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existentialist writers, including Jean-Paul Sartre. He
continued to publish books (though none met with the
success of his earlier works), to travel and to engage

with political causes until his death from a heart attack in
1960 at the age of 52,

7.0RA NEALE HURSTON

How It Feels to Be Colored Me [1928]

Iam colored but I offer nothing in the way of extenu-
ating circumstances except the fact that I am the
only Negro in the United States whose grandfather on
the mother’s side was not an Indian chief.

I remember the very day that I became colored.
Up to my thirteenth year. I lived in the little Negro
town of Eatonville, Florida. It is exclusively a colored
town. The only white people I knew passed through
the town going to or coming from Orlando. The native
whites rode dusty horses, the Northern tourists
chugged down the sandy village road in automobiles.
The town knew the Southerners and never stopped
cane chewing when they passed. But the Northerners
were something else again. They were peered at cau-
tiously from behind curtains by the timid. The more
venturesome would come out on the porch to watch
them go past and got just as much pleasure out of the
tourists as the tourists got out of the village.

The front porch might seem a daring place for the
rest of the town, but it was a gallery seat for me. My
favorite place was atop the gate-post. Proscenium box'
for a born first-nighter, Not only did I enjoy the show,
but I didn’t mind the actors knowing that I liked it. I
usually spoke to them in passing. I'd wave at them and
when they returned my salute, I would say something
like this: “Howdy-do-well-I-thank-you-where-you-
goin?” Usually automobile or the horse paused at this,
and after a queer exchange of compliments, I would
probably “go a piece of the way” with them, as we say
in farthest Florida. If one of my family happened to
come to the frontin time to help me, of course negotia-
tions would be rudely broken off. But even so, itis clear
that I was the first “welcome-to-our-state” Floridian,

1. Theater box seats on each side of and closest to the stage.
2. Colorfast.

and I hope the Miam Chamber of Commerce will
please take notice.

During this period, white people differed from
colored to me only in that they rode through town
and never lived there. They liked to hear me “speak
pieces” and sing and wanted to see me dance the parse-
me-la and gave me generously of their small silver for
doing these things, which seemed strange to me for I
wanted to do them so much that I needed bribing to
stop. Only they didn’t know it. The colored people gave
no dimes. They deplored any joyful tendencies in me,
but I was their Zora nevertheless. I belonged to them,
to the nearby hotels, to the county—everybody’s Zora.

But changes came in the family when I was thir-
teen, and I was sent to school in Jacksonville. I left
Eatonville, the town of the oleanders, as Zora. When I
disembarked from the river-boat at Jacksonville, she
was no more, It seemed that T had suffered a sea
change. I was not Zora of Orange County any more, |
was now a little colored girl. I found it out in certain
ways. In my heart as well as in the mirror, I became a
fast? brown—warranted not to rub nor run.

But [ am not tragically colored. There is no great sor-
row dammed up in my soul, nor lurking behind my
eyes. I do not mind at all. 1 do not belong to the sob-
bing school of Negrohood who hold that nature some-
how has given them a lowdown dirty deal and whose
feelings are all hurt about it. Even in the helter-skelter
skirmish that is my life, I have seen that the world is
to the strong regardless of a little pigmentation more
or less. No, I do not weep at the world—TI am too busy
sharpening my oyster knife.?

Someone is always at my elbow reminding me that
I am the granddaughter of slaves. It fails to register
depression with me. Slavery is sixty years in the past.

3. Reference to Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor 2.2.3—4: “Why, then the world’s mine oyster,/ Which I with sword will open.”
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The operation was successful and the patient is doing
well, thank you. The terrible struggle that made me an
American out of a potential slave said “On the line!”
The Reconstruction said “Get set!” and the generation
before said “Go!” I am off to a flying start and I must
not haltin the stretch to look behind and weep. Slavery
is the price I paid for civilization, and the choice was
not with me. It is a bully adventure and worth all that I
have paid through my ancestors for it. No one on earth
ever had a greater chance for glory. The world to be won
and nothing to be lost. It is thrilling to think—to know
that for any act of mine, I shall get twice as much praise
or twice as much blame. It is quite exciting to hold the
center of the national stage, with the spectators not
knowing whether to laugh or to weep.

The position of my white neighbor is much more
difficult. No brown specter pulls up a chair beside me
when I sit down to eat. No dark ghost thrusts its leg
against mine in bed. The game of keeping what one has
is never so exciting as the game of getting.

I do not always feel colored. Even now I often
achieve the unconscious Zora of Eatonville before the
Hegira.*I feel most colored when I am thrown against
a sharp white background.

For instance at Barnard. “Beside the waters of the
Hudson” 1 feel my race. Among the thousand white
persons, I am a dark rock surged upon, and overswept,
but through it all, I remain myself. When covered by
the waters, [ am; and the ebb but reveals me again.

Sometimes it is the other way around. A white
person is set down in our midst, but the contrast is just
as sharp for me. For instance, when [ sit in the drafty
basement that is The New World Cabaret with a white
person, my color comes. We enter chatting about any
little nothing that we have in common and are seated
by the jazz waiters. In the abrupt way that jazz orches-
tras have, this one plunges into a number. It loses no
time in cricumlocutions, but gets right down to busi-
ness. It constricts the thorax and splits the heart with
its tempo and narcotic harmonies. This orchestra grows
rambunctious, rears on its hind legs and attacks the
tonal veil with primitive fury, rending it, clawing it

until it breaks through to the jungle beyond. I follow
those heathen—follow them exultingly. I dance wildly
inside myself; I yell within, I whoop; I shake my
assegai® above my head, I hurl it true to the mark
yeeeeooww! 1 am in the jungle and living in the jungle
way. My face is painted red and yellow and my body is
painted blue. My pulse is throbbing like a war drum.
[ want to slaughter something—give pain, give death
to what, I do not know. But the piece ends. The men of
the orchestra wipe their lips and rest their fingers. I
creep back slowly to the veneer we call civilization
with the last tone and find the white friend sitting
motionless in his seat, smoking calmly.

“Good music they have here,” he remarks, drum-
ming the table with his fingertips.

Music. The great blobs of purple and red emotion
have not touched him. He has only heard what I felt.
He is far away and I see him but dimly across the ocean
and the continent that have fallen between us. He is so
pale with his whiteness then and I am so colored.

At certain times I have no race, [ am me. When I set my
hat at a certain angle and saunter down Seventh Ave-
nue, Harlem City, feeling as snooty as the lions in front
of the Forty-Second Street Library,® for instance. So
far as my feelings are concerned, Peggy Hopkins Joyce
on the Boule Mich” with her gorgeous raiment, stately
carriage, knees knocking together in a most aristo-
cratic manner, has nothing on me. The cosmic Zora
emerges. I belong to no race nor time. I am the eternal
feminine with its string of beads.

I have no separate feeling about being an Ameri-
can citizen and colored. I am merely a fragment of the
Great Soul that surges within the boundaries. My
country, right or wrong.

Sometimes, I feel discriminated against, but it does
not make me angry. It merely astonishes me. How can
any deny themselves the pleasure of my company? It's
beyond me.

But in the main, I feel like a brown bag of miscel-
lany propped against a wall. Against a wall in company
with other bags, white, red and yellow. Pour out the

4. Allusion to Muhammad's emigration to Medina from Mecca, referring here to Hurston’s move from Eatonville to Jacksonville.

5. Spear,
6. The main branch of the New York Public Library.

7. Boulevard Saint-Michel, a major street in the Latin Quarter of Paris; Joyce: white American actress and celebrity (1893-1957).
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contents, and there is discovered a jumble of small
things priceless and worthless. A first-water diamond,”
an empty spool, bits of broken glass, lengths of string, a
key to a door long since crumbled away, a rusty knife-
blade, old shoes saved for a road that never was and
never will be, a nail bent under the weight of things too
heavy for any nail, a dried flower or two still a little fra-
grant. In your hand is the brown bag. On the ground
before you in the jumble it held—so much like the jum-
ble in the bags, could they be emptied, that all might be
dumped in a single heap and the bags refilled without
altering the content of any greatly. A bit of colored glass
more or less would not matter. Perhaps that is how the
Great Stuffer of Bags filled them in the first place—who
knows?

From The World Tomorrow, May 1928, p. 215.

RicHARD WRIGHT

Blueprint for Negro Writing [1937]

1. THE ROLE OF NEGRO WRITING:
Two DEFINITIONS

Generally speaking, Negro writing in the past has been
confined to humble novels, poems, and plays, prim
and decorous ambassadors who went a-begging to
white America. They entered the Court of American
Public Opinion dressed in the knee-pants of servil-
ity, curtsying to show that the Negro was not inferior,
that he was human, and that he had a life comparable
to that of other people. For the most part these artis-
tic ambassadors were received as though they were
French poodles who do clever tricks.

White America never offered these Negro writ-
ers any serious criticism. The mere fact that a Negro
could write was astonishing. Nor was there any deep
concern on the part of white America with the role
Negro writing should play in American culture; and
the role it did play grew out of accident rather than
intent or design. Either it crept in through the kitchen

8. A diamond of the highest quality.

in the form of jokes or it was the fruits of that foul soil
which was the result of a liaison between inferiority-
complexed Negro “geniuses” and burnt-out white Bohe-
mians with money.

On the other hand, these often technically bril-
liant performances by Negro writers were looked upon
by the majority of literate Negroes as something to be
proud of. At best, Negro writing has been something
external to the lives of educated Negroes themselves.
That the productions of their writers should have been
something of a guide in their daily living is a matter
which seems never to have been raised seriously.

Under these conditions Negro writing assumed
two general aspects: (1) It became a sort of conspicu-
ous ornamentation, the hallmark of “achievement.” (2)
It became the voice of the educated Negro pleading
with white America for justice.

Rarely was the best of this writing addressed to
the Negro himself, his needs, his sufferings, his aspira-
tions. Through misdirection, Negro writers have been
far better to others than they have been to themselves.
And the mere recognition of this places the whole
question of Negro writing in a new light and raises a
doubt as to the validity of its present direction,

2. THE MINORITY OUTLOOK

Somewhere in his writings Lenin makes the observa-
tion that oppressed minorities often reflect the tech-
niques of the bourgeoisie more brilliantly than some
sections of the bourgeoisie themselves. The psycho-
logical importance of this becomes meaningful when
it is recalled that oppressed minorities, and especially
the petty bourgeois sections of oppressed minorities,
strive to assimilate the virtues of the bourgeoisie in
the assumption that by doing so they can lift them-
selves into a higher social sphere. But not only among
the oppressed petty bourgeoisie does this occur. The
workers of a minority people, chafing under exploita-
tion, forge organizational forms of struggle to better
their lot. Lacking the handicaps of false ambition and
property, they have access to a wide social vision and a
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deep social consciousness. They display a greater free-
dom and initiative in pushing their claims upon civili-
zation than even do the petty bourgeoisie. Their
organizations show greater strength, adaptability, and
efficiency than any other group or class in society.

That Negro workers, propelled by the harsh con-
ditions of their lives, have demonstrated this conscious-
ness and mobility for economic and political action
there can be no doubt. But has this consciousness been
reflected in the work of Negro writers to the same
degree as it has in the Negro workers’ struggle to free
Herndon' and the Scottsboro Boys, in the drive toward
unionism, in the fight against lynching? Have they as
creative writers taken advantage of their unique minor-
ity position?

The answer decidedly is no. Negro writers have
lagged sadly, and as time passes the gap widens between
them and their people.

How can this hiatus be bridged? How can the ener-
vating effects of this longstanding split be eliminated?

In presenting questions of this sort an attitude of
self-consciousness and self-criticism is far more likely
to be a fruitful point of departure than a mere recount-
ing of past achievements. An emphasis upon tendency
and experiment, a view of society as something
becoming rather than as something fixrd and admired
is the one which points the way for Negro writers to
stand shoulder to shoulder with Negro workers in
mood and outlook.

3. AWHOLE CULTURE

There is, however, a culture of the Negro which is hisand
has been addressed to him a culture which has, for good
orill, helped to clarify his consciousness and create emo-
tional attitudes which are conducive to action. This cul-
ture has stemmed mainly from two sources: (1) the
Negro church and (2) the folklore of the Negro people.
It was through the portals of the church that the
American Negro first entered the shrine of western cul-
ture. Living under slave conditions of life, bereft of his
African heritage, the Negroes’ struggle for religion on
the plantations between 1820-60 assumed the form of a
struggle for human rights. It remained a relatively revo-

lutionary struggle until religion began to serve as an
antidote for suffering and denial. But even today there
are millions of American Negroes whose only sense of a
whole universe, whose only relation to society and man,
and whose only guide to personal dignity comes
through the archaic morphology of Christian salvation.

It was, however, in a folklore moulded out of rig-
orous and inhuman conditions of life that the Negro
achieved his most indigenous and complete expres-
sion. Blues, spirituals, and folk tales recounted from
mouth to mouth; the whispered words of a black mother
to her black daughter on the ways of men, to confiden-
tial wisdom of a black father to his black son; the swap-
ping of sex experiences on street corners from boy to
boy in the deepest vernacular; work songs sung under
blazing suns—all these formed the channels through
which the racial wisdom flowed.

One would have thought that Negro writers in the
last century of striving at expression would have contin-
ued and deepened this folk tradition, would have tried
to create a more intimate and yet a more profoundly
social system of artistic communication between them
and their people. But the illusion that they could escape
through individual achievement the harsh lot of their
race swung Negro writers away from any such path.
Two separate cultures sprang up: one for the Negro
masses, unwritten and unrecognized and the other for
the sons and daughters of a rising Negro bourgeoisie,
parasitic and mannered.

Today the question is: Shall Negro writing be for
the Negro masses, moulding the lives and conscious-
ness of those masses toward new goals, or shall it con-
tinue begging the question of the Negroes’ humanity?

4. THE PROBLEM OF NATIONALISM
IN NEGRO WRITING

In stressing the difference between the role Negro
writing failed to play in the lives of the Negro people,
and the role it should play in the future if it is to serve
its historic functions in pointing out the fact that
Negro writing has been addressed in the main to a
small white audience rather than to a Negro one, it
should be stated that no attempt is being made here to

1. Angelo Herndon (1913-97), union organizer convicted in 1932 in Georgia for insurrection,



