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			Introduction

			James Weldon Johnson’s 1912 revolutionary Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man is a fictional story that poses as autobiography to reveal a truth otherwise easily missed. Via a propulsive plot, the novel describes a dilemma that cannot be answered according to existing morality, either of its time or today’s. It is preoccupied with whether a person with an appearance that lets most people perceive him or her as “white” should capitalize on the advantages unfairly afforded to white Americans. For Johnson’s protagonist, this dilemma is not a choice that can be resolved in moral terms. If we read the story as one about passing for “white” and abandoning “black” society for economic and other gain, it becomes a story of self-hatred, betrayal, and inauthenticity, and the protagonist’s actions a voluntary and problematic choice. If we read it as a “narrative of ascent” (as opposed to a “narrative of immersion,” as the critic Robert B. Stepto has defined stories of black achievement in a pathbreaking study), we tacitly accept that the ex-colored man’s success entails a price that others, namely white people, don’t pay.1 But there may be nothing voluntary in a choice that is created by the outrageous and unjust system of racial inequality. 

			To think of and evaluate the protagonist’s decisions as a series of binary choices, here quite literally choosing black or white, misses what is at the heart of this novel—namely the question of racial identity, of the “color line,” which W. E. B. Du Bois, with whom Johnson worked closely, identified as the question of the twentieth century. The parameters of conventional morality, which rests on individual actions that either affirm or compromise personal integrity, are inadequate when addressing the racism ingrained in American society and, perhaps modern existence in general. It concerns what Johnson called, in a 1915 newspaper article, a “point […] beyond the question of either segregation or amalgamation considered within their ordinary limits,” namely racism not only as a horrific, violent practice but a system of belief to which both white and black Americans can fall prey. By anonymously publishing a novel identified as autobiographical, Johnson led his readers to a place where it becomes necessary to question the system, rather than fault the individual making choices in it.

			Johnson’s book, on the surface, is about a man who has to choose between racial pride and betrayal, community and assimilation, suffering racial injustice or benefiting from this setup. The young hero is assigned the identity of a black child by a teacher and then his classmates. He had not been told this part about himself before, and no mirror, playmate, or his mother had revealed his heritage to him. This compact moment, of the child’s startling recognition that self-image and others’ perception conflict, expands to dominate the rest of the narrative. What if something we refuse, namely a mindset that denies basic humanity to some, attains the power to define us? Autobiography, whether as formal genre or as the stories we tell to make sense of our lives, is the escape from other peoples’ definitions as the absolute yardstick for our identity.

			The novel thus touches on a dilemma beyond its particular circumstances: how to be true to yourself when forced into choices that compromise you either way?

			The pivotal scene in school foreshadows other moments of our hero’s awakening, not to an authentic identity—although racial pride will become a driving force in the protagonist’s life, as it would in Johnson’s life—but to the awareness that our identity is as much given to us by others as created by us. The young boy is stunned to discover he belongs to a group assigned, by nearly everyone around him, lower status. He does not relish being a member of his newly identified community. He interrogates his mother about the place he occupies, between white children, black children who find limited white approval, and black children who do not. Because his features leave others unsure about his racial identity, our unnamed protagonist recognizes and lets us see that race is a construction as much as an integral part of one’s identity, a matter of appearance as much as essence. All of the options are fraught, and none are entirely in his control. Or are they? Since others cannot always guess his race, is his racial identity a reality? Is there something essential in race or, as the narrator suspects, is it a figment in America’s imagination? For most of the story, this narrator can negotiate this issue sardonically, assigning the role of judge to readers who either label him or resist the temptation to do so. Once he falls in love, the issue again becomes a profoundly personal choice. Should he tell his beloved the “truth” that society compels him to state, or can he define himself any way he wants?

			This tension between our identity as something others assign to us or as something we fashion is, of course, one of literature’s perennial topics. It is also a profoundly American question that often forces people, and non-white people in particular, into options that do not liberate their agency but compromise them further, Henry Louis Gates Jr. writes in a series of profiles on influential African American men: “Somehow the choice is always between alternate inauthenticities, competing impostures.”2 Gates is suggesting that what appears as a choice isn’t a choice at all, but rather a sinister game of choosing between falsehoods. In Johnson’s supremely talented hands and with irony and compassion, this set of deceptive and false choices assumes tragic dimensions without turning his protagonist into a cliché—either the “tragic mulatto” who had become a staple character in American culture of the time, or an opportunist. Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery (1901) and W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (1903), in addition to works by pioneering writers Charles W. Chesnutt and Paul Laurence Dunbar, have been cited as precursors to Johnson’s novel, just as Nella Larsen’s 1929 novella Passing, Ralph Waldo Ellison’s 1952 Invisible Man, and some of James Baldwin’s fiction have been interpreted as being influenced by it.3

			For American writers, the question of how we become who we are and whether we can fashion ourselves in our own image rather than the views of others, is of particular urgency. “We Americans,” writes Frank Woodworth Pine in a 1916 introduction to The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin (1791), “devour eagerly any piece of writing that purports to tell us the secret of success in life.” Benjamin Franklin, Henry Adams, and Henry David Thoreau, alongside Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs, Booker T. Washington, all serve as useful foils for reading James Weldon Johnson’s novel. Although those precursors are not fictional accounts, at their heart they all explore what it means to become who we are as Americans and as authentic human beings, intent on inventing ourselves as truly free people, successfully liberated from the conventions of a repressive society. Every autobiography makes use of the formal techniques of fiction, and every autobiography is also the tale of a possible con or impostor, of someone who fashions the events of life into a coherent story and identity, like the protagonist in Herman Melville’s The Confidence-Man (1857).

			The unnamed ex-colored man in Johnson’s novel ultimately opts for fiction over history. It is not a matter of willing another reality into existence by force of the imagination, when the given reality is so unjust. But fiction can present a situation that looks different depending on the position of the observer, which is one of the points of Johnson’s book. History places individual actions in their context without being able to question both at the same time. It turns a set of impossible choices into a series of causes and effects. From his United States history book, our titular character gained “very little real information”: “I now began to study about the Civil War, but the story was told in such a condensed and skipping style that I gained from it very little real information […] It is a marvel how children ever learn any history out of books of that sort.”

			To fill in the gaps, Johnson’s protagonist turns to a circulating library and discovers “a book that cleared the whole mystery.” What is deliberately left out in his school’s history curriculum, Harriet Beecher Stowe provides with her immensely popular sentimental novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). “This work of Harriet Beecher Stowe has been the object of much unfavorable criticism. It has been assailed, not only as fiction of the most imaginative sort, but as being a direct misrepresentation.” But the book opens up something for the young ex-colored man:

			I do not think it is claiming too much to say that Uncle Tom’s Cabin was a fair and truthful panorama of slavery; however that may be, it opened my eyes as to who and what I was and what my country considered me; in fact, it gave me my bearing. But there was no shock; I took the whole revelation in a kind of stoical way. One of the greatest benefits I derived from reading the book was that I could afterwards talk frankly with my mother on all the questions which had been vaguely troubling my mind.

			Uncle Tom’s Cabin reveals to the protagonist two things: where he comes from, and “what [his] country considered” him. It leaves him the challenge, unlike the history books assigned in schools, to make himself into someone new, and someone not entirely determined by history, based on knowledge. The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man hinges on this distinction. History books had left his experience out, while fiction brought it center stage.

			For Johnson, America whitewashes her history—from elementary school to Congress, from dollar bills to national parks—and indoctrinates children into the ideology of white supremacy, obscuring or erasing the contributions of African Americans. Johnson’s insight into the deliberate distortion of history to assign white and black children a role in society, rather than let them determine their role, is a sharper criticism than the general distrust of education found in another seminal text on American identity published shortly before Johnson’s novel, The Education of Henry Adams (1906). Adams’s autobiography, posthumously awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1919, dismisses the system of formal education in favor of an independent and self-aware mind, a kind of self-education guided by Enlightenment ideals: “Nothing in education is so astonishing as the amount of ignorance it accumulates in the form of inert facts.”4 Johnson’s Autobiography, written a few years after Adams’s book, also stresses self-education, albeit for different reasons. For Adams, developing one’s mind and character apart from the ideologies spread by formal education is the hallmark of American independence. For Johnson, developing one’s mind and character while subjected to the double consciousness imposed by racism on black Americans is the hallmark of human dignity.

			The battle ground for social recognition, the consul, journalist, and civil rights leader Johnson recognized, is art—especially fiction. History places us within our circumstances, while fiction allows us to make sense of them. In The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, fiction makes the young protagonist more aware of the horrors of slavery than history textbooks. This awareness of the past provided by fiction allows him to find out his “own true relation to life and to [his] surroundings,” to use a phrase Johnson uses a decade later, in the preface to his Book of American Negro Poetry. He notes there: “A people may become great through many means, but there is only one measure by which its greatness is recognized and acknowledged. The final measure of the greatness of all peoples is the amount and standard of the literature and art they have produced.”5

			Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave had been a best seller when first published in 1845. A few years later, Walt Whitman self-published Leaves of Grass so he could distribute the first edition of his poems, where he sings himself into existence, to a few friends. Ralph Waldo Emerson found it “the most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet contributed.”6 Emerson was an active abolitionist and fierce opponent of slavery who nonetheless held to some essentialist ideas of the races that had long been subverted by countless Americans. If Whitman and Emerson could not quite anticipate a man like Johnson, they stressed that American literature is centrally concerned with telling a story of national identity as an act of the imagination as much as legislation, of self-creation as much as revolution and conquest. Johnson’s book makes true on their promise to create counter-sentences that produce a new historical narrative. This act of inaugurating a new history, centered on African American achievement, is at the heart of Johnson’s work—both as a writer and, from 1920 to 1930, as executive secretary and effectively leader of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

			In his 1930 praise of Walter Francis White’s 1924 novel The Fire in the Flint, about an African American World War I veteran and doctor who is lynched in the South, and his discussion of Larsen’s Passing, Johnson always puts “passing” in quotation marks to highlight that such an action is not natural or social, but must be considered exceptional behavior produced by exceptional and unnatural conditions, namely those of racial inequality.7 Johnson’s description of W. F. White as a “man who can be white or coloured as he may choose” offers a glimpse into Johnson’s understanding of racial identity as, at once, fluid and yet cause for him and others to smash and replace the stereotypes damaging to black Americans. Unlike other books about crossing the color line, Johnson’s novel eschews, as Darryl Pinckney points out, the “trauma of exposure” for the protagonist, “however ambivalent [he] about his choice.”8 More than a gripping exploration of race relations in America, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man seeks a position beyond the limitations and scrutiny a black poet in the United States faces, not least of which is the discussion of whether he even “passes” as being American.9 

			Johnson harbored no doubt about who was a real American. In a 1917 editorial for New York Age titled “Pure Americans,” while the United States debated the draft during World War I, in 1917, Johnson wrote: “The Negroes in this country are more truly American than two-thirds of the white population.”10 This is important for an understanding of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man. It is not only a novel about race relations in America, which could limit its significance to that of a social document. It is a novel about a man who thinks deeply about and claims the right for himself to define who he is, which makes the book relevant beyond the narrower, albeit urgent concerns of sociology, politics, and cultural history. Johnson’s character’s intention is to seize control over the mechanism by which others’ definitions of our identity prevail over those we choose. His project, like that of many others, is to attack both concrete instances of injustices and the mindset behind it, especially when such a mindset is frequently denied to exist. In a 1922 editorial (“How Opinion is Created”), he zeroes in on systemic issues without ever believing that the “system” is an abstract entity, akin to “history,” “politics,” or “culture”:

			We have often said in these columns that many colored people have the vague idea that the opposition which the Negro meets in the United States is something floating around in the air which they bump up against frequently and which incommodes or handicaps them. The opposition which we meet as a race is not that sort of thing at all. It is something which has been thought out and worked out. The Negro must realize that he can meet this opposition only through the same methods by thinking out and working out his plans.11

			Because self-invention is at the heart of the American tradition, many of the individuals who shaped and controlled mainstream culture—that is, largely, dominant white culture—wanted to limit this possibility of self-fashioning and thereby limit competition and retain control over social, political, and economic opportunities, and over the power to define what should matter to all, to white men only. But it is more difficult to curtail the imagination than political rights and economic opportunity; it is harder to squelch the human need for self-expression and self-actualization than to deny legal rights. Individuals such as Johnson, like countless others before him including Phillis Wheatley to Douglass, Dunbar, Washington, Du Bois and many other writers of the Harlem Renaissance, defied this restriction on who could turn themselves into full-blooded Americans by declaring it to be so. They did so in works that upset the reigning paradigm of what counted as American literature and culture, and what was marginal. Each of these writers was of importance to Johnson, in addition to the folk musicians, preachers, poets, and other artists often barred from formal or adequate education who created works that Johnson celebrated, anthologized, and popularized, in his Books of American Negro Spirituals (1925), the Book of American Negro Poetry (1922), and his own poems, God’s Trombones (1927), as among the greatest cultural achievements of the modern age. 

			In the introduction to his Book of American Negro Poetry (1922), Johnson identifies African American poets as “the creator of the only things artistic that have yet sprung from American soil and been universally acknowledged as distinctive American products.”12 These writers spoke from and therefore also created a place apart from the spots condoned, authorized, and partly controlled by white culture, even if their books in many cases required vetting, authentication, and publication by white men. Their works demonstrate that being an American is as much an act of self-creation as an identity bestowed by the authorities, in the form of one’s name on the cover of a book, in emancipation papers, constitutional amendments, voter registrations, or deeds of property. All of those official documents matter greatly, and Johnson devoted much of his life to ensuring African Americans their legal rights. In The Autobiography he emphasizes that the struggle does not end with new laws or formal recognition but must be fought on the level of public sentiment: “The battle was first waged over the right of the Negro to be classed as a human being with a soul; later, as to whether he had sufficient intellect to master even the rudiments of learning; and today it is being fought out over his social recognition.” 

			Writing an autobiography, even when it a fictional account, means turning the series of events in one’s time into a story. It means transforming events and occurrences into experiences by endowing them with meaning, rather than stringing them together along a timeline governed only by chronology. In an autobiography, every incident contributes to the larger story, either as a cause for other occurrences, an obstacle to overcome, or a stepping-stone leading to the present. The direction is either one of triumph, according to a bildungsroman where the protagonist’s experiences are paired with reflection and introspection to lead and moral growth, or picaresque, with little or no development of character and change of heart. The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man involves profound changes in character, deep self-reflection, and levels of introspection that remain relevant today. But it is not a bildungsroman leading to a state of wisdom with the protagonist’s adult life, though economically prosperous and thus triumphant according to America’s gospel of wealth, being a superior state. He leaves the reader to ponder, among other things, what price is too high to pay for economic prosperity.

			While based on some aspects of his own life, Johnson invented many elements of The Autobiography or based them on things he had heard and read about. He wrote it while stationed as a consul in Nicaragua and published it anonymously, concerned for his diplomatic career but intent to counter, with the novel, the avalanche of racist, antiblack propaganda that flooded American public life at that time.13 Charged by Republican administrations with back-to-back consulships in Latin America, Johnson immersed himself in Spanish-language writings, including the revolutionary poetry of Nicaraguan Rubén Darío, and lived in a place where people of many colors lived across the social spectrum. He refused to be defined along the binary of black or white and believed that the habit of categorizing people as such results from political beliefs, rather than being based on anyone’s actual features. With black people limited in opportunity in a segregated society in the United States, he devoted much of his life to fighting against betrayals of America’s democratic ideals in politics, education, business, housing, and other parts of life.

			To Johnson, it is not sufficient to fight against racial terror, racist laws, and unjust policies, all of which he did. It is not enough to correct America’s self-understanding in history books and popular culture, all of which he did. The mindset that informs these practices must be exposed and undone. Fiction, for Johnson, allowed him to speak from the place assigned to him by white society, but also to refuse this place and create new ones. He also fought against anti-black racism in journalism, activism, politics, the law, and education. There is not a little irony in the ending of The Autobiography, where the protagonist witnesses a speech by Booker T. Washington, whose positions Johnson did not endorse but whom he greatly admired:

			And it is this that all of that small but gallant band of colored men who are publicly fighting the cause of their race have behind them. Even those who oppose them know that these men have the eternal principles of right on their side, and they will be victors even though they should go down in defeat. Beside them I feel small and selfish. I am an ordinarily successful white man who has made a little money. They are men who are making history and a race.

			In his novel, Johnson sets the standard for his life. Literature, music, and the arts were the battlefield to slay the ideology itself.

			*

			James Weldon Johnson was born as the son of a mother with Bahamian and Haitian roots, and an African American father in Jacksonville, Florida. His mother’s father had been the first nonwhite elected to the Bahamian House of Assembly, and his father had been a headwaiter at a Jacksonville hotel and later became a minister. The Johnson household was shaped by his parents’ international and cosmopolitan background, and James and his brother John Rosamond Johnson, a classically trained musician who also rose to great acclaim, were educated in preparation for college and professional jobs. Johnson attended Atlanta University and returned to Jacksonville to teach and become principal at his former school, turning it into a high school. He then embarked on a career as founding editor of a newspaper, diplomat in Venezuela and Nicaragua, lobbyist, anthologist, musician, and writer. 

			He was the first African American admitted to the Florida Bar, the first African American executive secretary of the NAACP who doubled its membership, helped transform the organization from managed by whites into a political powerhouse, organized New York City’s 1917 Silent March of 10,000 people to protest the lynchings tolerated and condoned by much of white America, and rarely prosecuted in courts. With his brother John, he wrote “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” to commemorate Lincoln’s ninety-first birthday on February 12, 1900. In 1919, the NAACP dubbed the song “the Negro national hymn”; it is now referred to as the “black national anthem” and has since been performed regularly in schools, churches, and gatherings everywhere to affirm African American life. The Johnson brothers’ song “Under the Bamboo Tree,” written in collaboration with Bob Cole, sold 400,000 copies of sheet music for home use, and the three of them held a six-week engagement in London’s Palace Theatre in 1905. 

			With his brother, Johnson became a central part of the “New Negro” movement, which, during its heyday in the 1920s, countered, corrected, and sought to replace antiblack popular culture with representations of black Americans as educated, ambitious, proud, and fearless.14 In 1927, Johnson republished The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man under his own name, adding his voice to those writers he championed tirelessly in anthologies and his magisterial Black Manhattan (1930). He had identified himself as its author in a 1915 editorial in the New York Age, but the book was as subversive in 1927 as it was in 1912, challenging readers with the story of a man who chooses his identity rather than letting others define it. In 1931, he was appointed as Professor at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, and in 1934, he became the first African American professor to be appointed at New York University. He died in 1938 in a car accident while vacationing in Maine, nine days after his sixty-seventh birthday.
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