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This paper focuses on the role of the writer as a social 

activist .  Accordingly, I examine novel ist/essay ists who 

published during the H arlem Renaissance period 1920 
to 1930 and in some cases beyond. I am interested in 

part in the Pan·African movement as it impacted on this 

era of Afro·American history. The central quest ion ex· 

plored is what are some of the dynamics that exist be· 

tween the wr iter, movement elites, movement rank· in· 

file, and the broader Afro·American community? The 

central focus is on the kind of interactions that take place 

between the writer as a pol it ical act ivist,  movement 

elites, and movement act ivists. The following writers 

seem to reflect this particular per iod · W. E. B. Du Bois, 

Claude McKay, Langston Hughes among others. 

The Har lem Rena issance : A H istorical  Overview 

What makes a novel po l i t ical  is its subject matte r. Po l it ics need 
not be the centra l  focus of a p i ece of f ict i o n  so l o n g  as it  i s  i nte rwove n 

t h roughout the  sto ry and has at l east a secondary i mpact on  the  charac· 
ters. The author  may be both observe r or part ic i pant obse rve r in the 
events recorded with i n  the  nove l .  A l i enat ion ,  as a theme i n  most  po l i t ica l  
f ict i on ,  has many d iffe rent facets . I t  has soc ia l , psycho log ica l ,  and,  in  
certa i n  s i tuat ions ,  po l i t ica l  ram if icat ions .  There has been a tende ncy in 
the recent past to def ine " po l i t ica l  f ict ion "  i n  a far too na rrow sense "as 
f ict ion focus ing  on  the  l ives of po l i t ica l ly p romi nent i nd iv idua ls , "  an  ex· 
amp le  be ing Robe rt Pen n  Warren 's  All the King 's Men. 1 The pu rpose 
here i s  to somewhat b roaden the parameters . 

A major  po in t  to exp lo re i n  th i s  paper is to what extent can a 
certa i n  gen re of nove ls be a sou rce for  p red ict i ng  the r ise , t ransfo rma· 
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t ion , o r  dec l i ne  of soc ia l  movements? I t h i nk  the answe r to th is  quest ion  
may be part ia l ly  dependent on  such facto rs as : 1 )  when a novel  is  pub­
l i s hed and the s ize and composit ion  of the reade rsh i p ,  2 )  the c i rcum­
stances su rround i ng  the pub l icat ion o f  the nove l ,  espec ia l l y  where pub ­
l i she r  demands  may  tend  to  a lte r t he  content o f  the nove l i n  a po l i t ica l  
d i rect ion  or  which could obscu re the i ntended message, 3) the author 's 
c rafts mansh ip  and com m u n icat ions sk i l l s ,  4) the author's  ide nt i f icat ion  
w i th  a cause ,  5) the comm u n icat ions p rocesses between the author  and 
the leadersh i p  of a movement wh ich can often speak to the matu rity 
leve l of the movement as we l l  as the author 's ,  and 6) the commun icat ion  
p rocesses between the author  and the movement 's  ran k- i n -f i l e .  The 
above po i nts a re d ifficu lt but not  i mposs ib le  avenues for emp i r ical  re­
searc h .  Of the six po i nts ,  the q uest ion of l i n ks between  author  and so­
c ia l  movement is  most s ign if icant and also q u ite complex .  The careers 
of W. E . B .  D u  Bo is  and C laude McKay have been se lected fo r exp lo ra­
t ion in t h i s  paper, a l though  I w i l l  a lso touch on a few add i t iona l  authors .  

I t  can be assu med that even the most popu lar  nove l ,  i . e . ,  w ide ly 
read work ,  reaches on ly  a sma l l  segment of the popu lat ion ,  part icu la rly  
now with the adve nt of te lev is ion but  a lso d u ri n g  the period under  d is ­
cuss ion .  Thus ,  pol i t ica l ly  or iented nove ls  do not ,  i n  most  cases ,  reach a 
mass aud ience.  The i r  i mpact i s  the refo re an i n d i rect one--from author  to 
the reade r--to a m uch la rger  aud ience .  

I t  may be that t h e  author w h o  ident i f ies with a soc ia l -po l it ica l  
movement  has the  ab i l ity to reach a b roade r  pub l i c ,  thus contr i but i ng to 
its effo rts to expand and win support .  The author  thus becomes a spokes­
pe rson .  Can the autho r o r  the art ist reta i n  a rt ist ic i nteg rity under  these 
c i rcu mstances? This is  the dynamic I wi l l  ret u rn to later  on in th is  d is­
cuss io n .  

What Const i tutes 'B lack Po l i t ica l  F ict ion '?  

What has  been sa id about  po l it ica l ly  or iented novels ho lds  true 
to a l a rge  extent fo r black po l i t ica l  f ict ion .  The Har lem Re naissance e ra 
was an  i mportant h isto r ical  t ime f rame i n  b lack America .  It was a per iod 
i n  wh ich Af r ican Ame ricans were strugg l i ng  to rega in  the i r  Af r ican iden­
t i ty with i n  an Ame rican context . The b lack i nte l l i gents ia took the lead i n  
t h i s  p rocess , o r  a t  least a s i gn if icant seg ment o f  i t  was act ive i n  this 
endeavor, i nc l ud i ng  people l i ke Du Bo is  and McKay. The Har lem Re­
naissance ref lected a c lash betwee n i nte l lectua l  st i rr ings and pol i t ical 
ideo log ical controversy over goals and the tact ics necessary to ach ieve 
those goa ls .  The Pan-Af r ican movements of 1 9 1 9  th rough  1 929 ,  and i n  
s o m e  cases we l l  i nto t h e  1 930s , contr ibuted t o  t h e  p rocess o f  conscious­
ness ra i s i ng .  

To the extent that it was a s i ng le  movement ,  Pan-Afr ican ism 
rep resented the g row ing  awareness that peop le of co lor, i n  th is  case 
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b lack peop le ,  were i n  fact a force in i nternat iona l  pol i t ics even though  
they were sti l l  f i ght i ng  the  centu r ies  o ld effects o f  E u ropean colon ia l i sm ; 
effects wh ich a re st i l l  be i ng  fe l t  o n  the  cont i nent of Afr ica as th is  paper i s  
be ing  written .  I n  many ways the  cu rrent  conf l icts p re-date the a rr ival o f  
E u ropean co lon ia l i sm but  were neverthe less exacerbated by i ts  arr iva l .  
Even the  de l i berations  of the  Leag u e  of Nat ions ( 1 9 1 9-20s) were im­
pacted by  the Pan-Afr ican move ment .  I n  any  case one cannot d iscuss 
the Har lem Rena issance period wi thout at  l east acknowledg i ng  the p res­
ence of Pan-African i sm as a v i ta l  fo rce . 

Pan-Af r ica n i s m  fed i nto t he  H a rl e m  Rena issance pe riod by 
b reaki ng the iso lat ion  of Af r ican Ame r icans from the i r  h i stor ical  roots . As 
with any social movement that c rosses geograph ical boundaries and 
even oceans ,  it had with i n  it conf l ict i ng  ideo log ical  cu rrents . I t  is also not 
su rpr is i ng ,  given the geo-po l i t ica l  rea l i t ies of the t ime ,  that the i m petus 
fo r the Pan -Af r ican movement  had its beg i n n i ngs outs ide the Afr ican 
cont i nent lead by people l i ke Du Bois and George Pad more.  The majo r  
conf l ict ing cu rrents we re b lack  nat io na l i sm and Marxism ,  with d iv is ions 
i n  each camp.  These cu rrents were a lso a part of the Har lem Rena is ­
sance era .  I n  many ways , the Harlem Renaissance movement embraced 
Pan-African ism and res i sted i t  at the same t ime ,  and th is  was ce rta i n ly a 
central part of the po l i t ics of i dent ity. Pan-Afr ican ism was a movement 
for cu ltu ra l  renewa l ,  revita l i zat io n ,  and i n  some cases cu l tu ra l  t ransfor­
mation ;  and thus at t imes it was and st i l l  is at war with itse l f .  

To th is  end I wi l l  offe r a br ief  ana lys is  of l i terary works pub l i shed 
d u ri ng  the late r part of the  1 920s and ,  to a lesser extent ,  the 1 950s ,  
s i nce the impact of the Har lem Rena issance exte nds beyond the 1 920s .  
I n  many ways they ref lect the p rocess of strugg le  toward consc ious ness 
ra is i ng .  In fact if one we re to exam ine  D u  Bois '  Dark Princess2 and h i s  
late r work--Black Flame: The Ordeal o f  Mansart, 3 Mansart Builds a 
School,4 and Worlds of COloP - -one  can see a cont i n u i ng theme unfo l d .  
The  tr i logy is  not str ict ly autob iog raph ica l  b ut does conta i n  featu res that 
have those ove rtones .  

Al ienation a n d  t h e  B l a c k  Identity-- 1 920s t o  1 950s 

W. E . B  Du Bo is '  po l i t ica l  act iv ism is we l l  known ,  as are his j ou r­
na l i st ic writ ings and essays . H i s  f ict ion  p ieces are less we l l  known but 
deal  wi th issues and themes covered i n  h is  non-f ict io n .  

Dark Princess and h i s  Black Flame Trilogy are l i n ked together  i n  
terms of thematic deve lopment ,  yet t h e  t r i logy is  a far more extens ive 
p iece of work pub l i shed late in h is m u lt i -faceted career. The t r i logy actu ­
a l l y  dep icts an important c ross roads i n  h i s  po l i t ica l  evo lu t ion .  I n  1 96 1  h e  
open ly dec lared h i s  su pport  o f  the  U . S .  Commun ist Party a s  t h e  f i na l  
segment of  Black Flame - Worlds of  Color was pub l i shed . Howeve r, Du 
Bo is  had always supported soc ia l i st idea ls  s i nce fa i r ly ear ly  i n  h i s  career  
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and part t h ree of Black Flame represented the c u l m i nat ion  of h i s  po l i t i ­
ca l  evo lvement  desp ite attempts , fa i r ly successf u l  d u r i n g  the  1 950s,  to  
ostracize and  iso late h im f rom the Afro Amer ican comm u n ity. 

Du Bo is '  f ict ion  works, l i ke many othe rs of the pe r iod , reached a 
re lat ive ly  sma l l  segment of the popu lat ion  even wi th i n  the Af ro American 
comm u n ity, yet it touched a larger  aud ience because of majo r  events 
that were taki ng  p lace.  This holds true fo r the 1 920s as wel l  as the 1 950s. 
Thus  h is nove ls  managed to captu re the sp i rit of the t imes .  He was a 
lead i n g  part ic ipant i n  the n u merous Pan-Af r ican cong resses ,  part icu­
l a r ly f ro m  the early 1 920s to the late 1 930s.  He  was i n  eve ry sense of 
the  p h rase a part ic i pant obse rver d u ri ng  the t ime frame under  d iscus­
s i o n .  Th is was to be the case up  u nt i l the day he  d ied .  

As Part One- - The Ordeal of  Mansart opens the reade r  f i nds  that 
Manue l  Mansart 's father  was m u rdered by members of the Ku  K lux  K lan 
because h e  was attempt i ng ,  with some success ,  to o rgan ize b lack and 
poor  wh ites aga i nst the landed ar istocracy i n  the South ,  most  l i ke ly  Geor­
g i a .  The m u rde r  took p lace the same n igh t  Manue l  Mansart ,  the  pr inc i ­
pa l  character  i n  the t r i logy, was born .  Part Two--Mansart Builds a School 
p icks up the story about twenty years late r as Mansart became a b lack 
ed ucato r. Th is facet of the sto ry is  somewhat autob iog raph ical  except 
that D u  Bo is  was not born i n  the South but i n  New Eng land of a m ixed 
rac ia l  he r i tage. The last segment Worlds of Color dep icts Mansart at a 
fa i r ly late stage i n  h i s  l i fe . He  t rave led abroad to E u rope and As ia and 
th is  rep resented an i mportant turn ing po i nt i n  h i s  l ife. Aga i n ,  the t ime 
f rame i s  more than suggest ive . I n  the book the t ime per iod  i s  c i rca 1 936 
h i g h l i g hted by the rise of fasc ism in E u rope and Japanese m i l i tari sm i n  
As ia .  Part T h ree came ou t  o n  the wake o f  the McCarthy per iod 1 950-57 . 
I t  is a lso  i mportant to remember that Du  Bo is  d ied i n  1 963 d u ri ng  the 
h i stor ic march  on  Wash i ngton .  At  the t ime he was work ing on an ed i t ion  
of the  E ncyc loped ia Af r icana i n  newly independent G hana .  Thus ,  Black 
Flame l ite ra l l y  covers the l i fe span of one  of the g reatest men  of th i s  
centu ry. 

To some extent Du Bois stood above the  in terna l  i n -f i gh t i ng  that 
was a f req uent fact of l ife i n  left-w ing po l i t ics t h roughout the 1 920- 1 950 
per iod . The q uest ion of how one "stands above" i nterna l  i n -f i gh t i ng  with i n  
a soc ia l  movement  i s  i tself complex.  Somehow D u  B o i s  was a b l e  to 
retain  h i s  com m itment and avo id most of the batt les over persona l  egos.  
I do  not mean to suggest that he was tota l l y  i m m u ne to these k inds of 
p ressures ,  but ,  fo r the most part ,  he  d id  manage to reta i n  a sense of 
ba lance over the years .  

U n l i ke ce rta i n  oth e r  write rs o f  t h e  per iod , f o r  examp le  Jean 
Toomer  and Jesse Fauset Ne l la  Larsen ,  C laude McKay was a lso ve ry 
much  the part ic i pant obse rve r at least d u ri ng  the f i rst two decades.  Th is  
is  one of the s i gn if icant d iffe rences betwee n  h im and D u  Bo is ,  who re­
ma ined act ive t h roug hout  h i s  l ife . McKay was a co-edi tor of Liberator 
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magaz ine ,  a socia l ist per iod ica l  of that e ra .  He a lso b rought  a West I n ­
d i a n  car ibbean perspect ive t o  t h e  Afr ican Ame rican exper ience.  He  was 
pr i mar i ly  a poet but h i s  novel  Home to Harlem st i rred up a l most as much  
controversy as  Car l  Van Vechte n 's  Nigger Heaven pub l i s hed two years 
ear l i e r, and fo r many of the same reasons .  D u  Bo is  attacked both Van 
Vechten 's  and McKay's writ i ngs i n  h i s  ed ito r ia ls appear ing i n  Crisis maga­
z i ne .  Most of the cr it ic isms of the two nove ls  revolved a round  what many 
people fe lt  was a one sided po rtrayal of l ife in Har le m .  Van Vechten ,  who 
was whi te ,  was attacked because many peop le fe l t  he  betrayed the con­
f idences of peop le  he  i nte rv iewed whi le  do ing research  for h is  nove l .  As 
a fr iend of Mabe l  Dodge ,  patron sa int of the G reenwich V i l lage move­
ment, he  served as a l i n k  of sorts with the Har lem Renaissance peop le .  

The t i t le Nigger Heaven was meant  to be i ron ica l  i n  tone . I n­
deed the same p h rase " N igger  H eave n "  appears i n  context i n  McKay's 
nove l .  I t  is  spoken  by one of the m ino r  characte rs i n  the sto ry :  

I shou ld  t h i nk  the n igger  heaven o f  a theate r downtown 
is bette r than anyth i ng  in th i s  heah Har lem said Sussy. 
When we fee ls l i ke go ing  out  its better  we enjoy ou rse'f  
i n  the l i ' l  corne r the wh ite fo l ks '  low us, and then sh uff le 
a long back home.  I t 's  good and q u iet ovah i n  B rook­
lyn .6 

The above can be contrasted by d ia logue spoken by another  re lat ive 
m ino r  characte r in Home to Harlem. I t  too is  h i g h ly  suggestive of c lass 
conf l ict wit h i n  the Afr ican Amer ican commun ity. The l i nes are spoken by 
M iss C u rdy:  " I  never did have anyt ime for  Har lem . . . .  When I was h i gh  up 
i n  society al l  respectab le co lored peop le  l ived in Wash i ngton .  There was 
no Har lem fu l l  of n i gge rs then .  I dec lare ! "? 

I n  Van Vechte n 's  nove l the pr inc ipa l  characte r B ryan Kasson 
i nt roduces the ph rase " N igger  Heave n "  i n  th i s  context : 

N igger  Heave n !  N i gge r  H eave n !  That 's what heaven 
i s .  We s it in our p laces in the ga l le ry of th i s  New York 
theate r and watch the wh ite wor ld s i tt i ng  down be low in 
the good seats i n  the o rchest ra .  Occas iona l ly  they t u rn 
the i r  faces up towards us ,  the i r  hard ,  crue l  faces ,  to laugh 
or  sneer, but they never becko n .  I t  neve r seems to oc­
cur  to them that n igger  heaven is  c rowded ,  that there 
i sn 't another  seat ,  that someth i ng  has to be done .  I t  
doesn 't seem to occu r  to them e i ther, that we s i t  above 
them ,  that we can d rop  t h i ngs down on them and crush 
them,  that we can swoop down f rom th is  n igger  heaven 
and take t he i r  seats. N o ,  they have no fear of thai !  
Har le m !  The mecca of the new Negro !  My  God ! 8 
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Look ing  back on th is  per iod I get the imp ress ion f rom read i n g  
these two nove ls a n d  reviews o f  t h e m ,  i nc l ud ing  those from the b lack 
p ress as wel l ,  that  some of  the c r i t ic isms we re knee je rk  react ions .  Th is  
i s  not to imp ly that McKay's and Van Vechten ' s  works we re wi thout sty­
l i st ic p rob lems ,  part icu la rly with the lack of f u l l e r  deve lopment of the 
ma in  characte rs--Jake B rown and B ryan Kasson .  

D u ri ng  t h e  Har lem Renaissance e ra ,  Langston H u g hes ,  C laude 
McKay and Du  Bo is  each had d i rect t ies  w i th  organ ized po l it ica l  move­
ments . H u g hes was p robably the more wide ly read of the t h ree ,  wi th the 
poss ib le  except ion  of Du  Bois '  art ic les i n  Crisis.9 The i r  t ies ,  however, 
were ambiva lent  espec ia l ly with the various leaders h i p  e l ites . Some of 
th i s  amb iva lence can be traced to c lashes of persona l ity, d i sagreement 
ove r movement  tact ics i n  a g iven s i tuat ion ,  a rg u ments ove r the mean i n g  
o f  part icu la r  events ,  o r  often a combi nat ion o f  these facto rs . A d ist inc­
t ion  shou ld  be made between be i ng  a l i gned w i th  a movement  and be ing 
t ied to a part icu lar  po l i t ica l  pa rty. There is  a lso the q uest i on  of be ing  a 
party sympath izer  and/o r a member  subject to the d isc i p l i ne  of party 
membersh i p. Al l  these factors suggest d iffe rent k inds of p ress u res .  

I t  has been argued i n  t i mes past that a write r who is  subjected 
to the d i sc i p l i ne  of a po l i t ica l  pa rty cannot reta i n  h i s/her art ist ic i nteg r ity. 
The charge  has more often than not been leve led at wr i ters who we re 
members of the Commun ist Pa rty. 1 0 I wou ld  a rgue  that it depends o n  
how one chooses t o  def ine  art ist ic i ndependence and , more important ly, 
art ist ic i ntegr ity. Fu rthe rmo re ,  it depends on  whether  the party i n  ques­
t ion has a suff ic ient sense of  i t s  goa ls  as we l l  as the tact ica l  sense of  
how to reach them.  The wr i ter who ident i f ies w i th  a movement  rathe r  
than a po l i t ica l  party faces a d iffe rent se t  o f  p rob lems re lated to the 
d ive rs ity of soc ia l  movements l i ke the c iv i l  r ig hts movement ,  women 's  
l i be rat ion  and  so o n .  The i r  goa ls  are more often than not  i l l -def i ned  and  
the tactics a re usua l ly  adapted on a day to  day bas is .  I n  th i s  s i tuat ion  the 
art ist as soc ia l  act iv ist has l i tt l e  sense of  d i rect ion .  Th is  i s  not to imp ly 
that the a rt i st is i ncapable of p lott i ng  h i s/her own sense of d i rect ion .  
Howeve r, i t i s  a d i fferent matter  if one is  to  ident ify w i th  and wo rk fo r a 
speci f ic soc ia l  cause.  The quest ion then becomes how does one use 
the i r  ta lents for the benef i t  of the movement and at the same t ime per­
fect t he i r  c raft? Th is  can be a comp lex p rocess wh ich  may depend o n  
s u c h  factors a s  c learly def i ned goa ls ,  coherence i n  t h e  deve lopment of 
sound tact ics , and the degree of i nternal  d ia logue with i n  the specif ic 
po l i t ical  organ izat ion . I t  m ight be bette r for the a rt i sts who are com m itted 
to revo lu t ionary idea ls to a l i gn  themse lves with a po l i t ica l  party rather  
than a b road based soc ia l  movement .  

H u g hes re mained re lat ive ly  a loof f rom the Nat iona l  Associat ion  
fo r the Advancement o f  Co lored Peop le (NAAC P) ,  yet cont i n ued to  func­
t ion as an art ist committed to revo l ut ionary ideals as he  saw them.  McKay 
became d i s i l l us ioned du r i ng  the 1 930s as d id  many othe rs .  The reasons 
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for such widesp read d i s i l l us ion ment  a re many and vary with each  i nd i ­
v idual  art ist. Du Bois remained active even after h i s  b reak with t he  NAACP 
leade rsh ip .  Except for Oark Princess and the  t r i logy most of  h is  writ i ngs  
are i n  the non-f iction  genre .  I a lso be l i eve that D u  Bo is  was a better  
h istor ian than e i ther  H ughes o r  McKay due i n  part to h i s  academic tra in ­
i ng ,  as  we l l  as h is  un i que  sense o f  h istory. I t  appears that Du  Bo is  moved 
f rom a general ized co mmitment to soc ia l  change to a part icu larist ic com­
m itment i n  1 96 1 , keep ing  in mind the  h istor ical facto rs then in  p lace at 
that t ime .  Certa i n ly the r ise of the  Af r ican independence movements 
and the U . S .  C iv i l  R i g hts movement  were among the major  social forces 
of the per iod . There is  l i tt le  doubt that h i s  nonf ict ion  jou rna l i st ic writ i ngs  
had a g reate r mass appea l  than e i ther  o f  h i s  two f ict ion  p ieces . How­
ever, his non-f ict ion wr it i ngs  d i d  reach a sma l l  but g rowing  e l ite with i n  
t h e  Afr ican American com m u n ity. 

I n  describ i ng  the Har lem Re naissance movement and its es­
sent ia l  d iffe rence f rom the G reenwich V i l lage movement of the same 
pe riod , obse rve rs such as Haro ld  C ruse and Nathan H ugg ins  noted that 
"whatever d iff icu l t ies of art fo r the wh ite man , the Ame rican Negro has a 
specia l  burde n . , , 1 1  There was a d ia logue between  the black nove l ist 
and other  members of the e l i te structu re with i n  the Af r ican Ame rican 
commun ity. There ex ists , as suggested ear l i e r  in th is pape r, an i nd i rect 
l i n k  between nove l ist and socia l  movements .  Where the author has a 
d i rect i nvo lvement with a cause and  attempts to perfect h is/her  craft i n  
t h e  furtherance o f  that cause t h e  l i n k  may be more d i rect depend ing  on 
other  h istor ical factors. The author  atte mpts to bu i l d  su pport ,  o r  a t  least 
empathy, fo r the cause in the b roader  society. 

The G reenwich v i l lage movement ,  dom i nated by wh ite art ists 
and i nte l lectua ls ,  and the Har lem rena issance ,  led by the i r  b lack coun­
terparts , shared a common f rame of refe re nce i n  that they we re h i g h ly 
cr it ical of mai nstream Ame rican society. Howeve r, as H ugg ins  obse rved 
in tal k ing about the Negro 's spec ia l  b u rde n :  

H i s  a rt is  se lf-consc ious ly  nat iona l  w h i l e ,  a t  t h e  same 
t ime ,  specia l --ethn ica l ly  reg iona l .  I t  attempts to speak 
with two voices , once f ro m  the stage of nat iona l  cu ltu re ,  
a n d  t h e  other  f rom t h e  s o u l  o f  eth n ic  exper ience . 1 2  

A l l  newly arr iv i ng imm ig rant g roups  h ave faced the p rob lem descr ibed 
by H ugg ins .  However, Afr ican Americans d iffe red i n  two important re­
spects--f i rst , they faced the p rob lem of s u rv iv i ng  in a co lor  consc ious 
soc iety and a host i le  env i ron ment ,  and second , they were not newly 
arr iv i ng  imm ig rants , espec ia l ly  d u ri n g  the ear ly part of the rena issance 
per iod - 1 920s.  Th is  is  an i mportant part of the h isto r ical  context . 

1 83 



Explorations in Ethnic Studies Vol .  IS ,  No. 2 

Potent i a l  L i n kages Between Nove l ist and Social  Movement o r  

Pol it ical  Party 

P rev ious ly, in t h i s  d iscuss i o n ,  I made a d is t inct i on  betwee n  
b road ly based soc ia l  movements a n d  an ideo log ica l ly o rie nted po l i t ica l  
party. I t  i s  an  important d i st i nct ion  to make especia l ly fo r the write r who 
is  a lso an act iv ist who seeks to use h is/he r  sk i l l s  to p ro mote a cause . I 
contend that the l i ne  between art and p ropaganda is a t h i n  one at best ,  
i f  not non-existent .  The q uest ion  i s  not whether there i s  a message, but 
what i s  that message? In a sense some of the quest ions ra ised earl i e r  in 
th is paper m i g ht wel l app ly to a l l  ser ious l iteratu re in a b roader context 
havi ng  to do  with the total h u man cond it i on .  My focus has been on  l ite ra­
tu re wh ich  has a fai r ly we l l  def i ned po l i t ica l -ph i losoph ical  theme that 
attempts to go beyond  cu rrent events commentary, a l though  th i s  cou ld  
se rve as a part o f  i t s  centra l  th rust .  A soc ia l  movement p rov ides i nsp i ra­
t ion for  the write rs who in t u rn use the i r  sk i l l s  and i ns i ghts to i nsp i re a 
movement .  Thus  an i mportant dynamic can be estab l i shed . A po l i t ica l  
pa rty, on  the othe r  hand,  can p rovide the wr i ter with d i sc ip l i ne ,  assu m i n g  
i t  a l s o  i nc l udes a f ramework fo r mean i ngfu l  d ia logue between  the wr i ter, 
pa rty leade rsh ip ,  party ran k- i n-f i l e ,  and outs ide supporters .  Th is  ki nd of 
s ituat ion  can a lso lead to cross p ressu res ,  a lbe i t  i n  a f ramework from 
which the wr i ter can ope rate . 

How the write r approaches the theme of a l ienat ion is of no sma l l  
importance , part icu lar ly s i nce i t  i s  such a b road theme .  Judg i ng  f ro m  h i s  
works o f  f ict io n ,  D u  Bo i s  tended to  focus  on the not ion o f  powe rless ness 
and the means to overcome i t .  He  d id not dwe l l  on  hopelessness,  yet he 
was we l l  aware of  the co mp lexit ies of  b ri ng i ng  about  soc ia l  change .  Both 
the nove l Oark Princess and the tr i logy end o n  a note of hope b ut con­
t inu ing st rugg le .  Thus ,  h i s  wr it i ngs  can be seen as ep ic  works i n  eve ry 
sense of the te rm.  Du Bo is 's  sense of h i story is what kept h i s  commit­
ment a l ive . H i s  eventua l  l i n k  with a specif ic ideo log ical f ramework he lped 
to f u rther  anchor h im up  to that po i nt i n  t ime .  

George Pad more ,  who co l laborated w i th  Du  Bo is  d u ri ng  the  
period 1 9 1 9-29 ,  represented and gave voice to one o f  the major  streams 
of Pan-Afr ican i sm .  For  h im ,  as we l l  as othe rs ,  marx ism was seen as 
i rre levant to the Afr ican exper ience.  O n  the other  hand ,  D u  Bo is  saw 
marx ism ,  and many st i l l  do ,  as b lend i n g  i nto the Afr ican po l i t ical  and 
economic deve lopmental p rocess. There remains the ongo ing st rugg le  
fo r cu ltu ra l  ident ity. I n  the long ru n Pan-Afr ican ism w i l l  cont i nue to strugg le  
to redef ine i tself on  the cont i nent and e lsewhere.  The art ist w i l l  p lay an  
important ro le  i n  th i s  p rocess , and th i s  i s  particu larly  t r ue  fo r  the b lack 
a rt ist .  
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