Alain Locke, The New Negro (1925)

INn THE LaST decade something beyond the watch and guard of
statistics has happened in the life of the American Negro and the
three norns who have traditionally presided over the Negro prob-
lem have a changeling in their laps. The Sociologist, the Philanthro-
pist, the Race-leader are not unaware of the New Negro, but they are
at a loss to account for him. He simply cannot be swathed in their
formulz. For the younger generation is vibrant with a new psychol-
ogy; the new spirit is awake in the masses, and under the VEry eyes
of the professional observers is tra nsforming what has been a peren-
nial problem into the progressive phases of contemporary Negro
life.
o e

With this renewed self-respect and self-dependence, the life of
the Negro community is bound to enter a new dynamic phase, the
buoyancy from within compensating for whatever pressure there
may be of conditions from without. The migrant masses, shifting

from countryside to city, hurdle several generations of experience at
a leap, but more important, the same thing happens spiritually in
the life-attitudes and self-expression of the Young Negro, in his
poetry, his art, his education and his new outlook, with the addi-
tional advantage, of course, of the poise and greater certainty of
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knowing what it is all about. From this comes the promise and war-
rant of a new leadership. As one of them has discerningly put it:

We have tomorrow
Bright before us

Like a flame.

Yesterday, a night-gone thing

A sun-down name.

Anddawn today
Broad arch above the road we came.
We march!

The day of “aunties,” “uncles” and “mammies” is equally gone.
Uncle Tom and Sambo have passed on, and even the “Colonel” and
“George” play barnstorm roles from which they escape with relief
when the public spotlight is off. The popular melodrama has about
playeditself out, anditistime to scrap the fictions, garret the bogeys
and settle down to a realistic facing of facts.

First we must observe some of the changes which since the tradi-
tional lines of opinion were drawn have rendered these quite obso-
lete. A main change has been, of course, that shifting of the Negro
population which has made the Negro problem no longer exclu-
sively or even predominantly Southern.

s e n

Here in Manhattan isnot mevely the largest Negro community in
the world, but the first concentration in history of so many diverse
elements of Negro life. It has attracted the African, the West Indian,
the Negro American; has brought together the Negro of the North
and the Negro of the South; the man from the city and the man from
the town and village; the peasant, the student, the business man, the
professional man, artist, poet, musician, adventurer and worker,
preacher and criminal, exploiter and social outcast. Each group has
come with its own separate motives and for its own special ends, but
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their greatest experience has been the finding of one another. Pro-
scription and prejudice have thrown these dissimilar elements into
a common area of contact and interaction. Within this area, race
sympathy and unity have determined a further fusing of sentiment
and experience. So what began in terms of segregation becomes
more and more, as its elements mix and react, the laboratory of a
great race-welding. Hitherto, it must be admitted that American
Negroes have been a race more in name than in fact, or to be exact,
more in sentiment than in experience. The chief bond between
them has been that of a common condition rather than a common
consciousness; a problem in common rather than a life in common,
In Harlem, Negro life is seizing upon its first chances for group
expression and self-determination. It is—or promises at least to
be—a race capital. That is why our comparison is taken with those
nascent centers of folk-expression and self-determination which are
playing a creative part in the world to-day. Without pretense to their
political significance, Harlem has the same role to play for the New
Negro as Dublin has had for the New Ireland or Prague for the New
Czechoslovakia,
v v e

(Two new] interests are racial but in a new and enlarged way. One
is the consciousness of acting as the advance-guard of the African
peoples in their contact with Twentieth Century civilization; the
other, the sense of a mission of rehabilitating the race in world esteem
from that loss of prestige for which the fate and conditions of slav-
ery have so largely been responsible, Harlem, as we shall see, is the
center of both these movements; she is the home of the Negro’s
“Zionism." The pulse of the Negro world has begun to beat in Har-
lem. A Negro Newspaper carrying news material in English, French
and Spanish, gathered from all quarters of America, the West Indies
and Africa has maintained itself in Harlem for over five years. Two
important magazines, both edited from New York, maintain their
news and circulation consistently on a cosmopolitan scale. Under
American auspices and backing, three pan-African congresses have
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been held abroad for the discussion of common interests, colonial
questions and the future cooperative development of Africa. In
terms of the race question as a world problem, the Negro mind has
leapt, so to speak, upon the parapets of prejudice and extended its
cramped horizons. In so doing it has linked up with the growing
group consciousness of the dark peoples and is gradually learning
their common interests. As one of our writers has recently put it:
“Itisimperative that we understand the white world in its relations
tothe non-white world.” As with the Jew, persecution is making the
Negro international.

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

modern people can lay claim to.
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Questions

1. What does Locke mean when he writes, “the day of ‘aunties, “uncles

and ‘mammies’” is gone?

2. Why does Locke consider Harlem a true “race capital” for blacks?






