a native and untutored
appreciation of the divine that redeems the divine itself. After all, her voice
is holier than religious rituals (“church bells™), elevating her “humble praises”
to an ideal mode of worship. The poem creates a space in which the folk
cultural protagonist can be construed as a version of the poet himself and can
bring the assumptions of dialect in conflict with Dunbar’s pretension to be a
great Romantic poet to suggest that African American artists have a greater
voice from the folk than has been acknowledged. Malindy can sing the
community’s pain, bringing them the heaven of emotional solace with her
voice, and can do so through a use of language that is otherwise disparaged.
And of course, since he wrote the poem, Dunbar can too. Poems like “Banjo
Song” and “When the Cone Pone’s Hot” imply a tradition of modest solace
through music available through the artist figure, paralleling Malindy and the
poet as voices of and healers for their community. There is humor here not
unlike that of “The Party,” or any other dialect poem, and the poem certainly
evokes the notion that “they” have their limited accents of “our” music. So the
homely values that Linthicum laments as passing are also lamented here, as is
the sense of the possibility of perfectibility. But here the butt of the joke is
clear: any pretentious educated person who could not appreciate the beauty
and validity of folk art. Dunbar is even making fun of himself. But he validates
his voice as well.

The premodernist paradox and parody of Dunbar’s dialect practice is
enhanced by some of his Standard English verse because those poems cast a
similar role for the poet and articulate similar homely values as the motivation
for poetic voice. For example, “Ode to Ethiopia,” one of Dunbar’s most
anthologized poems, opens by declaring that the race is the poet’s muse:

O Mother Race! to thee I bring
This pledge of faith unwavering,
This tribute to thy glory.
I know the pangs which thou didst feel,
When Slavery crushed thee with its heel,
With thy dear blood all gory.™

The poet pledges faith to the race and to sing its glory, transforming praises
normally reserved for God in the Christian tradition or the muses and gods in
the classical tradition into an aspect of this epic invocation of a historical ethnic
identity. Also, by referring to the biblical prophecy of Ethiopia stretching forth
her hands to God, Dunbar places newly freed blacks in a glorious biblical
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history that substantiates the race’s and the poet’s place in the mainstream
traditions of heroic poetry. Moreover, as in the heroic tradition of the West, in
which individual heroes almost literally embody their community’s values,
Dunbear attributes to every individual of the race, including the poet himself,
the heroic endurance, the long-suffering pursuit of justice, and the prophecy
of future liberation asserted here in collective terms. After all, the poet gets to
claim a voice central to that Ethiopian community’s values, just as Malindy
claimed the folk community’s religious traditions. Crucially, this heroic ances-
try is both from the Christian tradition of the West and from a distinctive
African prophetic faith. While similarly invested in received tradition, then,
Dunbar eschews parodic effects here to embrace how that heroic tradition
becomes the terms of his “good breeding.” A cultured version of Malindy, in
other words, the speaker in this poem has a voice that is holier than religious
ritual because it is analogous to Homer’s in singing a nation.

‘What makes Ethiopia heir to the legacy and prophecy of biblical Ethiopians,
in other words, is the people’s slow but discernible fulfillment of Booker
T. Washington'’s version of racial uplift, the black versions of national ideals of
individual effort and economic and social self-sufficiency. Of course, in order
to do so, one must accept the social inferiority of African Americans and
accommodate segregation and racism, swallowing one’s pain and resentment
to prove the moral heroism necessary for inclusion. But there is something
heroic in this sacrifice, isn’t there? Dunbar thinks so:

No other race, or white or black,
When bound as thou wert, to the rack,

So seldom stooped to grieving;
No other race, when free again,
Forgot the past and proved them men

So noble in forgiving.”

As biographer Peter Revell put it, Dunbar is “establishing in the mind of the
reader, black or white, the belief that the black citizen has a deserved and

meritorious place in the life of the nation.”*

Rather than being predicated on
the humor of dialect or the revelation of a truer folk culture sometimes
enacted through the parody of parody, that meritorious place depends here
upon how, given this resistance to bitterness, “Proud Ethiope’s swarthy
children stand” and “stir in honest labor” as “they tread the fields where
honor calls;/their voices sound through senate halls/In majesty and power.”
While the poet joins the heroic tradition of the West through his formal

mastery, the race distinguishes itself as heroic and divine through the manual
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toil of farming. As awkward as this “nobility” sounds to post-Civil Rights ears,
it is a substantive antiracist stance. Bitterness against oppression is no more
inherently a proper response to racism than this noble suffering and self-
sufficiency. And even if we grant the fact that such bitterness usually emerges
from a greater sense of urgency, such bitterness is not necessarily poetically or
politically better than the validation of achievement. Perhaps some of the
parody implicit in the dialect poetry inheres in this verse, but it is certainly
meant to be explicit and uncomplicated validation.

This accommodationist vision validates the reality of the masses of African
Americans by tying such patience to the prophetic faith with which the poem
opens:

Though hast the right to noble pride,

Whose spotless robes were purified
By blood’s severe baptism.

Upon thy brow the cross was laid,

And labour’s painful sweat-beads made
A consecrating chrism."”

Social inferjority and segregation are part of a divine plan in which the
principles of self-help will produce substantive resistance to social oppression.
That faith is heroic, as are the acts pursued in its name. Those acts may include
more direct opposition, though that opposition is not stated here. But the
“consecrating chrism” of the “severe baptism” testifies to the social and
spiritual “holiness” of this biblical race ordained for its freedom, a race
which started with “spotless robes” and was purified even more by its moral
heroism. As politics, this vision is accommodationist. As poetry, it is quite
beautiful, broadening the accommodation into self-assertion and validating a
set of values that motivates Dunbar’s genuine if ambivalent version of cultural
self-determination. The poem therefore articulates what was called in anti-
quity the “heroic ethos™ of a “heroic society,” declared and enacted by the
poet, an ethos tied both to the passive moral heroism of uplift and the
potentially more active biblical prophecy. And the poem is an ode, part of a
tradition of public celebration of a heroic figure, meant to be sung out loud.
Mindful of this tradition, Dunbar writes in rime couée: a characteristic stanza of
the eighteenth-century ode:

Itis not just the formal language that dignifies the subject. The mere choice of
form asserts a claim that the race and its sufferings and achievements merits
the language usually accorded to heroic events in the nation’s history, and
makes that suffering a religious dedication to endure and to prevail.”
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While this notion of elevating the race to the level of the nation accepts the
racial hierarchy of white supremacy, it also suggests that African Americans
are their own measure of this heroism, enacting black versions of national
ideals that shall be remembered for how much more fully they embodied
national possibility in society and, of course, in art.

The power of this complicated, contradictory premodernist engagement
with rewriting racist discourse has obvious and meaningful effects. First of all,
Dunbar was wildly popular and was able to make a living. Secondly, even after
suggesting that Dunbar’s claim to fame is his capacity to capture the “negro’s
limitations,” Howells claims that “T accepted [Dunbar’s verse] as an evidence
of the essential unity of the human race, which does not think or feel black in
one and white in another, but humanly in all.”* This ideal of human unity, no
matter how often contradicted by action, is the very ideal to which Dunbar
rightly aspired, one which is ultimately a meaningful contradiction to racism.
Finally, Dunbar’s continued popularity among black people since then, and
most importantly among black poets, suggests that, though his poetry may
not have motivated the social activism the poet claims in “Frederick
Douglass,” it does create an ongoing tradition of self-making where the
oppositions Dunbar sought to maintain between folk and formal were more
fully and self-consciously broken down.

For Dunbar and his contemporaries, and for every poet since, the emer-
gence of an artistic representation of a distinctive black culture and of a local
color realist literary tradition led to a crucial question: what role should that
emerging culture play in art and how should art accommodate that diffe-
rence? While Dunbar’s answer was incomplete, it did suggest fruitful ways
in which formalist artistry and traditional poetic achievement — even
Romantic genius — could be informed by the distinctive experiences and
modes of expression of African American people. If Afro-modernism is, as
Mark Sanders defined it, the “claim of historicity, of change, development ...
and finally both social and psychic complexity [as] the salient rejoinder to
assertions of black absence, antithesis, stasis,” then Dunbar’s ambivalent
balancing of folk and formal, uplift and activism, perfectibility and parody,
constitutes just such a resistance.>> Whatever one may think of this strange
idea of breeding as resistance, conventional cultural cultivation as activism,
it does indeed contain within it a claim of historicity, a sense that African
American culture is changing, is in fact defined by change and growth of the
race’s own making. In this way, Lyrics of Lowly Life constitutes the foundation
by which African American poets lifted an imposed mask of racism to read
and write the masks of their own faces.
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II
Toward a modernist poetics

MARK A. SANDERS

Though sadly understudied, the postbellum, pre-New Negro era of African
American poetry, roughly 1865 to the First World War, looms as a pivotal if
not defining moment in the larger sweep of African American poetics and
culture. Perhaps one of the reasons for this era’s neglect is that prominent
Harlem Renaissance poets — James Weldon Johnson and Sterling A. Brown in
particular — went to considerable lengths to distance themselves and their
generation from the previous one and its alleged political and artistic short-
comings. For them, both the dialect and genteel (or romantic) traditions of
African American poetry held little promise for their own artistic projects and
seemed to wilt under the pressure of deteriorating racial conditions. Yet New
Negro poets confronted many of the same dilemmas, and indeed pursued
many of the same agendas as their forebears, suggesting a closer relationship —
even indebtedness — that was seldom acknowledged. Perhaps it is this deeply
conflicted relationship with the postbellum generation that begins to suggest
the era’s enduring significance.

Acknowledged or not, the postbellum generation created precedents for
negotiating American popular culture and its racial politics, for addressing
“mainstream” audiences and tastes shaped by popular culture, and for work-
ing within received poetic traditions. In a sense, this generation prefigured
modernist poetics by confronting the conundrum of simultaneous insider and
outsider status. They were the first to market to a mainstream or popular
taste, while attempting to address the needs and expectations of blacks at a
particularly dire moment in American racial history. Thus, this generation
grappled with philosophical, political, and technical questions that shaped its
cultural and political moment, indeed questions that survived for African
American poets well into the twentieth century.

To begin, the late nineteenth-century boom in publishing ushered in new
literary tastes, particularly the popularity of “local color,” a strategic combi-
nation of realism and romance that celebrated regional specificity, especially
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that of the South and the Midwest. Because it effectively absorbed the
antebellum plantation tradition of the South, transforming Southern romance
into a national literature, local color exerted enormous influence on the
development of African American poetics. Indeed, local color’s depiction of
a Southern plantation idyll — replete with benevolent masters and happy, loyal
slaves — served to allay anxieties over lingering sectional strife and over the
effects of industrialization on the “New South.” In short, local color served as a

»T

means of “mourning ways of life being eradicated™ in the postbellum modern
America. Richard Linthicum, editor the Chicago Times-Herald, wrote an intro-
duction to James E. Campbell’s Echoes from the Cabin and Elsewhere (1895) that

aptly illustrated this sense of loss and longing:

Another quarter of a century of freedom and the Negro of slavery days, the
Negro of the log cabin and the corn field [sic] will be but cherished
memories ...

In his anti-bellum [sic] state the Negro was close to nature. He gave a
language to the birds and beasts, and his simplicity and superstition formed
the basis for a charming fiction. Melody sprang spontaneously within him,
and his gravest utterances were gilded with the quaintest humor.*

Needless to say, such nostalgia relied heavily on the assumption of black
subordination. Indeed, antebellum and postbellum American popular cul-
ture — advertising, cartoons, dolls, figurines, and more — depicted African
Americans through racist stereotypes such as the picanniny, sambo, zip coon,
mammy, and Jezebel. But it was the minstrel stage that served as the most
ubiquitous form of popular culture. Blackface performers in tattered clothes
dramatized the buffoonery of black being in language, costume, and pose.
And in turn, dialect poetry by white writers “was designed to exhibit quaint-
ness, and its language and form were molded to the needs of popular pastoral —
homely philosophizing by untutored rustics whose simplicity of heart could
serve as rebuke to the complexities of urban experience.” Marked by awk-
ward pronunciation (often signaled through misspelled words), grammatical
errors, and malapropisms, this “broken English” announced the comic feeble-
ness of black speech and thus black being.

So too, this publishing explosion led, for blacks, to an unprecedented access
(and pursuit) of mainstream American culture. Older, established venues such
as the A.M.E. Church Review and the Christian Recorder continued to cater to an
expanding readership, while new periodicals, such as the Weekly Anglo-African,
and regional newspapers sprang up all across the nation. Also, increasing
numbers of black writers reached wider white audiences through national
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periodicals such as Harpers, Atlantic Monthly, and the Saturday Evening Post.
Indeed, producing the first professional black writers, this generation
addressed local and national audiences in both the established tradition of
protest and the newly available, apolitical mode of belles-lettres.

As a result, a new generation of postbellum poets came to the fore with a
decidedly different purpose for their poetry, and thus a different orientation to
the prevailing traditions available to any postbellum American poet. This
group of poets included Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825-1911), James
Edwin Campbell (1867—95), Charles Bertram Johnson (1880-1955?), Timothy
Thomas Fortune (1856-1928), William Stanley Braithwaite (1878-1962), James
David Corrothers (1869-1917), Benjamin Brawley (1882-1939), Daniel Webster
Davis (1862-1913), Albery Allson Whitman (1851-1901), Junius Mord Allen
(1875-7), James Madison Bell (1826-1902), Charlotte L. Forten Grimké (1837—
1914), Henrietta Cordelia Ray (1852?-1916), Aaron Belford Thompson (1883
1929), and of course Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906) and his wife Alice
Dunbar Nelson (1875-1935). By no means exhaustive, this list serves only to
illustrate the burgeoning number of poets publishing in black and “main-
stream” magazines and newspapers, as well as publishing bound volumes
through commercial, vanity, and African American presses.

This greater access to the mainstream and the formal, aesthetic, and
even political demands of popular audiences resulted in an “assimilationist” or
“accommodationist” approach in African American poetry of the day. Distinct
from the accommodationism often associated with Booker T. Washington,
African American poetic accommodation claimed for blacks “full participation
in American society, and saw the proper American society to be one in which
distinctions based on color had become irrelevant.””

African American poets strove to prove for themselves that they could
participate in larger American artistic traditions and thus present themselves
as quintessentially American and Western. Such an approach required
the assimilation of the dominant poetic languages of the day — romance and
dialect — and so of their forms and techniques, and the sensibilities they
transmitted.

More specifically, that popular audiences clamored for black dialect
required that black poets concerned with the vernacular and folk culture
must work within the confining tradition of dialect; nevertheless they are
not completely limited by it. As Joan Sherman points out, dialect poetry by
blacks also worked to refute more violent stereotypes by offering more
positive qualities such as loyalty, religiosity, and humor. So too, black poets
were able to infuse the dialect tradition with an element of tricksterism,

222



Toward a modernist poetics

therefore disrupting oppressive power relations.” The poetry certainly does
not offer fully developed trickster figures such as Charles Chesnutt’s Uncle
Julius in The Conjure Woman (1899), but at moments presents the voices of the
weak and marginal offering satiric and cogent critiques of the powerful. And
finally, black poets succeeded in complicating and ultimately humanizing
dimensions of African American life and culture largely absent from conven-
tional dialect poetry. Thus, while working within a tradition fully committed
to caricature and black subordination, African American poets often altered or
refined the tradition to allow for the possibility of black humanity.

In sharp contrast, the romantic tradition served as a reaction to dialect, or
perhaps its correction.® Informed by predecessors such as John Keats, Percy
Bysshe Shelley, William Wordsworth, Alexander Pope, and John Dryden, it
also references contemporaries of the Pre-Raphaelites: Algernon Swinburne,
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Ernest Dowson. It eschews humor and
takes up only “serious” subject matter such as injustice and racial discrim-
ination, nature, death, love and faith, and Christianity. In keeping with the
gravity of the subject matter, the romantic tradition uses elevated diction,
traditional symbolism and metaphor, and standard Western prosody: blank
verse, ottava rima, sonnets, heroic couplets, and quatrains based on Protestant
hymns, etc. Finally, the romantic tradition is largely lyric (with noted excep-
tions to be addressed below), reflecting a nineteenth-century form of middle-
class gentility.

Despite its critical neglect, this generation of poets bequeathed to their
modernist successors a legacy defined by four crucial features: literature as
claim to inclusion; production within received poetic traditions; assertion of
black female voices and agency; and the use of history as a rejoinder to
essentialism.

First, in terms of a fundamental argument for literature in general and
poetry in particular, postbellum writers considered “the very existence of a
vital black literature as being strong evidence against the ideology of inferi-
ority.”” Effectively taking up the Enlightenment argument that literacy and
literature were fair reflections of reason,® black writers presented literature as
the entrée into the “cosmic brotherhood/Of genius,” as Charles B. Johnson
putit.® While this argument was by no means new, this generation, because of
its size, was the first to articulate it so broadly to a popular audience. Equally as
important, in his 1922 “Preface” to The Book of American Negro Poetry, James
Weldon Johnson adopted the identical stance as the essential purpose of the
collection: “No people that has produced great literature and art has ever been
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looked upon by the world as distinctly inferior.”
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Closely related, with unprecedented access to mainstream publishers and
audiences, this generation was the first to confront the complications of
addressing a popular audience while, for some, pursuing a tradition of protest.
As a result, these poets worked within poetic traditions ill-suited for compli-
cated portraits of African American life. Furthermore, certain issues could not
be addressed; pressing realities such as lynchings, black disfranchisement, or
anger in response to deteriorating political conditions were almost entirely
absent. While Harlem Renaissance poets would respond differently to the
poetic traditions they inherited, and indeed find a more overt protest voice,
nevertheless the postbellum generation established the precedent for address-
ing these dilemmas.

Largely as a result of women'’s public roles in the suffragist and temper-
ance movements, assertive black female voices became more prevalent in
the poetry as well, as we will see in Frances E. W. Harper: a centrality that
clearly influenced black female representation in the Harlem Renaissance.
Equally as important, this postbellum generation bequeathed to the next a
particular philosophical stance, or better yet a strategy with philosophical
underpinnings: that history (or historicity itself) can refute the essentialism
of stereotypes and the pseudo-science on race. Not simply the retelling of
certain episodes of the past — though this would certainly be a part of the
strategy — but the assertion of blacks as historical agents, as possessing
the quality of historicity, history served as yet another claim to humanity
and citizenship. In a very practical sense, this generation begins to institu-
tionalize intellectual production. Organizations such as the American
Negro Academy provided support for a growing number of intellectuals;
these intellectuals in turn devoted themselves to the creation of what we
now call African American history. In particular, biographies of prominent
figures served to assert the African American not simply as hero (a figure
capable of shaping history), but as a product of history, a figure capable of
“change over time,” and thus able to adapt to the demands of democracy and
modernization.

Relative to poetry, this stance is less obvious than in academic histories or
fiction, but a telling presence nonetheless. For dialect, in which the ahistorical
stereotype is the only metaphoric language available, historicity manifested
itself, as we will see, only as subtle modifications of the type. In the romantic
tradition, though, the use of history operated more overtly in at least two
ways. First, the poet asserted her or himself within a broader poetic tradition,
thus as active participant in a historical process. Second, specific poets took
up the historical past, often through allegory, as a means of commenting on
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the present. Within the accommodationist framework in which more overt
protest of lynching or disfranchisement, for example, were largely prohibited,
the use of history allowed poets to refute the philosophical underpinnings that
authorized broad attacks on black civil rights.

One of the most famous and prolific of nineteenth-century black poets,
Frances Harper’s scope and influence help to illustrate much of what is
telling for this generation and the romantic tradition. Indeed, she began
publishing her abolitionist poetry in national journals such as The Liberator
and Frederick Douglass’s Monthly, as well as in more local African American
publications such as the Christian Recorder and the Weekly Anglo-African. Her
first collection, Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects (1854), enjoyed unprecedented
popularity and literary success for an African American writer. Moses, A Story
of the Nile (1868), Poems (1871), Sketches of Southern Life (1891), Atlanta Offering
(1894), and Martyr of Alabama and Other Poems (1895) followed, comprising a
publishing career that spanned nearly fifty years. Developing the public and
polemical dimensions of the romantic vein, her poetry addresses religious
themes, racial oppression and injustice, moral uplift, and black self-help. For
Harper, the assimilationist frame within the romantic tradition led directly
to claims of full humanity through an elevated style that simultaneously
asserts her, as poet, as full participant in the honored tradition of belles-lettres.
Equally as important, Harper wields the historical past, in one of her most
successful poems, Moses, as a means of commenting on contemporary racial
oppression.

In a sense, Moses serves as an allegory for the nation, as it attempts to
liberate itself from its history of slavery. Moses, perhaps the biblical type for
Abraham Lincoln, leads his people to freedom, and so liberates an entire
nation. And though the poem omits race in the modern sense, the retelling of
the biblical story of Moses is charged with the politics of race and gender as
they point to fundamental issues of freedom and justice. In an overt sense,
Harper’s epic comments on the psychic toll of contemporary slavery. As the
Hebrews wander in the wilderness the speaker comments:

If Slavery only laid its weight of chains

Upon the wary, aching limbs e’en then

It were a curse; but when it frets through nerve
And flesh and eats into the wary soul,

Oh then it is a thing for every human

Heart to loathe, and this was Israel’s fate,

For when the chains were shaken from their limbs,
They failed to strike the impress from their souls.”
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Harper suggests, quite forcefully, that such a toll will outlast the institution.
Furthermore, Moses’s transformation itself is symbolic of the hope and
possibility for a formerly enslaved people. Presented with the choice to side
with the oppressor or the oppressed, “he decides to return to his people”; thus,
“he has rejected a pleasure-filled life for a life of sacrifice and commitment to a
higher goal.”"*

Note, too, the role of form. This forty-page mini-epic invokes the weight and
majesty of blank verse in order to relate a national narrative of liberation and
redemption. Her diction — “Gracious lady, thou remembrest well/ The Hebrew
nurse to whom thou gavest thy foundling,”” for example — echoes the King
James Bible and mid-seventeenth-century religious epic. So too the measured
pace of her iambic pentameter lends the appropriate gravity to the allegory.

Finally, Harper’s emphasis on female historical agency also anticipates and
influences the ways in which Harlem Renaissance writers, male and female,
will respond to the first-wave feminism of their era. For example, Harper
features Moses’s mother, the Princess, and Miriam as highly influential figures
who literally shape the course of history around Moses. Moses’s mother
orchestrates his original rescue from Pharaoh’s infanticidal rampage; the
Princess is able to change Pharaoh’s mind and thus saves Moses’s life; and
Miriam sings the song of Passover, and thus the celebration of a God that
intervenes in human history on the side of the enslaved:

As a monument blasted and blighted by God,
Through the ages proud Pharaoh shall stand,

All seamed with the vengeance and scarred with the wrath
That leaped from God’s terrible hand.™

That Miriam sings suggests an essential dimension of Harper’s poetry beyond
Moses — female voices and voicing, the personae of outspoken female figures
that appear across much of Harper’s postbellum poetry. In one sense, a
reflection of her public voice as a writer and lecturer, Harper’s emphasis on
female voices perhaps reaches its fullest articulation in the persona of Aunt
Chloe from Sketches of Southern Life. Here, Harper presents an insightful and
critical black woman commenting on important issues affecting her commun-
ity. As a kind of correction or rejoinder to the minstrel type of the jovial, loyal
retainer, Aunt Chloe criticizes slavery and even celebrates its demise:

When the word ran through the village,
The colored folks are free —

In the kitchens and the cabins
We held a jubilee.”
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Important for Harlem Renaissance writers, Aunt Chloe’s outspokenness and
assertiveness anticipate Langston Hughes's Madam Alberta K. Johnson
poems, a series of poems featuring a vocal and very self-determined black
female persona. More broadly, Harper’s representation looks forward to the
black female personae of Hughes’s “Mother to Son,” “Mama and Daughter,”
or “Hard Daddy.” Equally as important, Harper’s presentation of public
female voices influences the ways in which black female agency might be
imagined by Harlem Renaissance poets such as Anne Spencer, Georgia
Douglas Johnson, and Alice Dunbar-Nelson, or by novelist Zora Neale
Hurston, either in the figure of the black female artist herself or in her
creations, or both.

Across all of Harper’s postbellum collections, this issue of black female
voicing complements the larger agenda of protest. Addressing issues of justice
and moral self-reclamation for the nation, many of her poems — “The Jewish
Grandfather’s Story” or “Retribution,” for example — address the nation in a
quasi-jeremiad mode, calling for a greater adherence to the nation’s sacred
principles, lest the nation perish. Indeed, the example of “Songs for the
People” presents the black female voice singing a song of hope and triumph
ostensibly for blacks as they face seemingly insurmountable odds. But it is a
poem that declines to invoke race, ultimately calling for “Music to soothe all
its sorrow,/Till war and crime shall cease;/And the hearts of men grown
tender/Girdle the world with peace.””® Thus transcending race, the poem is
not simply an American anthem, but a Whitmanesque paean to universal
humanity. As it adopts Whitman’s notion of singing as expression of the
irrepressible human spirit, Harper’s poem looks forward to all of Whitman’s
Harlem Renaissance devotees, and beyond to Margaret Walker who will echo
her phrase — “for my people.” Ultimately, Harper’s rhetoric implicitly con-
structs the black female poet as national prophet, the quintessential American
capable of revealing (and excoriating) the soul of the nation.

Offering a distinct yet complementary approach to history, allegory, and
accommodationist poetics, Albery A. Whitman also enlisted an elevated style
to do difficult political work. He was described by a contemporary as “one of
the greatest, if not the greatest of living Negro poets,”” and his long semi-epic
poetry also takes up the issue of prosodic tradition and mastery in order to
address pressing issues of race, freedom, justice, and manhood. Born a slave,
and with only one year of formal education, he produced four major works —
Leelah Misled (1873), Not a Man, and Yet a Man (1877), The Rape of Florida (1884),
and An Idyl of the South (1901) — remarkable in their formal ambition and
thematic scope. Using ottava rima, the Spenserian stanza, heroic couplets, and
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more, his formal range quite intentionally attempts to execute one of his
principal aims: to prove black capacity and ability. “Yet I confess,” as he
explains in his preface to The Rape of Florida, “that living instances of real
merit only will correct the world’s judgment and force its respect.”*® Thus, like
Harper, his use of particularly difficult Western verse forms is not simply in
the service of art per se, but part of a larger polemic concerning black
humanity.

Indeed, Whitman's poetry addresses a range of themes and topics including
interracial love, honor, race pride, and the eternal quest for freedom and dignity.

That for Whitman poetry is “the language of universal sentiment”"

suggests
poetry’s supreme purpose is to illuminate eternal truths that transcend temporal
limitations such as race hatred or political oppression. If for Shelley poets are
“the unacknowledged legislators of the world,” then for Whitman poetry “is the
voice of Eternity dwelling in all great souls. Her aims are the inducements of
heaven, and her triumphs the survival of the Beautiful, the True, and the
Good ... A secret interpreter, she waits not for data, phenomena and manifes-
tations, but anticipates and spells the wishes of Heaven.”**

Such an approach obligates his poetry to engage a belles-lettres tradition too,
while commenting on the world as he sees it. As we have seen in Harper,
poems of a quasi-epic scale that necessarily take on allegorical implications
allow the poet to pursue this larger mission rather effectively. Whitman’s The
Rape of Florida (republished in 1885 and 1890 as Twasinta’s Seminoles; or, Rape of
Florida) serves as an apt example. Addressing the eternal quest for freedom,
the poet takes up the Seminole Wars and the US Army’s defeat and eviction of
the Seminole communities, many of which included runaway slaves and the
biracial offspring of blacks and Native Americans:

Oh! Sing it in the light of freedom’s morn,

Tho’ tyrant wars have made the earth a grave;
The good, the great, and true, are, if so, born,
And so with slaves, chains do not make the slave!
If high-souled birth be what the mother gave, —
If manly birth, and manly to the core, —
Whate’er the test, the man will he behave!
Crush him to earth and crush him o’er and o’er,
A man he’ll rise at last and meet you as before.”

Whitman uses a classic Manichaean allegory — good versus evil, freedom
versus tyranny, Seminoles and Maroons versus the USA and Spain — to
dramatize the irrepressible human will to freedom and justice. First, the
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poem established the Eden-like paradise in which Seminoles and runaway
slaves enjoy the freedom that is (or should be) every person’s birthright, yet is
impossible in the USA:

If tilled profusion does not crown the view,

Nor wide-ranged farms begirt with fences spread;

The cultivated plot is well to do;

And where no slave his groaning life has led,

The songs of plenty fill the lowliest shed.

Who could wish more, when Nature, always green,

Brings forth fruit-bearing woods and fields of bread?

Wish more, where cheerful valleys bloom between,

And herds browse on the hills, where winter ne’er has been

522

Note here, the relation between “Nature” and freedom; throughout the poem,
Whitman presents the bounty and benevolence of nature in association with his
characters’ natural state in freedom. Indeed, the beauty of nature underscores
the truth of freedom, as both combine to illustrate man’s pre-fallen state.
Furthermore, Florida is the free space to which enslaved blacks escape. The
innate will to “Fly and be free” perpetually compels them to resist the
unnatural state of slavery and to seek unspoiled nature and personal freedom.

Yet while the principal characters, Atlassa, T'wasinta, Oscela, Palmecho,
Ewald, and the community of Mickasukie enjoy their idyll, the inevitable
intrusion of evil occurs, propelling the drama and reiterating the eternal nature
of the quests. The church and the state combine forces to justify slavery and to
authorize the US/Spanish attack. And in reaction, the passion for freedom
drives the outmanned and outgunned Seminoles: “ah! but the gods inspire/
The freeman who sees freemen by him die! —/Each soldier’s shot but builds the
unconquered fire,/ Twasinta’s sons come on to rescue or expire!”** Though
their valiant fight forces the tyrants to sue for peace, Palmecho and his followers
are taken prisoner at the peace table and exiled to Santa Rosa, Mexico.

There they find land “once trampled by the spoiler’s horde,” now “green
with fields, and sweet with fruitful boughs.”” And not unlike the original
Eden of Tampa, this new world’s flora and fauna portend the reclamation of
the natural state of freedom and equality:

This is a land of free limb and free thought —
Freedom for all, home-keeping or abroad, —
Here man is all unhindered, as he ought,
Dreading no priest’s rebuke, no despot’s nod,
In high respect of Right, the friend of God!
Sole sovereign of himself, by nature throned,
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Planting his titles in the royal sod,
He spreads his reign where labor’s might is owned,
And harvests revenues for which not subject groaned.*

Thus here, with Atlassa and Ewald reunited and the community rejuvenated,
the symbolic arc of the epic bends back to its beginnings, with community
restored and the quest for freedom complete, at least temporarily.

Ironically enough, both beginning and ending sites of bliss exist outside the
USA. On the one hand, the language and idealism for the poem flow directly
from Enlightenment rhetoric and America’s founding documents. Being
endowed by nature to be “sole sovereign of himself,” the pursuit “Of life,
and liberty, and happiness,” the repeated emphasis on “Reason” as a crucial
force to maintain the blissful state, all self-consciously echo Enlightenment
ideals, and the American founding documents that attempt to make them real.
In this sense, the essential “good” of the Manichaean opposition is an identi-
fiable American good, if only in theory at the moment.

On the other hand, the enemies of liberty are Americans too. They lie,
cheat, and murder to maintain and advance their system of oppression.
Bondsmen who quest for freedom must escape the boundaries of the
United States; Seminoles born free must leave their homeland in order to
regain that which is naturally theirs. And finally, the poem leaves the com-
munity “Rejoicing in their freedom, long delayed!”* even further from the
borders of the United States.

Perhaps in the context of the dismantling of Reconstruction and the
dramatic increase in lynchings, the poem finally asks which side of the
Manichaean opposition the United States will ultimately rest. In an allegorical
sense, The Rape of Florida suggests the violation of those founding principles;
and in that “The manly voice of freedom bids him rise,”*® true believers
always carry with them those eternal principles and perpetually fight to make
them real. Thus, a final restoration may reside in a locale of the future, a new
United States where the true believers finally triumph, where they “Make not
celestial joys so sweet as when/They see our earth a heaven — a brotherhood
of men?"*®

Important too, in this final reading of the implications of allegory, is the
issue of race for Whitman. That his hero, Atlassa, is Native American and his
heroine is of Native American, Spanish, and African descent further reinforces
the implications of the site of freedom being outside the USA. Here the
marginal and subaltern, by American standards, serve as the exemplars, the
embodiment of the ideals on which the nation was founded — representation
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very similar to Orlando Patterson’s idea that “those to whom it [freedom] was
most denied, were the very persons most alive to it.”*°

Furthermore, that these “colored” heroes, as well as Rodney of Not a Man
and Yet a Man, embody “universal” truths necessarily weds them to the
“Beautiful, the True, and the Good.” Rather than being the butt of the dialect
joke, for Whitman “colored man” — the term he preferred over Negro —
necessarily joins the larger brotherhood of humanity.

Finally, both Whitman and Harper use history and allegory as a means of
manipulating the accommodationist/romantic tradition frames. Within a
poetics that prohibited the direct address of lynching, disfranchisement, or
Jim Crow, both poets use history, through allegory, to condemn contempo-
rary racial oppression and to call the nation to live up to its founding ideals.
Though a pale form of protest for Harlem Renaissance poets, nonetheless, the
reframing of the past to confront the injustices of the present and to envision a
more promising future would become a common rhetorical move for New
Negroes of every stripe.

Another important black romantic, William Stanley Braithwaite, offers
another kind of link to the black moderns. If Harper and Whitman offered
philosophical positions and rhetorical strategies to be used by the ensuing
generation, Braithwaite lent help in a more palpable form. As an editor for
several influential publications — chief among them Poetry Journal and
Anthology of Magazine Verse — and as a critic publishing regularly in national
periodicals, he helped to shape contemporary tastes, to promote the new
“experimental poetry,” and to launch the careers of more than one Harlem
Renaissance poet. In a sense, the “poet laureate of the colored race™" served as
a bridge from the postbellum generation to the Harlem Renaissance by
cultivating new voices and new approaches to poetics, and more practically
by making mainstream publishing venues more readily available to black
writers.

After leaving school at the age of twelve to support his family, Braithwaite
began work as a typesetter while voraciously reading his way through the
Boston Public Library. He published his first volume of poetry, Lyrics of Life
and Love, in 1904, and his second volume, The House of Falling Leaves, in 1908; he
then founded Poetry Journal in 1912, and the following year published the first
of his annual volumes, Anthology of Magazine Verse.

Perhaps more the aesthete than the rest of his generation, Braithwaite
pursued poetry as fine art, thus less the vehicle of polemic or moral persua-
sion. As Lorenzo Thomas comments, Braithwaite “was interested in poetry
not as a purely metaphorical discourse but as an effective and elegant means of
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preserving and transmitting the multivalent complexities of human existence
and of what Matthew Arnold had called ‘the best that has been thought.”**
His poetic tastes were thoroughly eclectic, ranging from traditional versification
to free verse. That Braithwaite helped to launch Robert Frost’s career is telling
in this regard. Frost’s deft combination of traditional verse forms and a fully
modern poetic sensibility well reflects the range and complexity of Braithwaite’s
tastes. Highly respected in mainstream and African American poetic circles
alike, he helped to usher in modern poetry as we know it. Writing critical
reviews for the Boston Evening Transcript, the Stratford Magazine, and others,
Braithwaite promoted white poets such as Edwin Arlington Robinson and Amy
Lowell, and helped to expose budding Harlem Renaissance poets such as
Georgia Douglas Johnson, Claude McKay, James Weldon Johnson, and
Countee Cullen. Indeed, Cullen dedicated his landmark anthology, Caroling
Dusk (1927), to Braithwaite.

Interestingly enough, Braithwaite’s own poetry remained firmly grounded
in the nineteenth century, despite his wide-ranging critical tastes. His use of
sonnets, quatrains, regular meters, etc. served the pursuit of standard
Romantic themes and in a manner that ignored the existential doubt or
epistemological uncertainty that informed the poetry of the younger mod-
erns. “On a Pressed Flower in My Copy of Keats” serves as an apt example:

As Keats’ old honeyed volume of romance

I oped to-day to drink its Latmos air,

I found all pressed a white flower lying where

The shepherd lad watched Pan’s herd slow advance.
Ah, then what tender memories did chance

To bring again the day, when from your hair,

This frail carnation, delicate and fair,

You gave me that I now might taste its trance.

And so to-day it brings a mellow dream

Of that sweet time when but to hear your speak
Filled all my soul. What waves of passion seem
About this flower to linger and to break,

Lit by the glamour of the moon’s pale beam

The while my heart weeps for this dear flower’s sake.”

A Petrarchan sonnet in the Keatsian tradition, the poem figures the discovery
of the carnation in the book as the occasion to experience anew the first
ecstatic moments of falling in love. Just as Keats’s speaker rediscovers the thrill
of the Iliad and the Odyssey by opening George Chapman’s seventeenth-
century translation, Braithwaite’s speaker opens a volume of Keats’s poetry
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as a means of emotional transportation. Indeed, the flower rests on the breeze
described in “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” invoking the “waves of passion” that
perhaps are an analogous reflection on Keats’s timeless beauty. Here the
poem functions in a classically accommodationist manner. Liker Harper or
Whitman, Braithwaite uses multiple references to Western poetics to assert
the poet as participant, as actor in a Western prosodic tradition.

For dialect’s part, its legacy and historical significance are equally compli-
cated. As we have seen, white writers used dialect poetry and its relation to the
minstrel stage and plantation tradition as a means of limiting rather than
exploring humanizing dimensions of black literary representation. Therefore,
black writers” attempts to “gain a hearing,”* as Dunbar put it to James
Weldon Johnson, had little choice but to adopt a tradition largely antithetical
to their artistic aims. And so writers such as James E. Campbell, Daniel
Webster Davis, Junius M. Allen, and James D. Corrothers produced dialect
poetry at once given to black vernacular, yet circumscribed in its ability to
pursue vernacular’s signifying range.

While he published a number of poems in “Standard English,” Campbell’s
dialect poetry, particularly that of Echoes, has established his place in American
and African American letters. In keeping with the dialect tradition, Campbell’s
poetry features old rustics commenting on quaint folkways, delivering humor-
ous and nostalgic portraits. And though his poetry is fully framed by the
plantation ideology so clearly articulated by Linthicum, Campbell and his
contemporaries, he succeeded in delivering glimpses of complexities in black
life not normally found in dialect poetry by white writers. For example,
Campbell uses a dialect based on an existing black vernacular, specifically
the Gullah dialect of the South Carolina Sea Islands.”’ In addition, his poems
are capable of a critique. Albeit often muted by humor, this criticism none-
theless targets the privileges whites seem to take for granted. In “Ol’ Doc’
Hyar,” for example, Campbell portrays “the folk-use of fabling to point satire
upon human pretense.”?® Though from the perspective of the unlettered
rustic, the poem narrates Hyar’s obsession with money and his disregard for
his patients” well-being, and so delivers a satiric critique of the rich and self-
absorbed.

Or in “De S’prise Pa’ty,” Campbell illustrates a defining tension between the
religious and secular worlds in African American life. Though the poem offers
itself as yet another portrait of happy-go-lucky blacks preparing for a party —

Bring out my bawnjer, Susan, and Rastus shek de fiah,
De coons am all flockin” in, ur Daddy am ur liah.””
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— the poem also notes that Susan has “jined de church,” and therefore will not
cross her feet in dance. Thus, the speaker, a featured musician for the
festivities, must comment on her as a problematic anomaly:

B’en baptized in Ol' mud Creek, by Reb’ren Pa’son Snow —

But youse Towed ter tu'n de plat an” “Chase de Bufferlo.”

Kin play “Hyuh goes de blue-bud” and “Honey lub, my sweet,”

An “Lunnon Bridge is bu'nin” down” — but doan you cross dem feet,” For Susan
orful ‘ligious an’ mighty ‘tic’lar, too —**

By the end, another musician, Rastus, plays fast and well enough to convert
Susan to the secular world — “W’y bress my soul an” buddy ef dat ain” Susan
Brown/... She done furgot her ‘ligion and dus'n’ cyah ur —!"** And while the
poem ends with the entire community in celebration, the driving tension of
the narrative is between secular and religious worlds. For its historical context,
the poem perhaps reflects on encroaching modernism and its threat to folk-
ways. As African Americans pursue mainstream culture and its secularizing
influences, certain elements of African American culture may be forgotten.
So too, Campbell is capable of a serenity that may suggest a profundity
largely absent in conventional dialect. In “When OI’ Sis” Judy Pray,” the speaker
conveys an arresting reverence for this matriarch of the black community.
Indeed, each stanza of the poem illustrates the transformative effect of her
prayers. The speaker himself, in fact, is able to hear God through her oration:

When ol Sis” Judy pray,

De teahs come stealin’ down my cheek,
De voice ur God widin me speak’;

I see myse’f so po’ an’ weak,

Down on my knees de cross I seek,
When ol’ Sis’ Judy pray.*°

Again, Campbell’s tribute to an iconic figure in African American culture — the
high priestess capable of uniting and transforming her community (we will see
her again thirty-odd years later in Harlem Renaissance poet Sterling Brown’s
“Ma Rainey”) — is framed within the notion of the “quaint” and “homespun.”
The speaker, at first glance, has more in keeping with Thomas Nelson Page’s
speaker in “Uncle Gabe’s White Folks” or Joel Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus
than with Harper’s Aunt Chloe. Yet Campbell’s poem takes seriously this
iconic figure and the transformative power she wields; it in effect pays respect
to the figure and the culture, rather than belittling them.

More generally, figures such as Junius M. Allen and Daniel W. Davis deliv-
ered the stereotypic figures of the mammy and the sambo, along with the
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humor and nostalgia their readers required. So too, they managed subtle
references to the cruelty of slavery and to more complex and humanizing
dimensions of African American folk life. Perhaps more importantly, these
were the first African American poets to attempt, nevertheless, to render folk
speech in verse, the first to bend their talents and received artistic vocabulary
toward the vernacular. And although ensuing figures such as James Weldon
Johnson or Sterling Brown would either reject dialect altogether or reject the
approach these poets took, nevertheless their attempt established the precedent,
helping to make possible the Harlem Renaissance celebration of folk culture.
As for the romantic tradition, some Harlem Renaissance writers would reject

it too as being “escapist” and “derivative,”*"

yet its artistic claim to Western
prosody resonates through Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, Georgia Douglas
Johnson, James Weldon Johnson, Anne Spencer, and Sterling Brown, as does
the political claim to the cultural mainstream.

So too, a figure such as Joseph S. Cotter, Jr., writing in both the dialect and
romantic traditions, suggests the quintessential duality of the artistic moment.
Where his Standard English poetry champions racial uplift, education, thrift,
and the Puritan work ethic (implicitly rejecting the running joke of dialect), his
dialect poetry traffics in mostly the same stereotypes we see in Allen, Webster,
and others. In this sense, both romantic and dialect tradition poets presaged
their modernist progeny in several important ways. In a practical sense, they
were the first to lay claim to popular publishing and mainstream audiences,
setting a precedent for the black artist as quintessentially American. In a more
abstract sense, they were the first to confront the paradox of modern, post-Civil
War American race relations. Both citizen and pariah, at once a part of and apart
from, they wrote for a mainstream that had already consigned them to
delimited frames. These poets were compelled to write in traditions alien to
their predicament, and so they were forced to wrestle with form and tradition in
order to speak beyond the frames imposed upon them.

In a sense, this double bind is quintessentially modern, a kind of double-
consciousness Harlem Renaissance writers will confront head-on. So too, the
era’s defining dilemma finds perhaps its clearest articulation through the
career of Paul Laurence Dunbar, indeed an artistic bridge from the generation
to the Harlem Renaissance.
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Foundations of African American
modernism, 1910-1950

CRAIG H. WERNER AND SANDRA G. SHANNON

The map of African American cultural life during the first half of the twentieth
century has always been organized around Harlem. From the late 19108
through the mid-1930s, the high water mark of what is variously known as
the New Negro Renaissance or the Harlem Renaissance, the section of
Manhattan spreading out from the axis of 12s5th Street and Lennox Avenue
was the epicenter of an explosion of creative activity. Painters and poets, jazz
musicians and blues singers, actors and orators, dancers and composers, poets,
playwrights, and novelists all crowded the nightclubs, lecture halls, and salons,
creating a ferment which justifies Langston Hughes’s celebration of the era
as a time when “the Negro was in vogue.” Attracting artists — a few of them
white — from every corner of the United States and the African Diaspora,
Harlem provided a laboratory where cultural traditions forged in response to
slavery and the economic brutality of the post-Reconstruction era crashed up
against “modernity,” the constellation of forces which had been transforming
European and European American society and psychology at a steadily accel-
erating pace since the original Renaissance.

While what took place in Harlem illuminates the new aesthetic and political
possibilities opened by that encounter, New York was only a part of a much
larger story. Between 1910 and 1950, African American life was shaped by two
major wars; a depression which redefined American political and economic
life; the rise of a union movement with, at best, a mixed record on racial issues;
the dawn of a Cold War and a Civil Rights Movement shaped in part by global
politics; and, perhaps most centrally, what historians have termed the “Great
Migration.” As Paul Gilroy has demonstrated in The Black Atlantic, compli-
cated migratory cross-currents have been a central historical fact ever since the
beginnings of the transatlantic slave trade. But the relocation of some 7 million
African Americans from the rural South to urban areas throughout the United
States combined with the massive social dislocations in the wake of the

241



CRAIG H. WERNER AND SANDRA G. SHANNON

First World War to create unprecedented possibilities for black expression.
Between 1910 and 1950, African American writers, musicians, and visual artists,
equally aware of black vernacular traditions and European American mod-
ernism, forged distinctive forms to impart the social and spiritual meaning of
black lived experience at a time of accelerating change.

Modernism itself is an inherently unstable term. Literary historians includ-
ing Lillian Robinson, Houston Baker, Barbara Foley, Ann Douglas, and
Michael North have effectively asserted the need to decenter notions of
modernism as a loosely unified movement in western European and Euro-
American aesthetics. Historically, however, the current of “High Modernism”
represented by T.S. Eliot (1888-1965), Ezra Pound (1885-1972), and James
Joyce (1882-1941) exerted a disproportionate impact on African American
literary history. Younger writers (and near-contemporaries) embarking on
literary careers understandably turned to the most widely celebrated (and
vilified) of the established writers for models that they sometimes embraced,
sometimes rejected, and always reshaped. As demonstrated in Frederick
Karl's Modern and Modernism: The Sovereignty of the Artist, 18851925 and
Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane’s anthology Modernism: A Guide to
European Literature, 1890-1930, Euro-American modernism was self-consciously
experimental, obsessed with developing new forms of expression to represent
radically new forms of human consciousness. Modernism originated in the
perceived collapse of stable authorities capable of arbitrating morality, poli-
tics, aesthetics, human relationships, or even, after the emergence of non-
Euclidean geometries and relativity, scientific truth. Contemplating urban
wastelands and the devastated landscape left behind by modern warfare, the
modernist self experiences a profound sense of fragmentation and alienation,
variously understood in political (Marxist) or psychological (Freudian) terms.
The locus of meaning shifts to the artist who, in the words of Stephen Dedalus
inJoyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, goes forth “to encounter for the
millionth time the reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul
the uncreated conscience of my race.”

What “creating the conscience of a race” meant for African American
writers differed in both obvious and subtle ways from what it meant for
their white contemporaries. Confronted with the conditions of life facing most
migrants to the industrial cities of the Northeast, the Great Lakes region, and,
slightly later, the West Coast, black modernists certainly shared the general
sense of psychic and social alienation. Their sense of the origins, meaning, and
possible responses to the malaise, however, grew directly out of the specific
circumstances of African American history. Far from being a new experience,
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fragmentation had been the organizing element of black life since Middle
Passage. Uprooted from their geographical, cultural, and linguistic homes,
slaves were forced to adapt to a world in which nothing could be trusted. As a
result, as Sterling Brown (1901-89), Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960), and
Langston Hughes (1902-67) recognized, the folk culture of the Black
Diaspora anticipated many of the key modernist questions. Even though
they evinced no desire to return to a past defined by slavery and segregation,
black modernists sometimes expressed a selective nostalgia for communal
rituals that had been deformed or destroyed by modernity. Like T.S. Eliot
turning to the seventeenth century which had given birth to the forces
which created the waste land, African American modernists at times
found themselves suspended between an old world dying and a new one
yet to be born.

As they negotiated these tensions, black writers were acutely aware of what
W. E. B. Du Bois described as “double-consciousness,” which he defined in an
1897 essay and later reworked as the first chapter of The Souls of Black Folk
(1903). Derived from the work of the German philosopher G. W.F. Hegel
(1770-1831), the experience of double-consciousness was not unique to African
Americans. Women, Native Americans, Asian Americans, Latinos, and mem-
bers of immigrant groups all confronted stereotypes and social boundaries.
But where many of those groups — Italians, Jews, and Slavs — had the potential
to follow the path described by Noel Ignatiev in How the Irish Became White,
the forms of double-consciousness encountered by even the most successful
African Americans proved largely intractable. Enshrined in the legal system
and supported by pseudo-scientific notions grounded in nineteenth-century
taxonomies of race, black “difference” remained an organizing principle of
American life.

Not surprisingly, double-consciousness provided both a central theme and a
structural principle for many African American modernist texts. Written in the
decade following Du Bois’s formulation, James Weldon Johnson's (1871-1938)
novel The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912) gave classic expression to the
psychological, cultural, and aesthetic dimensions of the dilemma. While the
emotional textures of Claude McKay's (1889-1948) “White Houses” (1922) and
“Tiger” (1922), Countee Cullen’s (1903-46) “Yet Do I Marvel” (1925) and “From
the Dark Tower” (1927), and Hughes’s “Dream Variations” (1924) and “I, Too”
(1925) differ sharply, all respond to the presence of an uncaring, and sometimes
openly hostile, white world. Similarly, although Jessie Redmon Fauset’s
(1884-1961) There Is Confusion (1924) and Richard Wright’s (1908—60) Black Boy
(1945) view the world from near the antipodes of the black class structure, both
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share a sense of the difficulty of attaining a self-consciousness which is not
predicated on white preconceptions.

Double-consciousness played out not only in the relationship between
blacks and whites, but also within the African American community in
relation to gender, sexuality, class, and color. Echoing the themes of
nineteenth-century womanist discourses, black women poets (Georgia
Douglas Johnson [1886-1966], Anne Spencer [1882-1975], Helene Johnson
[1907-95], and Alice Dunbar-Nelson), playwrights (Marita Bonner [1899-1971]
and May Miller [1899-1995]), and novelists (Hurston, Fauset, and Nella Larsen
[1893-1964]) insist that no adequate understanding of black life can be reached
without equal attention to women and to men. Focusing on the inter-
nalization of white supremacist notions of color, especially the preference
for light-skinned spouses among the middle and upper classes, Wallace
Thurman’s (1902-34) The Blacker the Berry (1929) and Nella Larsen’s Passing
(1929) chronicle the ways in which double-consciousness distorts even the
most intimate experiences. Although few of them placed homosexual themes
at the center of their work, gay and bisexual writers were active participants in
the Harlem Renaissance, among them Alain Locke, Cullen, Thurman,
R. Bruce Nugent (1906-87) (one of the few who acknowledged his sexuality
publicly and whose novel Gentleman Jigger written 1928—33 was not published
until 2008), and Hughes, whose sexuality remains a subject of some
controversy.

Formally, double-consciousness manifested itself in the form of an array of
stylistic approaches which have been theorized as “masking.” (See also
Chapter 7 in this volume.) Developed during slavery as a survival strategy,
masking presents an image which superficially adheres to white expectations
and stereotypes. Creating a space within which African Americans can com-
municate with one another in coded forms, the approach relies on a shared
understanding of the ironic distance between image and reality. In the
introduction to her fascinating work of autobiographical ethnography Mules
and Men (1935), Hurston delineated “The theory behind our tactics: “The white
man is always trying to know into somebody else’s business. All right, I'll
set something outside the floor of my mind for him to play with and handle.
He can read my writing but he sho’ can’t read my mind. I'll put this play
toy in his hand, and he will seize it and go away. Then I'll say my say and sing
my song.””>

While masking has been attacked as a vestige of the self-demeaning
minstrel tradition, it also presented a range of aesthetic opportunities compat-
ible with the modernist fascination with ambiguity. Saying their say and

244



Foundations of African American modernism

singing their songs with an awareness of the white presence, African American
modernists developed a range of literary strategies, which Henry Louis Gates,
Jr., has explored under the rubric of “signifyin(g).” For Gates, African
American expression is “double-voiced,” based on intricate manipulation of
linguistic motifs, including poetic images and narrative patterns. Working at
the crossroads of cultural traditions, African American artists both paid
homage to and subverted white modernism. Seen in these terms, Marita
Bonner’s play The Purple Flower (1928) signifies on the expressionist drama of
August Strindberg (1849-1912), Georg Kaiser (1878-1945), and Eugene O’Neill
(1888-1953); Bruce Nugent’s Smoke, Lilies, and Jade (1926) on impressionist
painting; Hughes’s Feet o’ Jesus on the imagism of Pound and H.D.
(1886-1961); Melvin B. Tolson’s (1898-1966) Dark Symphony (1941) on
Wyndham Lewis’s (1882—-1957) vorticism; the folk plays of Willis Richardson
(1889-1977) and Georgia Douglas Johnson on John Millington Synge’s (1861—
1909) Irish vernacular drama; Margaret Walker’s (1915-98) For My People (1942)
on Carl Sandburg’s (1878-1967) populist modernist epic The People, Yes;
Hurston's Moses, Man of the Mountain (1939) and Wright's Lawd, Today (written
mid-1930s, published 1963) on the mythic approach of Joyce’s Ulysses (1922).
Separately and together, these works represent a sustained assault on con-
ventions of this literary genre. Like Joyce, Pound, Virginia Woolf (1882-1941),
William Faulkner (1887-1962), and William Carlos Williams (1883-1963),
African American modernists blurred the lines between prose and poetry
to create radically new kinds of books. Exemplifying the Afro-modernist use
of black vernacular material (folklore, music, preaching), Jean Toomer’s
(1894-1967) Cane creates a stunning montage which, like Joyce’s Dubliners
(1914), T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury
(1929), and William Carlos Williams’s Paterson, Book I (1946; complete version
1963), transforms a set of seeming fragments into a unified aesthetic whole.
The “wholes” which emerged in African American modernist texts differed
in important ways from those in the Euro-modernist classics. In her germinal
essay “Characteristics of Negro Expression” (1934), Zora Neale Hurston
theorizes angularity and asymmetry as aesthetic strategies which resist and
decenter cultural conventions associated with whiteness. Hurston’s descrip-
tion of angularity resonates with Duke Ellington’s (1899-1974) variations on
familiar melodies, Meta Warrick Fuller’s (1877-1968) experiments, and
Gwendolyn Brooks’s (1917—2000) reworking of the Petrarchan sonnet in her
“The Children of the Poor” (1950). “Everything [the Negro] touches becomes
angular,” Hurston writes. “The pictures on the walls are hung at deep angles.
Furniture is always set at an angle. I have instances of a piece of furniture in
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the middle of a wall being set with one end nearer the wall than the other to
avoid the simple straight line.”?
aesthetic of asymmetry. Noting the paradoxical coexistence of “rhythm and
lack of symmetry,” Hurston describes a sense of pattern which recurs in
Ellington’s “Black, Brown and Beige” suite, in Jacob Lawrence’s (1917-2000)
series of paintings of the Great Migration, and in Hughes’s “Montage of a
Dream Deferred” (1951): “There is always rhythm, but it is the rhythm of
segments. Each unit has a rhythm of its own, but when the whole is assembled
it is lacking in symmetry.” Hurston concludes by observing that the aesthetic
challenges of asymmetrical works are “easily workable to a Negro who is

accustomed to the break in going from one part to another, so that he adjusts
4

Angularity is a specific instance of a larger

himself to the new tempo.

Building on Hurston’s theoretical foundations, Ed Pavlic revoices the
“African American” or “diasporic” strains of modernism as “crossroads mod-
ernism.” Tracing the genealogy of the approach to a constellation of West
African cultural practices, Pavlic uses the crossroads — a familiar trope in the
blues and black preaching as well as in Yoruba religion — to mark the point of
intersection between “horizontal” (social, political) experience and vertical
(psychological) experience. The horizontal axis represents the social world
where the interaction between individuals is framed by social conventions,
political pressures, and public modes of discourse (including conventional
artistic forms). The vertical axis represents the inward-looking complexities of
consciousness, focusing attention on characters’ disoriented and disorienting
attempts to make sense of their lives on levels deeper than those afforded
in the horizontal world. The distinctive aspect of African American modern-
ism is its insistence that these two modes be brought into contact with one
another. The formative texts of crossroads modernism — the poetry of Hughes
and Sterling Brown, Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923), Hurston’s Their Eyes Were
Watching God (1937), Richard Wright's Native Son (1940), and “The Man Who
Lived Underground” (1946) — mark attempts to bring horizontal and vertical
awareness into alignment in a (white supremacist) culture which aggressively
simplifies and denies African American humanity.

Although Fenton Johnson (1888-1958) and James Weldon Johnson (who
were not related) began their careers prior to the Harlem Renaissance, both
writers negotiated the crossroads in ways which anticipated the work of
younger, self-consciously modernist, writers. Born into one of Chicago’s
relatively affluent African American families, Fenton Johnson benefited
from unusual educational opportunities, attending both Northwestern
University and University of Chicago, where he encountered the work of
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modern poets struggling to forge a truly American voice. Aware of the
expectations that black poets would employ the dialect forms popularized
by Paul Laurence Dunbar, Johnson bridged popular literary forms at the turn
of the century and those that characterized the New Negro Renaissance in
his experimental work.

Johnson'’s three consecutive collections of poems — A Little Dreaming (1913),
Visions of the Dusk (1915), and Songs of the Soil (1916) — mark a struggle to free his
poetic voice from the constraints of the dialect tradition on one hand and of
Victorian poetic conventions on the other. Like James Weldon Johnson,
Fenton Johnson searched for an appropriate way to negotiate the evolving
tensions between meaning and form in the black vernacular as it engaged
the aesthetics of modernism. Johnson’s struggle not to sentimentalize and
exoticize the “Negro condition” but to capture the essence of his people
overcame the anxiety of influence and moved him to pursue more vigorous,
more experimental forms. Paradoxically, these new forms emerged out of the
familiar dialect tradition, for, as Michael North argues in The Dialect of
Modernism, “dialect became the prototype for the most radical representa-
tional strategies of English-language modernism.”®

The poems in Johnson'’s first published collection, A Little Dreaming, which
appeared at a time when white audiences were strongly influenced by editor
William Dean Howells’s (1837-1920) championing of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s
dialect poetry, reflect the stylistic and thematic double-consciousness funda-
mental to African American modernism. The January 14, 1914 issue of the
American Review of Reviews praised Johnson'’s initial collection for its “natural
spontaneous lyricism with the same distinguishing racial qualities that char-
acterize the work of Paul Laurence Dunbar and the ‘primitive’ and ‘plaintive’
effectiveness of his chant form, comparing it to the spirituals.”” Employing the
stilted diction characteristic of nineteenth-century English poetry, poems
such as “Children of the Sun” mix images of political struggle with images
reminiscent of the spiritual, musical darkies of the plantation tradition:

Children of the Nazarene,
Children who shall ever sing
Liberty! Fraternity!®

Even as he responded to Dunbar and the English Romantics, Johnson was
working to craft a voice responsive to African American folk forms.
Anticipating James Weldon Johnson and Jean Toomer, “Singing Halleluiah:
A Negro Spiritual” reproduces stereotypically familiar images of a celestial
choir awaiting the heaven-bound speaker content to yearn for the hereafter.
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But “The Creed of the Slave” provides unmistakable indications of underlying
bitterness:

Go crack yo’ whups, an’ break dis flesh o’ mine
Ah ain’t a-gwine tuh leave dis love behin’;
Ah wu’k an’ bleed fu’ dose dat hu’t me mos’.’

Johnson’s third collection, Songs of the Soil, his darkest and most pessimistic,
includes his first unambiguously modernist work. The best poems in the
collection, notably “Tired” and “The Scarlet Woman,” are characterized by
a tone of despairing resignation in the face of a hostile urban environment.
Johnson’s double-consciousness can be seen in the tension between the
expansive, Whitmanesque lines modeled on those of fellow Chicagoan Carl
Sandburg, and the despairing, fatalistic vision of “Tired”:

Throw the children into the river; civilization has given us too many.

It is better to die than to grow up and find that you are colored.

Pluck the stars out of the heavens. The stars mark our destiny. The
stars marked my destiny.

I am tired of civilization."™

The fallen woman in “The Scarlet Woman,” like the speaker in “Tired,” has
given up on all of the virtues that have sustained black people through the
years and has resigned herself to a less-than-honorable role in society:

All the stock I had was a white girl’s education and a face that
enchanted the men of both races.

Starvation danced with me.

So when Big Lizzie, who kept a house for white men, came to me
with tales of fortune that I could reap from the sale of my virtue
I bowed my head to Vice.

Now I can drink more gin than any man for miles around.

Gin is better than all the water in Lethe.”

Like Fenton Johnson, James Weldon Johnson received an education which
allowed him to see life on both sides of the Du Boisean veil. After attending
Atlanta University and Columbia University, he entered the civil service,
holding posts in Venezuela and Nicaragua. A touchstone of African
American modernism, his novel The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man
(1912) shared Fenton Johnson’s awareness of double-consciousness as a psy-
chological, social, and aesthetic phenomenon. But where Fenton Johnson
turned away from dialect, James Weldon Johnson concentrated on redefining
the possibilities of the African American vernacular, a move that would prove
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crucial to the linguistic experiments of Jean Toomer, Langston Hughes, Zora
Neale Hurston, Sterling Brown, and Ralph Ellison (1914-94), among many
others.

Johnson'’s early work vacillated between Standard English and dialect verse
reminiscent of his friend and mentor Dunbar. Working with musicians
Rosamond Johnson (his brother) and Bob Cole, he had collaborated on a
number of songs which, while commercially successful, flirted with stereo-
typical representations of black life and language. In contrast, his first volume
of literary poetry, Fifty Years and Other Poems (1917), employed a standard,
sometimes stilted, poetic language to assert a strong commitment to black
equality. The title poem, “Fifty Years,” commemorates the fifty-year anniver-
sary of the Emancipation Proclamation with an unambiguous assertion of
blacks’ right to full citizenship:

This land is ours by right of birth,
This land is ours by right of toil;
We helped to turn its virgin earth,
Our sweat is in its fruitful soil.”

More importantly, Johnson began to reconceptualize the possibilities of
African American vernacular traditions. Strongly influenced by Walt
Whitman’s (1819-92) Leaves of Grass (first version 18s5), he began to view
African American folk language, especially that of preachers, as a poetic
resource capable of tapping into the deep images and rhythms of African
American life. Writing in the “Preface” to the 1922 edition of The Book of
American Negro Poetry, Johnson pinpointed the problematic connection
between dialect and literary images which denied African American human-
ity. “Negro dialect is at present a medium that is not capable of giving
expression to the varied conditions of Negro life in America,” Johnson writes,
“and much less is it capable of giving the fullest interpretation of Negro
character and psychology.”” Against the minstrel tradition, Johnson calls for
an art modeled on that of Synge, who adapted Irish folk materials to the
modern stage. “What the colored poet in the United States needs to do is
something like what Synge did for the Irish,” Johnson argues. “He needs to
find a form that will express the racial spirit by symbols from within rather
than by symbols from without.”"

To realize this goal, Johnson focused specifically on black vernacular
expression. Like modernist composers Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971), Béla
Bartok (1881-1945), and Duke Ellington (1899-1974), Johnson turned to the
folk tradition as the basis for “serious” works of art. Modeling his approach to
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that of “a composer [making] use of a folk theme in writing a major compo-
sition,” Johnson catalogs the poetic resources of black language: “imagery,
color, abandon, sonorous diction, syncopated rhythms, and native idioms.” In
the “Preface” to his ground-breaking collection of poetry God’s Trombones:
Seven Negro Sermons in Verse (1927), Johnson meditated on the “old-time Negro
preacher,
cultural memory of the community through a combination of poetry, geneal-

»I5

as an equivalent of the West African griot, who maintained the

ogy, and history, all presented in oral form. The preacher, Johnson wrote,
“was above all an orator, and in good measure an actor. He knew the secret of
oratory, that at bottom it is a progression of rhythmic words more than it is
anything else.”™
which would occupy the center of African American modernist masterpieces,

Emphasizing the performative aspects of black language

including Jean Toomer’s Cane, Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching
God, and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), Johnson endorsed a sense of the
black voice which incorporated diverse intellectual, spiritual, and emotional
registers: “He was a master of all the modes of eloquence. He often possessed
a voice that was a marvelous instrument, a voice he could modulate from a
sepulchral whisper to a crashing thunder clap.”” The range of the perform-
ance reflected an equal range of intellectual reference.

The old-time Negro preachers, though they actually used dialect in their
ordinary intercourse, stepped out from its narrow confines when they
preached. They were all saturated with the sublime phraseology of the
Hebrew prophets and steeped in the idioms of King James English, so when
they preached and warmed to their work they spoke another language, a
language far removed from traditional Negro dialect. It was really a fusion
of Negro idioms with Bible English; and in this there may have been, after
all, some kinship with the innate grandiloquence of their old African
tongues. To place in the mouths of the talented old-time Negro preachers
a language that is a literary imitation of Mississippi cotton-field dialect is
sheer burlesque."®

The powerful free-verse sermons that comprise God’s Trombones realize the
aesthetic agenda Johnson had set out in the “Preface” to The Book of American
Negro Poetry. Poems such as “The Creation,” and “Go Down Death — A
Funeral Sermon” ring with the cadences of the African American vernacular,
while “Let My People Go™” concludes with a ringing stanza which drops the
mask of religious language to issue a political call which echoes “Fifty Years™:

Listen! — Listen!
All you sons of Pharaoh
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Who do you think can hold God’s people
When the Lord God himself has said,
Let my people go?™

By the second decade of the twentieth century, when the Negro was not “in
vogue,” he was “a problem.” While James Weldon Johnson, Alain Locke, and
W. E.B. Du Bois represented the voice of a particular group of the educated
elite, the masses of black folk were responding to an aggressive black nation-
alist organizer who had immigrated from Jamaica. Marcus Garvey (1887-1940)
and his powerful Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) gave
substance and focus to ideas of racial consciousness and solidarity that
attracted many African Americans who found their lives far short of the
American dream. Faced with a political continuum that extended from
Locke’s cultural pluralism and Garvey’'s black nationalist politics to Du
Bois’s notions of the Talented Tenth, and the conservative iconoclasm of
H.L. Mencken’s (1880-1956) protégé George Schuyler (1895-1977), African
American writers of the 1920s and early 1930s broke with the perceived
limitations of the past and sounded a clarion for aesthetic self-determination.

Changes in the economic, political, and intellectual spheres contributed to
the new set of possibilities. The continuing development of an industrial
economy in the Northeast, around the Great Lakes, and, slightly later, on
the West Coast created new opportunities for workers who had previously
been relegated to the backbreaking work of the agricultural sector. Second,
black veterans returning from Europe after the First World War brought with
them a new determination to force America to live up to its professed ideas.
Their presence, combined with tensions over access to industrial jobs, sparked
a series of race riots in which white supremacists rampaged through black
communities. During what James Weldon Johnson labeled the “Red
Summer” of 1919, riots swept cities and towns from Chicago, Philadelphia,
Omaha, and Bisbee, Arizona to Charleston, Knoxville, Norfolk, Virginia,
Longview, Texas, and Elaine, Arkansas. Third, the death of Booker
T. Washington in 1915 opened new spaces in the public sphere. While it is
impossible to come to any simple judgment concerning Washington’s legacy,
during his lifetime he possessed what amounted to a veto power over African
Americans seeking access to influential white liberals.

As they grappled with the rapidly changing social milieu, African American
writers, like their European and Euro-American counterparts, produced a set of
manifestos which called for the creation of new types of art. Calling for and
embodying a shift in literary representations of the Negro, the manifestos
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sounded a defiant, questioning, and ultimately empowering discourse. Alain
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Locke’s (1886-1954) The New Negro (1925), Marita Bonner’s “On Being Young — a
Woman — and Colored” (1925), and Langston Hughes’s “The Negro Artist and
the Racial Mountain” (1926) share a sense of urgency coupled with a newfound
sense of agency. Repudiating the masks of humility and sentimentality they
associated with writers of earlier eras, the manifestos embraced a bold, stinging
rhetoric of resistance and passionate arguments for literary representations of
blacks by blacks and sought to extend that call across gender lines.

Addressing both his fellow writers and the nation’s cultural establishment,
Locke’s The New Negro unapologetically asserts culture as the key element of a
broader move toward African American self-determination. After serving as
the guest editor for the March 1925 issue of Survey Graphic, published with the
title Harlem: Mecca of the New Negro, Locke incorporated the material he had
assembled into the groundbreaking anthology published as The New Negro
eight months later. Locke’s introductory essay set out a vision of African
Americans as equal contributors to the larger modernist movement. His
intention in bringing together a multigenerational set of writers including
Toomer, Hurston, Cullen, Nugent, Hughes, McKay, Fauset, Angelina Weld
Grimke (1880-1958), James Weldon Johnson, Du Bois, and Walter White
(1893-1955), as well as artist Aaron Douglas (1899-1979) and sociologist E.
Franklin Frazier (1894-1962), was “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 ...
and, more importantly, to let the Negro speak for himself.”*° Held in stark
contrast to an “old Negro,” who was more of a myth than a man, Locke’s
“new Negro” was envisioned to be the product of a black sensibility rather
than the white gaze.”” Locke offered alternative ways of experimenting and
working through paternalistic conventions in order to focus upon the inner
life of the Negro rather than upon the broad-strokes myth and stereotype. He
reasons in “Negro Youth Speaks,” a second essay in his New Negro collection,
that, by taking an essentially modernist approach, writers can access a clearer
path to the Negro’s inner life — a path that leads away from the “social bogey
or a social burden.”** He writes:

The newer motive, then, in being racial is to be so purely for the sake of art.
Nowhere is this more apparent, or more justified than in the increasing
tendency to evolve from the racial substance something technically distinc-
tive, something that as an idiom of style may become a contribution to the
general resources of art. In flavor of language, flow of phrase, accent of
rhythm in prose, verse and music, color and tone of imagery, idiom and
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timbre of emotion and symbolism, it is the ambition and promise of Negro
artists to make a distinctive contribution. Much of this is already discernible.*

Seeking to provide writers with a path out of the restrictive black dialect
toward a liberated language which better reflects the Negro’s reality, Locke
endorsed the strategy employed by James Weldon Johnson, who “[trans-
posed] the dialect motive and [carried] it through in the idioms of imagery
rather than the broken phonetics of speech.” He notes further, “under the
sophistications of modern styles may be detected in almost all our artists a
fresh distinctive note that the majority of them admit as the instinctive gift of
the folk spirit.”** By transforming the folk traditions into modern art, Locke
argues, Negro artists can have a real political impact. Even as he dismisses
Garveyism as a “transient, if spectacular, phenomenon,” Locke envisions a
diasporic consciousness in which African Americans play a “constructive and
universally helpful” role in connecting “the scattered peoples of African
derivation.”” Locke’s largest claim, however, relates to the role of art in
the political advancement of blacks within the United States. Calling on the
New Negro to “lay aside the status of a beneficiary and ward for that of a
collaborator and participant in American civilization,” he elevates the artist to
the central role in the larger social drama. No longer forced to devote his
writing solely to the political struggle, he can redirect his energy “from the
arid fields of controversy and debate to the productive fields of creative
expression.” He continues, “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 relation-
ships.”*® Locke’s position marks a strikingly modernist departure from the
tradition of Frederick Douglass (1818—95) and W. E. B. Du Bois. Aesthetics, not
politics, provides the key 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.”*

Questioning Locke’s optimistic tone, Marita Bonner’s “On Being Young —a
Woman — and Colored” complicates the notion of double-consciousness in
ways that anticipate the ideas of “triple jeopardy” which would become a
touchstone of late twentieth-century African American womanism. Aware of
both white supremacy and black male chauvinism, Bonner satirizes images
that deny black women'’s subjectivity:

So —being a woman — you can wait. You must sit quietly without a chip. Not
sodden — and weighted as if your feet were cast in the iron of your soul. Not
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wasting strength in enervating gestures as if two hundred years of bonds and
whips had really tricked you into nervous uncertainty.**

Bonner uses images of asphyxiation, blindness, and silence. “You decide that
something is wrong with a world that stifles and chokes; that cuts off and
stunts; hedging in, pressing down on eyes, ears and throat. Somehow all
wrong.”*

Unlike Locke, Bonner has no clear vision of how to escape or transcend the
dilemma. Reaching outside the binary formulations of race and culture,
Bonner turns to Buddhism to articulate her sense of black women’s spiritual
burden and potential. In Bonner’s hands, Buddha becomes the metaphor for
the black woman’s muted existence. As Margo Crawford notes, Bonner
employs the image of Buddha “to counter the stereotypes that deny black

women'’s aesthetic sensibilities and femininity.”** Buddha’s primary character-
istics — silence, strength, and knowing — capture the collective ethos of African

American women:

But quiet; quiet. Like Buddha — who brown like I am — sat entirely at ease,
entirely sure of himself; motionless and knowing, a thousand years before the
white man knew there was so very much difference between feet and hands.
Motionless on the outside. But on the inside?

Silent.

Still ... “Perhaps Buddha is a woman.”"

The third of the major Harlem Renaissance manifestos, Langston Hughes’s
“The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” was written as a rejoinder to the
caustic attacks from black conservative satirist George Schuyler, whose essay
“The Negro Art-Hokum” (1926) was a cavalier dismissal of the legitimacy of
Negro art. Like Bonner, Hughes complicates double-consciousness, in this
case by emphasizing the importance of class. Perceiving an implicit preference
for whiteness in the attitudes of some black writers, Hughes focuses on the
psychological impact of a bourgeois upbringing.

One sees immediately how difficult it would be for an artist born in such a
home to interest himself in interpreting the beauty of his own people. He is
never taught to see that beauty. He is taught rather not to see it, or if he does,
to be ashamed of it when it is not according to Caucasian patterns.””

Hughes forcefully denounces this binary and challenges younger artists to
accept the inherent beauty in their own culture:

We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual
dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are
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glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly
too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased
we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either. We build
our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of
the mountain, free within ourselves.??

Where the manifestos helped set the terms for a set of critical debates which
would continue over the next three decades, the flowering of African
American modernism would not have been possible without the presence
of a variety of black organizations and the emergence of a new set of publish-
ing venues. As David Levering Lewis documented in When Harlem Was in
Vogue, the literary activity of the 1920s was part of a broader cultural sphere,
which included financial, social, and artistic elements. New Negro writers
interacted directly with white modernists such as Eugene O’Neill, William
Carlos Williams, and H. D. at events sponsored by patrons such as Charlotte
Osgood Mason (1854-1946), Carl Van Vechten (1880-1964), author of the
controversial novel Nigger Heaven (1926), and African American heiress
A’Lelia Walker (1885-1931). While African American writers frequently com-
mented on the stereotypical, often primitivist, attitudes held by even the most
liberal whites, the contacts gave them access to a broader audience as well as
the pages of prestigious magazines such as Harriet Monroe’s (1860-1936)
Poetry, which published Hughes’s work alongside that of Pound and Eliot,
and Story, which awarded Richard Wright the prize that jump-started his
literary career.

More central were the magazines devoted primarily to African American
writers. Several of the venues for poetry and fiction were connected with
established Civil Rights organizations. Opportunity, the monthly magazine of
the National Urban League from 1923 to 1949, published work by McKay,
Cullen, Eric Walrond (1898-1966), Hughes, Georgia Douglas Johnson, and
Gwendolyn Bennett. Founded by Du Bois, The Crisis was published by the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Especially
when Jessie Redmon Fauset assumed the position of literary editor in 1921,
the magazine became a primary outlet for the new generation, publishing
work by Hughes, Cullen, Toomer, and Anne Spencer, while featuring cover
art by Aaron Douglas. Both magazines sponsored contests aimed at discover-
ing new talent. Rudolph Fisher (1897-1934) and Arna Bontemps (1902—73)
gained their first recognition when they won The Crisis’s Amy Spingarn
Contest, while Hurston, Cullen, and Hughes were honored by Opportunity.
The list of magazines which contributed to the ferment of the 1920s included
Half Century Magazine, directed specifically to the interests of the growing
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black middle class, and the short-lived Abbot’s Monthly, which published
Wright's first story in 1931. Edited by Wallace Thurman, Hatrlem and Firel!
were self-consciously iconoclastic magazines modeled on the European avant-
garde. Anthologies such as Cullen’s Caroling Dust (1929), Charles Johnson’s
Ebony and Topaz (1927), and James Weldon Johnson’s The Book of American
Negro Poetry began the process of establishing a Harlem Renaissance canon.
Reflecting the diasporic sweep of black modernism, Nancy Cunard’s Negro
published work by Du Bois, Hurston, Hughes, Locke, and Sterling Brown
alongside the writing of African, West Indian, and European writers (includ-
ing a young Samuel Beckett’s [19006-89] translations of two essays on jazz).
Willis Richardson’s Plays and Pageants of Negro Life (1930) documented the
outburst of theatrical activity associated with the Little Theatre Movement
championed by Du Bois, Locke, Fauset, and James Weldon Johnson.
Repudiating the minstrelsy of popular reviews like Shuffle Along (1921), groups
such as Harlem’s KRIGWA, Cleveland’s Dumas Players (whose theater was
named Karamu House, after the Swahili for “joyful greeting”), the Pekin
Theater of Chicago, and New York’s Lafayette Theatre provided outlets for
plays written by Willis Richardson (The Deacon’s Awakening [1920], The Chip
Woman’s Fortune [1923]), and Georgia Douglas Johnson (A Sunday Morning in
the South [1925]).

The writers whose work filled the magazines, anthologies, and theaters
came from throughout the diaspora. Of the nearly two dozen writers whose
work appears in the “Harlem Renaissance” section of The Norton Anthology of
African American Literature, only Cullen was raised in New York (and even he
was born in Louisville, Kentucky.) A few of the era’s prominent writers
followed the path from South to North, as did a majority of the approximately
7 million participants in the “Great Migration,” which historians usually date
from 1900 or 1910 to 1940. James Weldon Johnson and Zora Neale Hurston
were born in Florida, playwright Willis Richardson in North Carolina, Alice
Dunbar-Nelson in New Orleans. A larger group was born and educated in the
long-established black communities of Philadelphia (Jessie Fauset, Alain
Locke), Boston (Angelina Ward Grimke, Helene Johnson, Marita Bonner)
and Washington, DC (Sterling Brown, Jean Toomer, Bruce Nugent). Arna
Bontemps, born in Louisiana, was raised in Los Angeles, Fenton Johnson and
Nella Larsen in Chicago. Conservative journalist George Schuyler grew up in
Syracuse, Rudolph Fisher in Providence, Anne Spencer in West Virginia.
Hughes was born in Missouri, but was raised mostly in Lawrence, Kansas,
with shorter stops in Illinois, Ohio, Colorado, and Mexico. Born in Texas,
Gwendolyn Bennett lived in Nevada and Washington, DC before her family
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settled in Brooklyn. Perhaps the most unlikely point of origin was that of
Wallace Thurman, raised in the tiny black community of Salt Lake City, Utah.
Several key Renaissance contributors had been born in the Caribbean, among
them Marcus Garvey and Claude McKay (Jamaica), Eric Walrond (Barbados),
Jacques Roumain (1907—44) (Haiti), and Arthur Schomburg (1874-1938)
(Puerto Rico), who played a key role in documenting African American
cultural history.

The writers’ geographical backgrounds, matched by those of the major
visual artists and musicians of the period, contribute to a body of work which
provides a fascinating overview of the African American encounter with
modernity. The memories of the rural “past” chronicled in Hurston’s
Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) and Hughes’s Not Without Laughter (1930) form a
montage alongside the urban portraits in McKay’s Home to Harlem (1928),
Thurman’s Infants of the Spring (1932), and Fauset’s Plum Bun (1929). Several of
the most powerful works of the period are built around juxtapositions
between the South and the North, among them Toomer’s Cane, Hughes’s
The Weary Blues (1926), and Rudolph Fisher’s “City of Refuge” (1925), which
paints a bleak picture of a Southern migrant whose failure to read the codes of
the city results in his harshly ironic fall. Reflecting the author’s upbringing as
the daughter of a West Indian man and a Danish woman, Larsen’s Quicksand
(1928), like James Weldon Johnson's Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man,
contrasts the racial codes of the United States with those the protagonists
encounter on forays into Europe.

The most significant aspect of the expanding geography, however, con-
cerned the African Diaspora. As Tony Martin demonstrates in Literary
Garveyism, the UNIA newspaper Negro World provided a forum for poetry
and fiction as well as for Pan-Africanist polemics.’ In addition to Garvey and
his wife Amy Jacques Garvey (1885-1973), who published a column devoted
specifically to the concerns of black women, the list of the paper’s contrib-
utors included Hurston, W.A. Domingo (1889-1959), Hubert Harrison
(1883-1927), T. Thomas Fortune (1856-1928), Arthur Schomburg, and Eric
Walrond, whose short story collection Tropic Death (1926) explored the
parallels between race relations in the United States and the Caribbean.
While Jamaican Claude McKay distanced himself from Garveyism, many
Garveyites embraced his novel Banjo (1930) as a call to diasporic conscious-
ness. Rejecting the Dunbar-esque dialect which he had employed in Songs
of Jamaica (1912) and Constab Ballads (1912), both poetry volumes written
before he moved to the United States, McKay’s breakthrough collection
Harlem Shadows (1922) combined nostalgia for the islands (“The Tropics in
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New York™ with a sharp critique of white supremacy (“America”) and
vignettes of everyday life (“The Harlem Dancer”). Written in the wake of
the Red Summer of 1919 — with race riots in major cities throughout the
USA - and a series of violent labor disputes, McKay’s sonnet “If We Must
Die” was received as a call for diasporic militancy: “If we must die, O let us
nobly die,/So that our precious blood may not be shed/In vain.”® The
concluding couplet, invoked during the Jamaican independence movement
of the 1950s, the US Black Power Movement, and the South African Soweto
uprising, both of the 1970s, has provided a touchstone for diasporic move-
ments ever since: “Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack,/
Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!”*°

Diasporic literary consciousness extended into writers born in the United
States. Langston Hughes’s autobiographies The Big Sea (1940) and I Wonder as I
Wander (1956) chronicle the poet’s journeys to Africa, Haiti, and Cuba as well
as Soviet Central Asia, Japan, and Spain. Engaging the diaspora as both a
folklorist/ethnographer and a spiritual seeker, Hurston established herself as a
foundational diasporic theorist in Tell My Horse (1937) and part II of Mules and
Men (1935), which explores the African presence in the vodun culture of New
Orleans. The growing awareness of what Paul Gilroy has called the “roots” of
African heritage and the “routes” which connected the various corners of the
diaspora generated numerous poems reflecting on the question Countee
Cullen framed in “Heritage” (1925), “What is Africa to me?”” Meditating on
the difficulty of finding real information about Africa, “a book one thumbs
listlessly til slumber comes,”*® Cullen raises questions concerning stereotyp-
ing, alienation, masking, and the role of Christianity in political and psycho-
logical colonization. Imagining a black Jesus who understands his pain and
anger, Cullen concludes with a bitterly ironic vow to restrain his rage:

All day long and all night through,
One thing only must I do:
Quench my pride and cool my blood,
Lest I perish in the flood,

Lest a hidden ember set

Timber that I thought was wet
Burning like the dryest flax,
Melting like the merest wax,

Lest the grave restore its dead.
Not yet has my heart or head

In the least way realized

They and I are civilized.”
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For other writers, however, the growing consciousness of Africa as a real
place, in contrast to the largely symbolic sense of Ethiopia, which played a role
in nineteenth-century black nationalism, served to encourage exchanges with
the multilingual populations of the African Diaspora. Most immediately, the
Harlem Renaissance exerted a strong influence on the Négritude movement
forged during the 1930s by African and Caribbean writers of French descent,
on its Latin American equivalent Negrismo in Cuba, and on the South African
Sophiatown Renaissance of the 1950s. First used by the Martiniquan writer
Aimé Césaire (1913-2008) in his 1939 poem “Cahier d’un retour au pays natal”
(“Notebook of a Return to My Native Land”), Négritude asserted a collective
black identity based on the shared experience of oppression. Césaire had
written a dissertation at the Sorbonne on the Harlem Renaissance and played
a key role in disseminating the writing of Hughes, McKay, Toomer, and
Cullen among the Paris-based group that at various times included René
Maran (1887-1960), Paulette Nardal (1896-1985), and Léopold Sédar Senghor
(1906—2001). Deeply impressed by McKay’s novel Banjo, Senghor wrote that
“Claude McKay can rightfully be considered the true inventor of Négritude. I
speak not of the word, but of the values of Négritude... Far from seeing in
one’s blackness an inferiority, one accepts it, one lays claim to it with pride,
one cultivates it lovingly.”*°

Just as the cultural ferment of the era affected writers outside the United
States, the “New Negro” Movement extended beyond Harlem. Before, dur-
ing, and after the 1920s, other cities — Washington, DC, Philadelphia, Los
Angeles, Atlanta — played host to their own version of the “New Negro” (and
in the case of Chicago, the “Newer Negro”) Renaissance. Many of the writers
associated with Harlem entered the literary world via Georgia Douglas
Johnson’s “S Street Salon” in Washington, DC. A key feature of a rapidly
changing cultural landscape, the Salon provided younger writers, including
Hughes, Cullen, Bonner and Fauset, an opportunity to meet established
figures such as Du Bois and James Weldon Johnson, as well as prominent
white writers including Rebecca West (1892-1983), H. G. Wells (1866-1946),
Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-1950), Vachel Lindsay (1879-1931), and Waldo
Frank (1889-1967).

With the coming of the Great Depression, the center of African American
cultural life gradually shifted away from the East Coast. As economic con-
ditions worsened, an increasing number of writers began to place political
concerns, often articulated in Marxist terms, at the center of their work,
leading to characterizations of the late 1930s and 1940s as a period of “prole-
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tarian writing,” “protest literature,” or “the School of Wright.” Since the
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publication of Robert Bone’s essay “Richard Wright and the Chicago
Renaissance” in 1986, however, a growing number of scholars have placed
Chicago at the center of the cultural narrative.*” The idea of a black Chicago
Renaissance — not to be confused with the predominantly white movement
centered on Theodore Dreiser (1871-1945), Carl Sandburg, and Sherwood
Anderson (1876-1941) during the 1910s and 1920s — acknowledges the impor-
tance of the city’s cultural institutions and broadens the focus in ways that
make it easier to acknowledge women'’s contributions to African American
modernism. Chicago’s importance stemmed from both cultural and institu-
tional factors. As migrants streamed North from New Orleans, Mississippi,
and Arkansas, the city became a center for jazz, gospel, and blues, the latter
two combining with mainstream pop music to create soul music. The list of
Southern-born musicians who made their base in Chicago included jazzmen
Louis Armstrong (1901—71) and Earl Hines (1903-83), blues masters Howlin’
Wolf (1901—71) and Muddy Waters (1913-83), and sacred singers the Five Blind
Boys of Mississippi and Mahalia Jackson (1911—72), whose renditions of
Thomas A. Dorsey’s (1899-1993) compositions defined modern gospel music.

In addition, Chicago was home to three institutions which exerted a strong
influence over African American writing: the Chicago Defender newspaper,
whose editor Robert Abbot (1870-1940) had championed the Great Migration
by urging southerners to move North; the Julius Rosenwald (1862-1932) Fund;
and the Sociology Department of the University of Chicago. The Rosenwald
Fund provided funding for a broad range of African American intellectual
activity, assuming a role filled during the Harlem Renaissance by individual
patrons such as Charlotte Osgood Mason and Carl Van Vechten. Among the
writers who received Rosenwald support were Hughes, McKay, Hurston, Du
Bois, James Weldon Johnson, Sterling Brown, classical singer Marian
Anderson (1897-1993), and Katherine Dunham (1909—2006), whose research
in the Caribbean helped increase awareness of diasporic culture. Perhaps even
more important for the long-term development of African American literary
culture was the University of Chicago’s Department of Sociology, where black
alumni such as Charles S. Johnson (1893-1956) and E. Franklin Frazier applied
the theories of Robert Park (1864-1944) in developing influential approaches to
the problems of urban life — familiarly known as ghettos. Building on the
theories of Robert Park, Black Metropolis (1945), authored by Horace Cayton
(1903—70) and St. Clair Drake (1911—90), established perspectives that would
continue to exert a strong impact on the understanding of African American
culture. Although the Chicago school’s research played a major role in the
legal campaigns culminating in the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954,
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its assimilationist premises and sociological vocabulary, which tended to
obscure differences within black communities, contributed to critical
approaches which often reduced black texts to “representative” expressions
of social unrest designed to increase white awareness of the “problems” of
black life.

Heralded by a 1937 issue of New Challenge magazine co-edited by Wright,
Marian Minus, and Dorothy West (1907-98), who had previously announced
the emergence of a “young Chicago group,” the Chicago Renaissance com-
bined political concerns with a deeply musical sense of the African American
vernacular. In addition to Wright's “Blueprint for Negro Writing” (1937) the
issue featured a group of emerging talents including Frank Marshall Davis
(1905-87), Margaret Walker, Robert Hayden (1913-82), and Ralph Ellison, as
well as established writers Alain Locke and Sterling Brown. Several important
works of the 1930s and 1940s were set in Chicago, notably Native Son,
Theodore Ward’s (1902-83) drama Big White Fog (1937), first produced by the
Chicago Federal Theatre Project, Marita Bonner’s Frye Street (written late
1930s), and the poems of Gwendolyn Brooks.

Playing a role equivalent to Locke’s The New Negro, Wright's essay
“Blueprint for Negro Writing”** sounded a clarion call for the development
of a modernist art fully responsive to both racial and economic forces. The
key, Wright argues, lies in combining the experiential and emotional clarity of
African American folklore with the analytical tools provided by Marxism.
Organizing his essay in accord with Marxist dialectical principles, Wright
begins with a stark contrast between the world views embedded in black
literature and folklore. “Negro writing,” he writes, has been either “a sort of
conspicuous ornamentation, the hallmark of ‘achievement™ or “the voice of
the educated negro pleading with white America for justice.” Presenting the
folk tradition as the antithesis to this integrationist thesis of the black bour-
geois, folklore “rose out of a unified sense of a common life and a common
fate. Here are those vital beginnings of a recognition of value in life as it is
lived, a recognition that marks the emergence of a new culture in the shell of
the old.” The implications of this, Wright asserts, are revolutionary: “And at
the moment this process starts, at the moment when a people begin to realize
a meaning in their suffering, the civilization that engenders that suffering is
doomed.”*

Wright shares the Marxist belief that economic forces, rather than race per
se, are the key to channeling this energy in constructive directions. Careful not
to surrender to the type of emotional fervor Marxists referred to as “unsci-
entific,” he cautions that “anyone destitute of a theory about the meaning,
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structure and direction of modern society is a lost victim in a world he cannot
understand or control.”** In order to fulfill their revolutionary role, however,
black writers must “accept the nationalist implications of their lives, not in
order to encourage them, but in order to change and transcend them.”
Writers wishing to “depict Negro life in all of its manifold and intricate
relationships” must possess “a deep, informed and complex consciousness,”
capable of molding “the fluid lore of a great people” with “the concepts that
move and direct the forces of history today.” Rejecting the strain of Marxist
aesthetics which limited writers to the creation of straightforwardly heroic
tales meant to inspire the proletariat, Wright endorses formal complexity.
“Negro life may be approached from a thousand angles,” he writes, “with no
limit to technical and stylistic freedom.”* Echoing Joyce, with whose work he
was intimately familiar, Wright defines the task of the African American
writer in distinctly modernist terms: “He is being called upon to do no less
than create values by which his race is to struggle, live and die.”*®

Many of the writers who responded to the call for a revolution which was at
once Marxist and modernist were supported by the Federal Writers’ Project, a
New Deal program which employed Wright, Hurston, Ellison, McKay,
Margaret Walker, Willard Motley (1909-65), William Attaway (1911-86),
Arna Bontemps, and Theodore Ward (see Chapters 13, and 14). Attaway’s
novels Blood on the Forge (1941) and Let Me Breathe Thunder (1939) which focuses
on two white protagonists traversing the Depression-era landscape,
Bontemps’s Black Thunder (1936), based on the Gabriel Prosser (1776-1800)
slave rebellion, and Wright’s short story cycle Uncle Tom’s Children (1938)
sound the dominant themes of the era’s political writing: an insistence on class
as a central category of analysis; an awareness of the ways in which capitalism
creates a false consciousness dividing members of the working class from one
another; and an agreement on the need for revolutionary change. Similar
themes echo in Sterling Brown’s “Strong Men” (1931) and “Southern Road”
(1931), as well as Hughes’s poems “Good Morning, Revolution” (1932),
“Goodbye, Christ” (1931), and “Revolution” (1932). The final stanza of
Margaret Walker’s poem “For My People,” a Whitmanesque epic which
draws on the sonorities of the King James Bible to trace the African
American freedom struggle from its origins in slavery to a visionary future,
expresses the central dominant tenor clearly:

Leta new earth rise. Let another world be born. Let a bloody peace be written
in the sky. Let a second generation full of courage issue forth; let a people
loving freedom come to growth. Let a beauty full of healing and a strength of
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final clenching be the pulsing in our spirits and our blood. Let the martial

songs be written, let the dirges disappear. Let a race of men now rise and take

control.¥

Without question, Wright played a crucial role in the literary scene of the 1930s.
After the publication of Uncle Tom’s Children, the literary left anointed Wright
the spokesman for radical African Americans, a position he solidified as a writer
for the Communist Party USA newspaper, the Daily Worker. The Left’s enthu-
siasm for Wright resulted in part from the final story in the original version of
Uncle Tom’s Children, “Fire and Cloud,” which had won first prize in a presti-
gious contest sponsored by Story magazine in 1937. Almost immediately, how-
ever, Wright's writing began to stir uneasy responses among his ideological
supporters. Although Native Son was widely reviewed as a piece of Communist
propaganda, many on the Left, including the Daily Worker's literary critic Mike
Gold, recognized that the novel expressed deep doubts about the sufficiency of
Marxist ideology to account for the full range of African American experience.
Disillusioned with the Communist decision to suspend the campaign for racial
justice after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, Wright left the Party and in
1944 published a sharply critical essay “I Tried To Be a Communist,” which
severed any remaining ties. His autobiographical narrative, American Hunger,*®
published originally in shortened form as Black Boy, combined a continuing
awareness of economic oppression with a renewed emphasis on the existential
realities of black life. The massive commercial success of Black Boy, which
focuses entirely on Wright's experience growing up in the South and ends
with a hopeful vision of life in the North, obscures the fact that the full version
reveals the hope as in large part a delusion. While Wright broke with the Left
and later established strong ties with French existentialists Jean-Paul Sartre
(1905-80) and Simone de Beauvoir (1908-86), he never backed off his searing
criticism of American racism or capitalist exploitation.

In part because of the commercial success of Native Son, a main selection of
the Book-of-the-Month Club and the basis for a successful Broadway play,
aspiring authors found themselves pressured to write sociologically oriented
exposés of the seamy and often violent undersides of urban life. Among the
writers who found their work received, and often obscured, by the white
literary world’s interest in Wright were Attaway, Willard Motley (Knock
On Any Door, 1947), Ann Petry (1908-97) (The Street, 1946), Chester Himes
(1909-84) (If He Hollers Let Him Go, 1945), and Frank Yerby (1916-91), who,
after failing to find a publisher for his protest fiction, went on to become the
best-selling black writer of his generation with a series of romantic historical
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novels signifying on Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind (1936). Writers
who resisted Wright as a model often found their work ignored, simplified, or
misunderstood. The initial reviews of Their Eyes Were Watching God, for
example, complained about the absence of a clear political agenda, at times
going so far as to accuse Hurston of minstrelsy.

As the 1940s drew to a close, amidst the convergence of forces which would
coalesce into the Civil Rights Movement, a generation of African American
writers emerged, many of whom resisted pressures to place their writing at the
service of political ideas. Ralph Ellison was only six years younger than Wright,
but his work, like that of Gwendolyn Brooks and James Baldwin (1924-87), was
received by the predominantly white literary establishment as a rejection of
propaganda and an embrace of “universal” literary themes. While Ellison was
determined to resist the ghettoization of black writing, he was intensely aware
that the “universality” of African American writing was deeply grounded in
specifically black cultural traditions. His 1945 essay on Wright's Black Boy,
“Richard Wright's Blues,” advanced a definition of the blues which illuminates
the primary concerns of African American modernism at the midpoint of the
twenteeth century. “The Blues,” Ellison wrote, “is an impulse to keep the painful
details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching consciousness, to
finger its jagged grain, and to transcend it, not by the consolation of philosophy
but by squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism. As a form, the Blues
is an autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically.”*

Providing a way of balancing the brutal experiences of racial history with the
“universal” concerns of love, family, and morality, the blues impulse was a
powerful presence in two works which occupy the crossroads between social
and psychological concerns: Langston Hughes’s Montage of a Dream Deferred and
Gwendolyn Brooks’s A Street in Bronzeville (1945). Hughes’s modernist epic,
equivalent in breadth and depth to Eliot's The Waste Land, William Carlos
Williams’s Paterson, H.D.’s Trilogy (1944), or Wallace Stevens’s (1879-1955)
Harmonium (1923), charts the political and psychological vectors of black mod-
ernity. Writing with incisive wit and political fire, Hughes creates a jazz
symphony incorporating the voices of “Old Negroes” grounded in Southern
folkways, “New Negroes” responding to the dizzying pace of urban life,
respectable women and their wayward children, preachers and hustlers, aspir-
ing intellectuals, and people doing their best to pay the rent. In the poem
“Dream Boogie” (1951) Hughes asks the question which ties the book together:

Good morning, daddy!
Ain’t you heard
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The boogie-woogie rumble
Of a dream deferred?””

Assuming an asymmetrical, angular pose, Hughes returns to the image
repeatedly, most famously in “Harlem” (1951), which warns that, if the
dream remains deferred, the result may be apocalyptic. “Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load,” Hughes ruminates. “Or does it explode?”'

The poems in Gwendolyn Brooks’s debut collection, A Street in Bronzeville,
approach a set of similar questions as they resonate in the lives of a gallery of
characters inhabiting Chicago’s South Side. While Brooks rarely addresses
political issues in ideological terms, the realities of poverty and racism provide
the atmosphere in which the Bronzeville residents breathe. Writing in a voice
which alternates between the vernacular directness of “Queen of the Blues” and
the baroque intricacy of “The Sundays of Satin-Legs Smith,” Brooks chronicles
the lives of people struggling to live with dignity and grace in a world which
offers them little encouragement. While Brooks sometimes seems to be content
with small dramas of everyday life, the sonnet sequence “Gay Chaps at the Bar”
which focuses on a group of Second World War veterans attempting to adjust
to civilian life, points to the global concerns which would play a central role in
the Civil Rights Movement. When Annie Allen won the Pulitzer Prize for poetry
in 1950, the honor was in some sense shared with the ancestors James Weldon
Johnson called the “Black and Unknown Bards.”

By the midpoint of the twenteeth century, writers such as Brooks, Wright,
and Hughes had realized most of the goals set out by Johnson and Alain Locke
during the heady years of the Harlem Renaissance. The African American
literary tradition had weathered the storms of the Great Depression and
explored new ways of negotiating the tension between the psychological
and political realities. Beginning in the world of Booker T. Washington, Ida
B. Wells (1862-1931), and Paul Laurence Dunbar, African American modern-
ism charted the path to the world of James Baldwin, Ella Baker (1903-86), and
Kwame Nkrumah (1909-72), and, despite the continuing resistance of the
gatekeepers of American culture, commanded the attention of serious readers
on both sides of the Du Boisean veil.
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13
The New Negro Movement
and the politics of art

EMILY BERNARD

“It was the period when the Negro was in vogue,” writes Langston Hughes in
his 1940 autobiography The Big Sea about the period commonly known as the
New Negro Movement or Harlem Renaissance. In this sentence, Hughes
captures two key characteristics of the New Negro Movement. First, it was a
period during which blackness, writ large — “The Negro” — even more than
black art per se, was in fashion. In addition, the word “vogue” in this sentence
is instructive. Hughes reminds us that fads are temporary, and every vogue
must die; identities perish, too. New ones are born, of course, and the New
Negro Movement was as much concerned with the creation of a fresh African
American identity as it was with the demise of the old. “Progress” was the
watchword of this movement, but every step forward demanded a look
behind. More than progress, the theme of the New Negro Movement is
contradiction.

In historical terms, the enormous step forward represented by the New
Negro Movement cannot be overstated. The Harlem Renaissance was occa-
sioned by the Great Migration. At the turn of the twentieth century, African
Americans found themselves grappling with a host of factors that were
pushing them out of the South and pulling them toward the North. The
“push” factors in the South included an increasing degree of racist violence and
repression; natural disasters (both a boll-weevil infestation and a drought); and
alack of viable job opportunities. The “pull” factors in the North were simple:
more freedom and better jobs. From the vantage point of the American South,
big urban centers, like Washington, DC, Philadelphia, Chicago, and Detroit,
looked like places where black people might have a fair chance at a future,
particularly when the United States entered the First World War in 1917, and
scores of able-bodied white men vacated their jobs and joined the armed
forces. By 1920, hundreds of thousands of African Americans had left the South
and taken up residence in Northern industrial cities.
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Life in the North was more complicated than it looked from down South.
Rural black laborers discovered too late that they had been lured to the North
in order to break the strikes organized by white (largely immigrant) workers
attempting to unionize. And black people who had fled the escalating violence
in the South saw the North erupt in brutality, as well. The summer of 1919 was
known as the “Red Summer,” and riots broke out in Washington and Chicago,
as well as Charleston, South Carolina, Longview, Texas, and elsewhere. But
even these dismal episodes and circumstances could not keep black Americans
from migrating north where the dream of self-determination seemed that
much more within reach.

More than violence, 1919 was a year marked by triumph and optimism.
On February 17, the 360th Infantry Regiment, known as the “Harlem
Hellfighters,” staged a magnificent parade to mark their return home from
the war. More than one million people turned out to behold the heroic
soldiers — the only American unit awarded the Croix de Guerre, which they
earned after having spent 191 unbroken days in the trenches — on their march
from Lower Manhattan up to Harlem. As the regiment turned on to Lenox
Avenue, in the heart of Harlem, the band, led by Bill “Bojangles” Robinson,
began to play “Here Comes My Daddy Now” to an ecstatic crowd. The
parade — with its music, spirit, and dignity — was more than a spectacle. It
was an articulation of hope that gave way to a growing, infectious certainty
that an equitable cultural victory could be won by the art and artists of the
Harlem Renaissance.

Both the ambitions and the contradictions that characterized the Harlem
Renaissance or New Negro Movement are embodied in the terms them-
selves. Webster’s New World Dictionary defines a “renaissance” as a “rebirth”
or “revival.” Some historians and critics believe that what took place during
the Harlem Renaissance years was not a rebirth, as such, but only another
stage in the evolution of African and African American art that had begun
with the inception of African presence in America.

In addition, the cultural activity that has come to characterize the Harlem
Renaissance was by no means limited to Harlem, whose geography, in spatial
terms, consists of only two square miles at the northern tip of Manhattan.
African American art, music, literature, and politics also thrived during
the New Negro Movement in cities like Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia, and
Washington, DC. Importantly, there was meaningful creative interplay
between African American, Caribbean, and African writers during the
Harlem Renaissance years. African American artists were concerned with
what was being produced in other parts of the diaspora as much as they
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were with the artistic flowering within their own borders. Most recently, a
2003 study by Brent Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation,
and the Rise of Black Internationalism, makes evident the importance of the
often neglected aspect of black internationalism that was actually embedded
within the framework of the Harlem Renaissance itself. During the Harlem
Renaissance years, Langston Hughes, for instance, spent more time away
from Harlem than in it. In his autobiography, The Big Sea, and in his corre-
spondence to friends like Arna Bontemps, Carl Van Vechten, Zora Neale
Hurston, Claude McKay, Chester Himes, and others, Hughes kept a faithful
catalogue of the numerous journeys he took within and without the borders
of the United States during the years Harlem was in vogue.

Still, despite its inherent limitations, Harlem, New York was unique as a
city that spoke to black hopes and dreams. “I was in love with Harlem long
before I got there,” Langston Hughes wrote in a retrospective essay, “My
Early Days in Harlem,” in 1963." When Hughes writes of Harlem itself, he
describes the singular romantic spell the neighborhood cast over him, and
countless others.

Hughes was a teenager in Mexico with his father when he fell in love with
Harlem. He was a single person involved in a collective romance with scores
of black migrants who flocked to the neighborhood, which was first a Dutch
settlement before it became German, then Irish, then Jewish, then black, and
only after a real estate battle followed by white flight. Known as the “black
Mecca,” particular streets, like St. Nicholas Avenue, were known for the
architectural splendor of the residences that distinguished them. Even on
those blocks overwhelmed by poverty, the energy and sense of possibility,
the sheer numbers of people dreaming the same dream, worked like a
magnet. Laborers fresh from the South rubbed elbows with African
Americans who had know wealth, independence, and social prestige for
generations. Immigrants from the West Indies and Africa encountered black
people with entirely different sensibilities and customs. Some of these sub-
cultures blended harmoniously while others did so grudgingly, but all of this
mixing provided excellent fodder for African American artists determined to
translate the cultural upheaval they saw around them into their art. In 1928,
Harlem alone claimed 200,000 black residents.

Black migrants mingled with African American natives of New York across
culture and class lines, both outdoors — along the elegant avenues and broad
sidewalks that characterized Harlem — and indoors — inside cabarets, buffet
flats, speakeasies, and ballrooms that dominated nightlife in the city. The
Harlem Renaissance flourished alongside the Jazz Age, an era that recalls the
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institutions that made it famous, nightclubs like the Cotton Club, Connie’s
Inn, and Small’s Paradise. The Cotton Club featured black performers like
Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, and Bessie Smith but catered only to a
white clientele. Black patrons had to sit in segregated, “Jim Crow” sections in
order to enjoy black entertainment. Black people were relegated to classless
citizenship in venues devoted to the celebration of blackness. It was unavoid-
able: black art needed white patronage to survive. “Rent parties,” thrown
ostensibly to raise rent money for the host, became important avenues for
African Americans to congregate privately, away from the curious gazes of
white people. However successful these parties were at giving blacks in
Harlem sanctuary from inquiring white eyes, they could not resolve the larger
conundrum of white influence on the Harlem Renaissance.

Autobiographies written by those who were active during the New Negro
era fondly recall parties, shows, and nightclub acts, but Harlem had a daytime
personality as well, a sober counterpart to its giddy nighttime incarnation.
Harlem was home to the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), the National Urban League, and the Universal
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). Each of these institutions had a
distinct personality embodied both by the individuals most closely associated
with them and by the magazines and newspapers they produced. The NAACP
had a leader nonpareil in the scholar, activist, and novelist W. E. B. Du Bois,
who edited The Crisis, the house organ of the NAACP. The character of the
National Urban League was intimately bound up with the vision of educator
and writer Charles S. Johnson, who edited its magazine, Opportunity. The
UNIA was founded and led by Marcus Garvey, who piloted the “Back to Africa
Movement.” He edited the organization’s weekly newspaper, Negro World.
Socialists Chandler Owen and A. Philip Randolph, who led the labor orga-
nization known as the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, founded the
radical magazine The Messenger. Each of these organizations and magazines
was dedicated to the achievement of social and political progress for black
people. The Crisis, The Messenger, and Opportunity, in particular, were critical
because of their commitment to the identification and development of
African American literature and art. For most African American writers,
getting a book published may have been the ultimate goal, but newspapers
and magazines reached the broadest audiences, and because of this they
constituted significant vehicles for cultural expression during the Harlem
Renaissance. Importantly, during the Harlem Renaissance years, New York
had recently supplanted Boston as the center of American publishing. For
literary hopefuls, the significance of New York was incomparable.
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In literary terms, there was no event more central to the unveiling of the
New Negro than the Civic Club dinner of 1924, which was sponsored by
Opportunity magazine and organized by its editor Charles S. Johnson. At this
event, 110 members of the New York literati, black and white, gathered to
celebrate the burgeoning New Negro Movement. Johnson had originally
imagined this event as a way to recognize Jessie Fauset, literary editor of
The Crisis, who had published her first novel, There Is Confusion (1924).
Ultimately, the evening would be remembered, not as a paean to Fauset
(much to her consternation), but as an incipient event in the history of the
Harlem Renaissance, in that it provided an occasion for editors, writers, and
publishers to share and confirm their common belief that a new era in African
American art was on the horizon. At the time, the Civic Club was the only
Manhattan social club that welcomed both black people and white women.

After the dinner, Paul Kellogg, editor of the sociological journal Survey
Graphic, asked Charles S. Johnson to serve as editor of a volume that he would
devote exclusively to African American culture. Johnson enlisted the philo-
sopher and Howard University professor Alain Locke to help him assemble
the issue. In March 1925, a special edition of Survey Graphic, entitled “Harlem:
Mecca of the New Negro,” was released. It was the most widely read issue in
the magazine’s history, reaching more than twice its regular circulation.
Months later, Alain Locke expanded this special edition into the anthology,
The New Negro (1925), widely recognized as the first manifesto produced by the
Harlem Renaissance. The New Negro, which featured portrait drawings as well
as essays, poetry, and fiction, includes the work of many of the key figures of
this movement.

Inspired by the success of his 1924 dinner, Charles S. Johnson decided that
Opportunity would host a literary contest. An announcement appeared in the
August 1924 issue of Opportunity; prizes would be awarded in May 1925.
Johnson enticed readers with names of influential whites who would serve
as judges. Ultimately, twenty-four esteemed white and black editors, publish-
ers, and artists served as contest judges in five categories: essays, short stories,
poetry, drama, and personal experiences.

The 316 people who attended the awards ceremony, held in May 1925, bore
early witness to the redoubtable careers of a range of artists and writers:
Sterling Brown in literature, Roland Hayes in music, E. Franklin Frazier in
sociology, Zora Neale Hurston in folklore, the Guyanese writer Eric Walrond,
and especially Countee Cullen and Langston Hughes, who would always be
rivals for the hearts of Harlem Renaissance poetry lovers. “The Weary Blues”
(1925), a signature poem by Hughes, took the first prize in the Opportunity
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contest. The wife of Henry Goddard Leach, editor of Forum magazine, con-
tributed the $470 in prize money. Casper Holstein, king of the Harlem
numbers racket, would fund the second annual Opportunity contest. The
contests and prize money made it official: the New Negro literary movement
was underway.

What is a New Negro exactly? Alain Locke adopted the term “New Negro”
from writers like A. Philip Randolph who, a few years before The New Negro
was published, had used the term to describe a postwar generation undaunted
by the possibility that militant action might serve a central role in black
political and personal self-actualization. In “A New Crowd — A New Negro,”
a 1919 article published in The Messenger, author A. Phillip Randolph, the
founder of the magazine, details the distinction between Old and New
Negroes. His critiques of the “Old Negro™” included political conservatism,
accommodationist politics, opposition to organized labor, and dependence
upon white benefactors who had nothing but disdain for the working class.
Randolph’s Old Negro is not just ideological; he had a face and a name. Old
Negro attitudes and behaviors were represented in “conservatives” like dip-
lomat, educator, author, and songwriter James Weldon Johnson, and essayist,
novelist, and political leader W. E. B. Du Bois. According to Randolph, they
stood in the way of racial progress. Why? Because of their involvement with
the “Old Crowd of White Americans — a group which viciously opposes every
demand made by organized labor for an opportunity to live a better life.”*

Clearly, Randolph’s problems were other people’s solutions. Johnson and
Du Bois were widely revered as leaders of a new generation of black male
leadership. The overlap here — the fact that Du Bois and Johnson could be Old
and New Negro at once — points to one of the key contradictions within the
movement, that the terms have no true and constant meaning. The New
Negro Movement, as a phenomenon, was fueled by a revisionist imperative
that required internal dissent and fragmentation; this imperative was the New
Negro Movement itself. The compulsion to define New Negro against Old
Negro was common both to Randolph and to those with whom he worked,
as well as to Du Bois, Johnson, and their cohort. It was a compulsion that
necessitated, and effectively created, its own antagonists. In other words, the
Old Negro — a creature forever beholden to white expectations — and the New
Negro — a being forever liberated from white expectations — needed each
other to exist. They were so enmeshed as to be inextricable. The ideologies
they represented were flip sides of the same coin.

What is an Old Negro? Again, Harlem Renaissance power broker Alain
Locke provides a definition in “The New Negro,” the essay that introduces the
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eponymous 1925 collection. He writes, “The Old Negro, we must remember,
was a creature of moral debate and historical controversy. He had been a stock
figure perpetuated as an historical fiction partly in innocent sentimentalism,
partly in deliberate reactionism.> Sambos, pickaninnies, bucks, mammies,
Uncle Toms, were stock figures that dominated the cultural landscape of
the American South in broadsides, advertisements, and minstrel shows. With
the debut of Birth of a Nation, they permeated the new film industry as well.

Released in 1915, D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation served as a strange kind of
inspiration for black leaders of the New Negro Movement. The innovative
Griffith made history with his Civil War epic, introducing techniques like the
close-up and inventing the language of narrative cinema. The three-hour saga
was almost six times longer than any film that had come before it, and
audiences were riveted from beginning to end. Some viewers were glued to
their seats by horror. Birth of a Nation was a paean to the Old South, a virtual
advertisement for lynching and the Ku Klux Klan. It would gross over 3 million
dollars. The NAACP, as well as The Crisis, found a purpose and kicked into
action. In its vulgar, unabashed hostility toward blacks, Birth of a Nation,
ironically, helped the NAACP consolidate its purpose.

The intensity of the protests against the 1915 film reflected the fears that
W.E.B. Du Bois and others had about the potential impact of the film on
black people, both materially and symbolically. He was right to worry. After
watching the movie, a white patron in Lafayette, Indiana murdered a black
boy. The film incited racist violence all over the country. Du Bois remem-
bered in Dusk of Dawn: An Essay toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept
(1940): the “number of mob murders so increased that nearly one hundred
Negroes were lynched during 1915 and a score of whites, a larger number than
had occurred for more than a decade.”* With its dehumanizing images of
black savages and buffoons, Birth of a Nation demonstrated the power of the
moving picture to name black people in a language more persuasive than
anything the page or a photograph could ever manifest. In New York City
alone, 3 million viewers went to see the film in the first eleven months.
President Woodrow Wilson reportedly said the film was like “writing history
with lightning,” and sighed, “My only regret is that it is all so terribly true.”
Birth of a Nation ignited a battle over the portrayal of blacks in film that
continues to this day.

Du Bois knew the power of pictures, moving and still. In general, scholars
of the Harlem Renaissance have overlooked images in favor of words, a
mistake that three recent works attempt to correct. Enter the New Negroes:
Images of Race in American Culture by Martha Jane Nadell, Word, Image, and the
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New Negro: Representation and Identity in the Harlem Renaissance by Anne
Elizabeth Carroll, and Art in Crisis: W.E.B. Du Bois and the Struggle for
African American Identity and Memory by Amy Helene Kirschke all explain
how illustrations and portraiture served as alternate tools used to convey
stories of black progress and ambition. Nadell and Carroll discuss the ways in
which the Survey Graphic and The New Negro were both concerned with
enlarging upon representations of the New Negro “through word and
image.”

Black identity was being almost literally reshaped as black bodies were
posed in their most becoming light. The act of replacing negative images
with positive ones was both simple and profound. It was a visual revolution,
and Du Bois knew it. “Pictures of colored people were an innovation,” he
explained in 1951. “At that time it was the rule of most white papers never to
publish a picture of a colored person except as a criminal.”® Du Bois shaped
The Crisis deliberately to educate readers about the positive side of black life;
the images were a subset of his grand project of black liberation.

Since the inception of African presence in the United States, black people
have been engaged in a drama of “re-presentation,” an ongoing, endless
struggle to redefine the image of the black in the white mind. Pictures are
paramount, but the battle against stereotypes was being most passionately
fought on the landscape of New Negro literature. For black people, the
written word has always provided both script and setting for racial redefinition
and representation.

In the preface to his 1922 volume The Book of American Negro Poetry, James
Weldon Johnson outlines the particular dilemma facing the New Negro
writer:

The final measure of the greatness of all peoples is the amount and standard of
the literature and art they have produced ... And nothing will do more to
change [the national mental attitude toward the Negro] and raise his status
than a demonstration of intellectual parity by the Negro through the produc-
tion of literature and art.’

The Book of American Negro Poetry was the first black-authored anthology of
black writing, and, as such, a cornerstone publication of the New Negro
Movement. The edition itself is evidence of racial achievement and success,
but the lines above are burdened with Sisyphean defeat. Published nearly
150 years after Phillis Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral
(1773), the first published book by an African American, Johnson’s preface
underscores a theme that connects both generations of black writers, which is
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that black authorship requires white readership. It is only through the accept-
ance of white readers alone that blacks will achieve self-actualization. When
Johnson explains, “The public, generally speaking, does not know that there
are American Negro poets,” the “public” to which he refers (and which he
means to educate) is implicitly white. It is this audience whose sympathies the
black writer of the 1920s had to solicit in order to have a public existence.
The New Negro Movement spawned lively debates about the relationship
between race and art. W.E.B. Du Bois and James Weldon Johnson agreed
that the black author lacked true freedom. Du Bois wrote frankly that black
writers ought to use their art to advocate for black advancement. Black art
must present black people in a manner that makes obvious their respectability
according to bourgeois norms. He writes in “Criteria of Negro Art” (1926):

We are bound by all sorts of customs that have come down as second-hand
soul clothes of white patrons. We are ashamed of sex and we lower our eyes
when people talk of it. Our religion holds us in superstition. Our worst side
has been so shamelessly emphasized that we are denying we have or ever had
a worst side. In all sorts of ways we are hemmed in and our new young artists
have got to fight their way to freedom.®

In “Criteria of Negro Art,” Du Bois discusses African American creative forms
as being inextricably tied to audiences with competing sets of needs and
desires. The kind of black writing that titillates white readerships has the
potential to alienate black readerships. Black writers are therefore in a verita-
ble bind, with the line between commercial success and race betrayal looking
very thin indeed. At the time of the Harlem Renaissance, black culture was
understood to be in a period of great crisis and radical transformation. Central
to this spirit of intense expectation was the hope that black people would be
judged differently by white readers and spectators. In “Criteria of Negro Art,”
what is considered to be most dangerous — and, implicitly, most in need of
cultivation — is white reaction to Negro art. A frank concern with white
reception is the constant that links the philosophies of both Du Bois and
Johnson about the nature and meaning of black art.

The prominent Harlem Renaissance writers Countee Cullen and Jean
Toomer quarreled with the term “black writer” itself. “What is Africa to
me?” Cullen wonders in his 1925 poem “Heritage.” Toomer, whose haunting
work of prose-poetry, Cane (1923), is often considered one of the masterpieces
of the era, did not embrace a black identity. Indeed, what could Africa mean
for African Americans with complex ancestries and bloodlines, like Toomer’s,
who could certainly pass for white, or with roots in plush bourgeois homes,
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like Cullen. For him, Africa was an abstraction, blackness a riddle. The
upper-class, light-skinned characters that dominate the fiction of Jessie
Fauset struggle unhappily with the complex nature of blackness in the
modern world. For writers like Langston Hughes, the solution to the riddle
of black American experience lay in a direct line to the Motherland. But for
black Americans even today, the puzzle of Africa remains intact. Is the line
between African and American unbroken, despite a centuries-long separation?
Or are African Americans, in fact, possessed of another identity entirely,
something still unknown and very much in process? The conundrum has no
resolution; meaning lies in the mystery itself.

The satirist George Schuyler took issue with the concept of a common,
homogeneous blackness, at least one that was separate from whiteness. In his
1931 novel Black No More, Schuyler describes, with his typical scathing wit, a
society in which blacks suddenly have the ability to become white, a turn of
events that leads to all of the whites scrambling to turn black. In his 1926 essay
“The Negro Art-Hokum,” Schuyler characterized any belief in an African
American art form that is distinct from a white, or “mainstream,” American
art form as a foolish myth. “As for the literature, painting, and sculpture of
Aframericans — such as there is — it is identical in kind with the literature,
painting, and sculpture of white Americans,” Schuyler insisted.” As Martin
Favor explains in Authentic Blackness: The Folk in the New Negro Renaissance,
Schuyler’s characterization of the African American as a “lampblacked Anglo-
Saxon” got him into some trouble with black readers and critics who have
characterized him as “assimilationist, accommodationist, and counterproduc-
tive to the struggle for racial equality.”” But beneath Schuyler’s provocations
are some serious challenges to those that subscribe to the idea that African
American culture and mainstream American culture are, and have always
been, inextricably intertwined.

Schuyler was an anti-essentialist who believed that a common national

»10

identity united black and white Americans and superseded individual racial
or ethnic allegiances. He also believed that all arguments to the contrary were
concocted by “Negrophobists,” the term he invented for people who sub-
scribed to the myth, “recently rehashed by the sainted Harding, that there are
‘fundamental, eternal, and inescapable differences’ between white and black
Americans”:

On this baseless premise, so flattering to the white mob, that the blackamoor
is inferior and fundamentally different, is erected the postulate that he must
needs be peculiar; and when he attempts to portray life through the medium
of art, it must of necessity be a peculiar art. While such reasoning may seem
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conclusive to the majority of Americans, it must be rejected with a loud
guffaw by intelligent people.™

Langston Hughes wrote his most famous essay, “The Negro Artist and the
Racial Mountain” (1926), in response to Schuyler’s provocative lines. He
begins with a portrait of an anonymous black poet — Countee Cullen — who
wants to be known as “a poet — not a Negro poet,” a conclusion Schuyler
might characterize as enlightened but that to Hughes is a sign of racial self-
hatred. But even if the nameless poet in Hughes’s essay does, in fact, express
a coded desire to be “white,” that is still not necessarily a rejection of his
blackness. After all, the “young poet” is from a “fairly typical home of the
colored middle class,” Hughes tells his readers. The heart of blackness
Hughes describes may just be alien to him; does a desire for whiteness
necessarily follow? According to Hughes, to fail to hear the “eternal tom-
tom beating in the Negro soul” is to be, essentially, white. But what if tom-
toms fail to move you? Can you still be black? For Hughes, the answer is
no, at least rhetorically speaking. Hughes uses the essay as a platform to
announce that he, for one, was finished with looking over his shoulder
and guessing at possible reactions of others to his work. He symbolically
throws off the shackles of white and black spectatorship alike with the
famous lines:

We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual
dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are
glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly
too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased
we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either. We build
our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of
the mountain, free within ourselves."™

In “Negro Artist,” Hughes aligns himself not with the self-conscious intellec-
tuals wringing their hands over the nature and purpose of black art, but with
the “Negro farthest down,” who are fond of “their nip of gin on Saturday
nights,” and in whom the tom toms beat like the flow of blood.” He had a
companion in his admiration for the group whom he describes as “the low-
down folks, the so-called common element.” His companion was the most
famous white champion of black art, Carl Van Vechten.

In the March 1926 issue of The Crisis, Van Vechten champions “the squalor
of Negro life, the vice of Negro life.” Both Hughes and Van Vechten defended
the black artist’s right to paint the world and its citizens as he saw them, but
Van Vechten’s position contained a decidedly pragmatic element: “Are Negro
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writers going to write about this exotic material while it is still fresh or will
they continue to make a free gift of it to white authors who will exploit it until
not a drop remains?” Like Du Bois and Johnson, Van Vechten was preoccu-
pied with white audiences; in decidedly anti-philosophical terms, however,
Van Vechten urged black writers to utilize black materials for profit while
whites were still interested.

Van Vechten outlines his position in his 1926 essay, “Moanin” Wid a Sword
in Mah Han’,” in a discussion about Negro spirituals:

It is a foregone conclusion that with the craving to hear these songs that is
known to exist on the part of the public, it will not be long before white
singers have taken them over and made them enough their own so that the
public will be surfeited sooner or later with opportunities to enjoy them,
and — when the Negro tardily offers to sing them in public — it will perhaps be
too late to stir the interest which now lies latent in the breast of every music
lover.™

In other words, African Americans should heed the call of the market — and
fast. Van Vechten’s argument is premised upon the inevitability of white
fascination with the fiction of black primitivism. If the white gaze is here to
stay, then black people should manipulate it in their own interests. We may
bristle at Van Vechten’s brutal cynicism and essentialist language, but the
outcome he describes above is a veritable cliché in the annals of African
American culture. White spectatorship — and appropriation — is, finally, a
central facet of African American cultural history.

Du Bois was particularly concerned about the role that white influence
played in the production of black art. He organized the 1926 symposium,
“How Shall the Negro Be Portrayed in Art?” whose questions all touched on
the issue either implicitly or explicitly:

1. When the artist, black or white, portrays Negro characters is he under any
obligations or limitations as to the sort of character he will portray?

2. Can any author be criticized for painting the worst or the best characters of
a group?

3. Can publishers be criticized for refusing to handle novels that portray
Negroes of education and accomplishment, on the ground that these
characters are no different from white folk and therefore not interesting?

4. What are Negroes to do when they are continually painted at their worst
and judged by the public as they are painted?

5. Does the situation of the educated Negro in America with its pathos,
humiliation, and tragedy call for artistic treatment at least as sincere and
sympathetic as Porgy received?
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6. Is not the continual portrayal of the sordid, foolish, and criminal among
Negroes convincing the world that this and this alone is really and
essentially Negroid, and preventing white artists from knowing any
other types and preventing black artists from daring to paint them?

7. Is there not a danger that young colored writers will be tempted to follow
the popular trend in portraying Negro characters in the underworld rather

than seeking to paint the truth about themselves and their own social
2

class
In his introduction to the questionnaire, Du Bois discusses the convention
of racist portrayals of blacks in literature by whites. He argues, “while the
individual portrait may be true and artistic, the net result to American
literature is to picture twelve million Americans as prostitutes, thieves and
fools and that such ‘freedom’ in art is miserably unfair.”*® His remarks are
aimed at white writers who capitalize on racist imagery, but the questions he
has provided for the symposium reflect a concern for the effect that the
popularization of this imagery would have on black writers. One of his
anxieties is the way in which the art of black writers beholden to white
philanthropy would be compromised. Du Bois solicited answers to these
questions from a racially diverse group of literary figures from all corners of
the American literary world. He published their answers in The Crisis over
several months. One of the respondents was Carl Van Vechten, who had
anonymously authored the questions.

Van Vechten (1880-1964), a novelist, cultural critic, and Negro arts enthu-
siast, had been a presence in the Harlem Renaissance since its inception. At
the 1925 Opportunity awards dinner, Van Vechten made a point of introdu-
cing himself to the evening’s brightest star, Langston Hughes. Within three
weeks of this meeting, Van Vechten had secured for Hughes a contract with
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. for his first book of poetry, The Weary Blues (1926), and
he had suggested the title, as well. Van Vechten would maintain an active
role in Hughes’s life both as a friend and as a mentor. He would also
champion the work of Nella Larsen, whom he would also guide to publi-
cation at Knopf, as well as Zora Neale Hurston, who deemed him a
“Negrotarian.” In addition, Van Vechten rescued from obscurity the anon-
ymously published Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912), and reissued it
in 1927 as a novel by James Weldon Johnson, the well-known African
American political and cultural figure, and his close friend. Van Vechten
was committed to black writers, just as he was enamored of black perfor-
mers like Ethel Waters, Roland Hayes, and Billie Holiday, whose careers he
enthusiastically championed.
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Van Vechten was not the only white person who championed the cause of
black arts during the Harlem Renaissance. White patrons like Charlotte
Mason and Amy Spingarn were equally powerful in their own very disparate
ways in the world of New Negro letters. Mason served, for a time, as patron to
Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston, and exercised an unsettling
degree of control over their creative and emotional lives. Hughes could
always rely on the philanthropist Amy Spingarn, whose brother Joel and
husband Arthur contributed to the project of black racial progress in their
respective careers as lawyers. There were other prominent white figures in
the New Negro Movement, but none outdistanced Carl Van Vechten in his
commitment to and impact on black arts and letters.

In 1926, Van Vechten published Nigger Heaven, his most serious novel, and
the only one he would write about African American life and culture. It looked
like the realization of the fears harbored by Hughes, who himself admitted to
having suspicions about the man who had become his friend. When the book
appeared, Van Vechten was already a bestseller and a celebrity, a well-
published journalist and author of four previously published novels. He had
published numerous articles in popular, mainstream publications, like Vanity
Fair, describing the spirituals and the blues as the only truly authentic
American art forms. In his passion for black art and people, Van Vechten
embodied the truest conundrum of the Harlem Renaissance: where do we
draw the line between black art and white influence? It is a question that
remains with us today.

Du Bois despised Nigger Heaven, and published a scathing review of it
in The Crisis, advising readers to “drop the book gently into the grate.””
Like Du Bois, many black readers felt betrayed by Nigger Heaven, and shared
the sentiments of the New York News reviewer, who concluded: “Anyone
who would call a book Nigger Heaven would call a Negro a Nigger.”™®
Van Vechten would always claim the title was meant to be ironic. He
explained that “nigger heaven” was a common term used in Harlem to
refer to the balcony section in segregated theaters usually reserved for black
patrons. He insisted that he had employed it as a metaphor to comment
more generally upon the cruelties and absurdities of segregation and racism.
But Van Vechten also believed that his status as an “honorary Negro”
somehow absolved him of racism; or at least, it lent him an authority to
use “nigger,” a term sometimes used privately between blacks but tradition-
ally forbidden to whites. Finally, a combination of naiveté and arrogance
led him to believe he was unique, a white man who had transcended his
whiteness. Both loved and hated, Nigger Heaven went through nine printings
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in its first four months, selling more copies than any other Harlem
Renaissance novel.

The book had its black defenders, however. Among them was Langston
Hughes. “No book could possibly be as bad as Nigger Heaven has been
painted,” Hughes wrote in the Pittsburgh Courier in 1927; in his review, he
sidestepped the question of whether the novel had literary merit.” Even when
he returned to the controversy nearly fifteen years later in The Big Sea, he
never claimed that the book should be appreciated as an exceptional work of
literature. Instead he sympathized with those who felt alienated by the racial
epithet that was the title, but insisted that readers put the issue in perspective.
“The critics of the left, like the Negroes of the right, proceeded to light on
Mr. Van Vechten, and he was accused of ruining, distorting, polluting, and
corrupting every Negro writer from then on,” Hughes recounted.*

Of all his black associates, Van Vechten was most often accused of corrup-
ting Langston Hughes, particularly when Fine Clothes to the Jew, Hughes’s
second book of poetry, was published in 1927. “I do not know what facts
Mr. Davis himself may possess as to how, where, or when I have been
misdirected by Mr. Van Vechten, but since I happen to be the person who
wrote the material comprising Fine Clothes to the Jew, I would like herewith to
state and declare that many of the poems in said book were written before
I made the acquaintance of Mr. Van Vechten,” Hughes wrote to The Crisis
in September 1928. He wrote in response to “Our Negro ‘Intellectuals,” an
August article in which sociologist and critic Allison Davis lamented, “T think
the severest charge one can make against Mr. Van Vechten is that he mis-
directed a genuine poet,” meaning Hughes.” Underneath the article runs a
selection of photographs of valedictorians, salutatorians, MA students, and Phi
Beta Kappas — real intellectuals who, presumably, give the lie to the preten-
sions of the artists Davis castigates, like Hughes. Hughes’s September retort
continues, “Those poems which were written after my acquaintance with
Mr. Van Vechten were certainly not about him, not requested by him, not
misdirected by him, some of them not liked by him nor, so far as I can tell, do

2522

they in any way bear his poetic influence.”** Fine Clothes drew as much fire for
its title and sensual content as did Nigger Heaven.

Black writers who championed Nigger Heaven found the novel more mean-
ingful as a symbol than as a literary achievement. Within months of its
publication, black writers used the book to stake out creative territory.
They defended the novel as a way of announcing their own intentions to
break free of the kinds of ideological constraints they felt had been imposed

upon them by those of a more conservative, older generation, whose
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members advocated only “positive” representations of blackness in print.
A 1926 journal Firel! became the clearest articulation of the aesthetic goals of
this younger generation, which included Langston Hughes, Zora Neale
Hurston, Richard Bruce Nugent, and Wallace Thurman. In Fire!l, conceived
and edited by Wallace Thurman, these writers and their peers wrote about
sex and Carl Van Vechten, among other topics, as a way of critiquing censor-
ship and racial parochialism in literature. As much as the editors of Fire!!
envisioned their magazine as one that would operate free of white support,
such a goal proved unrealistic. An actual fire put an end to the journal, which
lasted for only one issue.

Written two years after the Crisis symposium, “The Dilemma of the Negro
Author” (1928) by James Weldon Johnson points to the ugly underbelly of Van
Vechten’s enthusiasm about the viability of “exotic material” in white main-
stream culture. “White America has a strong feeling that Negro artists should
refrain from making use of white subject matter,” Johnson writes. “In plain
words, white America does not welcome seeing the Negro competing with
the white man on what it considers the white man’s own ground.”* Johnson’s
insight impels us to consider whether Van Vechten’s exhortation that black
writers should “climb to fame with material which is the heritage of their race”
is simply another way of saying that black artists should stay in their place.

Johnson rejects the idea that black experience was somehow diametrically
opposed to white, or American, experience. Like George Schuyler, Johnson
saw racial and cultural cross-breeding as an inherent feature of American life:

One sometimes hears the critics in reviewing a Negro musical show lament
the fact that it is so much like white musical shows. But a great deal of this
similarity it would be hard to avoid because of the plain fact that two out of
the four chief ingredients in the present day white musical show, the music
and the dancing, are directly derived from the Negro.*

Johnson does not go as far as Schuyler, who insists that black culture is as
white as white culture is black. Such a conclusion was also implicitly rejected
in the essays by Du Bois, Van Vechten, and Hughes.

The Harlem Renaissance was a singularly exciting occasion for the liveliest
debates about the relationship between race and art that we had heretofore
witnessed in African American history. The various dilemmas of the Negro
artist outlined in the essays by Du Bois, Johnson, Van Vechten, and Hughes
continue to be instructive, particularly in their contradictions and unlikely
alliances. For instance, Hughes’s suggestion that black writers embrace every-
thing that has been stigmatized and deemed inappropriate by whites and
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blacks is a kissing cousin to Van Vechten’s argument that black artists
ought to take advantage of the materials that fulfilled white fantasies about
exotic blackness. Both of their positions finally advocate equally limiting — if
opposite — artistic boundaries as those espoused in Du Bois’s “Criteria of
Negro Art.” Even James Weldon Johnson’s measured essay “The Dilemma of
the Negro Author,” which attempts to examine all sides of the issue, ends with
the following impossible instruction for the black artist: “standing on his racial
foundation, he must fashion something that rises above race, and reaches out
to the universal in truth and beauty.”*

By pitting the universal against the racial, Johnson employs dichotomies
that he challenges elsewhere in “Dilemma.” But even if it were possible,
would it ever be desirable for the black writer to “rise above race,” as Johnson
lobbies above? What would be sacrificed in the race for universality? We push
race to the margins at serious cost. To be a Negro is to be human, but to be a
Negro is also to be a Negro, a living repository of the particularities and
incongruities of black identity. If we understand universal ideas and concepts
through the unique lens of our own experience, isn’t it possible that our
personal experiences can translate into universal lessons, as well?

Here is what Du Bois predicted:

Just as soon as true Art emerges; just as soon as the black artist appears,
someone touches the race on the shoulder and says, “He did that because
he was an American, not because he was a Negro; he was born here; he
was trained here; he is not a Negro — what is a Negro anyhow? He is just
human ..."*°

Who wins, who loses, and what do we make of any of the resolutions
proposed by the ultimately very meaningful and complex dilemma that
introduces “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain™? Is one a poet or a
Negro poet? Are these identities naturally mutually exclusive? Does the
achievement of one come at the cost of the other? The enduring debate
over whether race is an essential or contingent feature of a black writer’s
identity continues to consume readers and writers of literature by African
Americans. It is an issue whose larger meaning extends well beyond the page,
because the dilemma of the Negro author is the dilemma of the Negro
himself. The dilemma persists in our own time. Just how big is the gulf
between American and African American?

“We are a new breed, free to write as we please, in part because of our
predecessors, and because of the way life has changed.”” These words are not
from “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” by Langston Hughes but
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from Terry McMillan’s introductory essay to her 1990 collection Breaking Ice:
An Anthology of Contemporary African-American Fiction. McMillan’s victorious
language recalls “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain”: “We build our
temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the
mountain, free within ourselves,” Hughes announced in his 1926 manifesto. In
1989, the novelist and essayist Trey Ellis made a similar pronouncement in his
much-reprinted essay, “The New Black Aesthetic.”**

The invocations of newness, of freedom, harken back to our discussion
of the New Negro, an entity crafted to turn a new generation of African
Americans (and whites) away from the old constraints represented in the Old
Negro. Just what is it, in these modern times, that black writers want to
redefine and turn our gaze away from?

Perhaps it was the very contingent, heavily qualified nature of the new
freedom they describe. Is the problem “the unbearable whiteness of pub-
lishing”? A two-part 1995 Village Voice article by that name reveals that,
despite the success and visibility of writers like Toni Morrison, Alice
Walker, Maya Angelou, and Amy Tan, to name a few, “the industry remains
almost completely white.” Author James Ledbetter quotes Walter Mosley
who wrote, “American publishing, the very bastion of liberalism, the bene-
factor of the First Amendment, has kept any hint of color from its halls.”*
Erasure, a 2002 novel by Percival Everett, satirizes the industry’s myopic
attitudes about the relationship between race and writing. His novel puts
flesh to the argument made by John K. Young in his 2006 study, Black Writers,
White Publishers: Marketplace Politics in Twentieth-Century African-American
Literature, in which he contends: “The predominantly white publishing
industry reflects and often reinforces the racial divide that has always defined
American society, representing ‘blackness’ as a one-dimensional cultural
experience.” African American writers may be free to “write as we please,”
but as James Weldon Johnson explained in 1928, white power, influence, and
expectation, so intimately connected to black identity itself, cannot easily and
simply be shrugged off.

“Black Renaissance: African American artists are truly free atlast,” reads the
caption of the October 10, 1994 cover of Time magazine, whose cover photo-
graph features dancer and choreographer Bill T. Jones. The continuous
hunger for a new era in black art is inextricably tied to a relentless desire to
put the past to rest. It is a complex and contradictory hunger, as we have seen,
but it consistently reveals how the story of blackness is one that is still
evolving. The multiple and fascinating ways in which that story incorporates
its attendant dilemmas are as compelling as the story itself.
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14
African American literature and the Great
Depression

DARRYL DICKSON-CARR

The 1930s in African American literary history comprised jarringly significant
shifts in the style, subject matter, and direction of prose fiction. If the New
Negro Renaissance of the 1920s were to be reduced to a simple, even simplistic
binary, it represented a struggle between younger artists generally desiring
artistic freedom, or the opportunity to create art for its own sake, and older
artists and intellectuals such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Benjamin Brawley (1882-1939),
Charles S. Johnson, and others who wished for the younger generation before
them to see their art as part of an agenda of social and “racial” progress. This
latter group could be as ambivalent as Du Bois in regarding these goals, voicing
support on the one hand for works that “please,” “entertain,” and that are “good
and human [stories],” * while decrying works and authors who do not recognize
that “all art is propaganda and ever must be, despite the wailing of the purists.””
Du Bois’s second view, it must be stressed, was an argument that art’s beauty
stems from its ability to tell the truth, and that telling the truth meant conveying
experiences that the reader would recognize as the truth, or otherwise widen
the expanse of what she considered truthful and real. For African American
authors, Du Bois argues, telling the truth means creating art that helps in
“gaining the right of black folk to love and enjoy” all the riches that surround
them.?

In 1926, however, Du Bois’s arguments had less purchase with the younger
generation than they would have a few years later, as the economic devasta-
tion of the Great Depression hit all Americans with horrific force, but doled
out particularly bitter misery to African Americans, who suffered unemploy-
ment rates as high as 75 percent — three times the national rate — in many
communities by the nadir of 1932—33. Langston Hughes recounts in The Big Sea
that he “always felt slightly bad, too, when I was riding in the long town-car
that belonged to my Park Avenue patron [wealthy dowager Charlotte Osgood
Mason] — and most other Negroes (and white folk) were walking” as the
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Depression worsened.* Hughes’s account, however, is also the source of one
of the prevailing myths about the New Negro Renaissance: that the move-
ment ‘reached its peak just before the crash of 1929, the crash that sent
Negroes, white folks, and all rolling down the hill toward the Works
Progress Administration.” In his memoir’s postscript, Hughes also writes
that the spring of 1931 was for him and “all” of his peers “the end of the Harlem
Renaissance. We were no longer in vogue, anyway, we Negroes ... Colored
actors began to go hungry, publishers politely rejected new manuscripts, and
patrons found other uses for their money ... The generous 1920’s [sic] were
over.”

As several scholars have argued, though, little objective evidence supports
the view that the New Negro Renaissance was over, if judged by the number
of publications and opportunities for writers in the years between 1929 and
the Works Progress Administration’s founding in April 1935. Cary Wintz
points out that while the movement “gradually dissipated in the early 1930s
... it is difficult to pinpoint the moment of its death. For the individual writer
the end of the Renaissance was a personal event occurring when he or she
consciously disassociated from the movement.”” Wintz also compiles a table
showing when the major works of the movement were published. During
the most celebrated years — 192429 — twenty-eight such books were pub-
lished; between 1930 and 1935 — the last year for which Wintz compiled data —
seventeen new works and a revised edition of James Weldon Johnson’s The
Book of American Negro Poetry saw print.® While this is certainly a decrease, it
is only in “major works,” in Wintz’s estimation, and does not include all
books published. The table, by definition, does not take into account “little
magazines,” such as Firell (1926) and Harlem (1928), although it includes
Charles S. Johnson’s anthology Ebony and Topaz (1927), which was published
in the magazine format.

George Hutchinson asserts as well that “the New Negro Renaissance did
not end in 1929,” although “most of the creative writers of the 1920s and 1930s
felt there was a distinct shift roughly coinciding with the turn of the decade, a
shift announced by new satirical treatments of the New Negro by such authors
as Wallace Thurman, George Schuyler, and Langston Hughes — authors who
properly belong to both decades.” Moreover, Hutchinson notes that pub-
lication opportunities for all American authors became more difficult in the
1930s, as smaller firms found the costs of publication too high.” Hutchinson
wryly suggests that “because the blossoming of the 1920s had seemed so
miraculous, and perhaps because the number of parties declined,” such writers
as Hughes and Sterling Brown perceived the relative dearth of opportunities
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as the end of an era and, in Hughes’s case, saw this as evidence of white-owned
publishing houses” loss of interest in the “Negro vogue.

Nevertheless, Hughes and Brown had a significant basis for their percep-
tion, as many magazines and publishers did curtail their pursuit of black
voices, at least those that did not follow a particular set of narratives that
publishers believed would sell. Hughes argues, for example, that “[t]hose
novels about Negroes that sell best, by Negroes or whites, those novels that
make the best-seller lists and receive the leading prizes, are almost always
books that touch very lightly upon the facts of Negro life, books that make our
black ghettos in the big cities seem very happy places indeed, and our
plantations in the deep South idyllic in their pastoral loveliness.””* Abby
Arthur Johnson and Ronald Mayberry Johnson contend, both in support of
and in contradistinction to Hughes’s point, that white-owned magazines “did
not appreciably alter the policies they had pursued in the 1920s” with regard to
African American writers; editors “accepted occasional pieces from estab-

»IT

lished black writers,” such as Hughes, Countee Cullen, George S. Schuyler,
and Claude McKay and scarcely noticed newer writers.” Of white-owned
periodicals, only the newer leftist magazines, such as Partisan Review, New
Masses, Midland Left, Anvil, and Left Front made conscious efforts to seek out
and publish new black writers. The same African American-owned magazines
that had incorporated short stories and poetry by black authors, such as The
Crisis and Opportunity, still sought their material, but less often, and with less
enthusiasm toward encouraging groundbreaking work.™ Sterling Brown’s
1930 essay “Our Literary Audience,” published in Opportunity, castigates
black readers who perceive black books as “sociological documents,” who
are “afraid of truth telling, of satire” and too “bourgeois,” or who “insist that
Negro books must be idealistic, optimistic tracts for race advertisement.””
Brown’s and Hughes’s comments indicate that both publishers’ and read-
ers’ interest in African American writing transformed in the 1930s, as did the
writers themselves, and not always for the better. The 1920s afforded oppor-
tunities for African American writers to publish poetry, short stories, and
novels that portrayed African Americans of all classes in a broad array of
perspectives, from the struggling poor black woman or man to the black
cultural and economic elite. The 1930s saw this range narrow somewhat in
favor of a greater emphasis on realism, with more cynical or, as Hutchinson
argues, more satirical perspectives prevailing, despite Brown’s concerns. In
addition, publication for black authors was not restricted to major magazines,
petit magazines, or novels. Journalist and novelist George S. Schuyler, who had
gained a certain degree of fame in the 1920s as the author and occasional
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co-author of “Shafts and Darts,” a satirical column in The Messenger magazine
(1917—28), where he was managing editor from 1924 to 1928, continued to serve
as an editor and frequent contributor to the Pittsburgh Courier, the second-
largest black newspaper in the United States, after the Chicago Defender. From
1933 to 1939, Schuyler published numerous short stories and at least two
serialized novels under such pseudonyms as “Rachel Call” and “Samuel
L. Brooks,” in addition to innumerable unsigned editorials, reviews, columns,
and features. Ferguson reveals as well that from Schuyler’s joining the Courier
in 1924 to his dismissal in 1965, he was a “one-man editorial policy for black
America’s most popular newspaper for forty years.”™

As the Depression strangled the nation, the politics of at least some writers
shifted demonstrably to the left, with the various publications and organiza-
tions founded or dominated by members of the Communist Party USA
influencing the content and direction of African American art. Others, such
as Schuyler and Claude McKay, began slow, inexorable marches to the right
that either reflected and reinforced convictions long held (Schuyler), or came
about owing to complex personal choices (such as McKay’s conversion to
Catholicism). Coincident with this development, though, new and tried
African American authors began to look at their present and recent past as
sites of irony and occasionally caustic satire. Between 1930 and 1940, authors
prominent during the salad days of the New Negro Renaissance — Schuyler
(Black No More [1931]), Countee Cullen (One Way to Heaven [1932]), Zora Neale
Hurston (Moses, Man of the Mountain [1939]), Langston Hughes (The Ways of
White Folks [short stories; 1934]), Wallace Thurman (Infants of the Spring [1932]),
and Richard Bruce Nugent (Gentleman Jigger [c.1928-33; published 2008]) —
wrote or published stories and novels that considered African American lives
from an explicitly ironic or satirical perspective. Their most common subjects
were, in no particular order, the state of African American leadership; the
successes and failures of the New Negro Movement; black intraracial discrim-
ination along color and class lines; white racism; black nationalism; white
patronage and its effect upon black cultural movements and ideas.

Despite their publication dates in the 1930s, very little material within these
works explicitly considers the impact of the Depression on African Americans.
The reasons are diverse, but a significant, albeit simple one is that many were
composed early in the decade or late in the 1920s, and thus had no opportunity
to reflect upon the worsening of black fortunes, even if an individual author,
such as Langston Hughes, would have been more disposed to do so. As one
example, Zora Neale Hurston's publications in the 1930s were largely the
product of work she had undertaken in the late 1920s at the behest of her
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patron, the wealthy dowager Mrs. Charlotte Osgood Mason. Mason hired
Hurston to conduct research into black folk cultures for the sake of her own
interest in theories regarding primitivism, or the notion that non-white
peoples were closer to humanity’s truer, primitive levels, and therefore
relatively unsullied by the corruptions of civilization. Mason required
Hurston to sign a contract that forbade publication of any products of their
collaboration unless and until Mason gave her tacit approval. As a result, ideas
and narratives that Hurston later developed into the novels Jonah’s Gourd Vine
(1934) and the classic Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), the folklore collec-
tion Mules and Men (1935), and the anthropological study of voodoo Tell My
Horse (1938) would not be published until years after their association was
terminated, when the African American literary scene had adopted new tones
and foci. While this would not and certainly did not alter Hurston’s determi-
nation to write and publish what interested her from her unique perspective, it
harmed her literary career as such erstwhile supporters as Alain Locke and
such new voices as Richard Wright disparaged her work in their contempo-
rary reviews. For nearly four decades, subsequent assessments were equally
ungenerous. Only in the 1970s did Hurston begin to receive serious scholarly
attention.

With the noted exceptions of Langston Hughes, poets Countee Cullen and
Sterling Brown, and Jamaican-born poet, novelist, and memoirist Claude
McKay, a similar misfortune befell the majority of writers who began their
careers in the 1920s. As discussed above, this is not to say that they failed to
find publishers — nearly all did, repeatedly — or that they did not continue to
write. Rather, it is that their careers either took very different turns, consisting
more of journalistic writing or efforts on behalf of the Federal Writers” Project
(FWP) within the Works Progress Administration (later Work Projects
Administration, or WPA), in the cases of McKay and Hurston, as well as
such immediate and later peers as Richard Wright, Margaret Walker, Ralph
Ellison, and Frank Yerby. Sadly, some died young or relatively young, among
them Wallace Thurman, Rudolph Fisher, and Countee Cullen.

The FWP offered an ambivalent opportunity for those black writers who
worked under its federal-level auspices from its founding in July 1935 through
the end of the 1930s. (Aspects of the program continued under some states’
sponsorship until 1943.) On the one hand, the program was a chance to
highlight the folk through such works as the American Guides series detailing
the forty-eight states, as well as smaller, more local projects. The lives of
African Americans in the South, in particular, could in theory be infused with
greater richness and humanity than had ever been seen on a national scale.
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The WPA in general sponsored numerous arts projects in major cities that
allowed artistic expression to flourish, rather than decay under the worst
economic crisis in US history to date. In addition, the FWP gave rise to
professional and political affiliations that would last for years, even decades
beyond the Depression. Chicago’s South Side Writers” Group, which Richard
Wright founded in 1936, included such prominent members as Arna Bontemps
and Margaret Walker, inter alia, and, with significant influence from the
Communist Party USA (CPUSA) and the University of Chicago’s New
School of Sociology, established criteria that would define social realism in
literature among African American writers. On the other hand, the fact that
FWP writers, black and white, had affiliations with radical groups, most
conspicuously the CPUSA, made work within the project tense, as did stand-
ard racial tensions. The relative lack of independence that came with working
for the federal government amounted to a much more benign form of
patronage than Hughes and Hurston experienced under Charlotte Osgood
Mason, but it was government patronage nonetheless, which meant oversight
that could be undesirable. The FWP found itself subject to heightened public
scrutiny by its critics, especially the Congress’s House Un-American Activities
Committee’s (HUAC), whose investigations began in the late 1930s and
continued well after the Second World War.

Although she benefited greatly from the FWP and outlived most of her New
Negro peers, Zora Neale Hurston passed away in comparative obscurity. By the
time of her death at the age of 69 in 1960, Hurston was living in poverty in south
Florida; not long after her funeral, a sheriff's deputy who happened to know
Hurston and her history rescued some of her surviving manuscripts from being
incinerated. By the 1940s, and until his death in 1948 at the age of 58, Claude
McKay had largely abandoned his earlier political and literary interests. He
converted to Catholicism four years after publicly rejecting the ardent support
of Marxism and Communism that had marked his career from the 1910s until
1940, when he published Harlem: Great Negro Metropolis, which roundly con-
demned Communists in its portrait of black Harlem. McKay was far from the
only or the first person of African descent in the United States to embrace
Marxism. His early devotion, however, led him to the Soviet Union in 1923,
during its earliest, most exciting years, to address the Comintern on the so-called
“Negro question.” This momentous event followed years of work in the United
States for Max Eastman’s leftist journal, Liberator, and was followed in turn
by years of travel in Europe, writing and working on behalf of radical causes.

McKay’s experiences embodied both the cosmopolitanism that marked the
modernism of the Jazz