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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 abandon-
ing “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 “nar-
rative 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. 

1 Stepto, Robert B. From Behind the Veil: A Study of Afro-American Narrative. 
Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1979.
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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 twenti-
eth 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 cir-
cumstances: how to be true to yourself when forced into choices 
that compromise you either way?
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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 lim-
ited 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 essen-
tial 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 peren-
nial 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 

2 Gates Jr., Henry Louis. Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Man, 
“Introduction.” New York: Vintage, 1997.
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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 decep-
tive 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 inter-
preted 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 protag-
onist 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 
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into existence by force of the imagination, when the given reality 
is so unjust. But fiction can present a situation that looks differ-
ent 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 some-
thing 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 ques-
tions 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 deter-
mined by history, based on knowledge. The Autobiography of an 
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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 elemen-
tary 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-edu-
cation 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 hor-
rors 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 

4 Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams (New York: Random House, 
1999), 24.
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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 peo-
ples 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 essen-
tialist 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 rev-
olution and conquest. Johnson’s book makes true on their promise 
to create counter-sentences that produce a new historical narra-
tive. 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 

5 James Weldon Johnson, ed., The Book of American Negro Poetry (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, 1922), 24.
6 Emerson, Ralph Waldo. “Letter to Walt Whitman; July 21, 1855.” In Rusk, 
Ralph L., ed. The Letters of Ralph Waldo Emerson . New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1939.
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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, 

7 Johnson, Black Manhattan (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1930), 274–5.
8 Darryl Pinckney, “Escaping Blackness [review of Self-Portrait in Black 
and White: Unlearning Race, by Thomas Chatterton Williams]” in: New York 
Review of Books, March 26, 2020.
9 Johnson, James W., ed. The Book of American Negro Poetry, “Introduction.” 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1922).
10 Johnson, James W. “Pure Americans”; November 8, 1917. In Wilson, Sondra 
K., ed. The Selected Writings of James Weldon Johnson, Volume I: The New York 
Age Editorials, 1914–1923 ( New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).
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albeit urgent concerns of sociology, politics, and cultural history. 
Johnson’s character’s intention is to seize control over the mecha-
nism 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, espe-
cially 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 

11 Johnson, James W. “How Opinion is Created”; March 4, 1922. In Wilson, 
1995.
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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 impor-
tance 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 prod-
ucts.”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 demon-
strate 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 

12 Johnson, Book of American Negro Poetry, from the introduction.
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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 pro-
found changes in character, deep self-reflection, and levels of 
introspection that remain relevant today. But it is not a bildungs-
roman 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 dip-
lomatic 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 

13 See Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Stony the Road: Reconstruction, White Supremacy, 
and the Rise of Jim Crow (New York: Penguin 2019).
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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, hous-
ing, 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 prac-
tices 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 edu-
cation. 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 col-
ored 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 non-
white elected to the Bahamian House of Assembly, and his father 
had been a headwaiter at a Jacksonville hotel and later became 
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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 lynch-
ings 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 rep-
resentations 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 

14 “Dr. DuBois, more than any other man, paved the way for the ‘New Negro’.” 
In Johnson, Black Manhattan, 141.
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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.

The list of Johnson’s remarkable accomplishments includes the 
significance of being the first African American in many areas. The 
Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man is the first published novel by 
an African American told in the first person, and its story includes 
several “firsts.” Being the first in one’s community to accomplish 
something, like Phillis Wheatley, Jupiter Hammon, and countless 
other courageous African American trailblazers, is a double-edged 
distinction. While serving as a crucial corrective to a falsified ver-
sion of American history, emphasizing the fact of being the first can 
also eclipse the path to this position, the work done afterwards, and 
prevent the work of particular writers from actually being read. It 
can, as Rowan Ricardo Phillips has explained, transform “the vital 
differences” among African Americans, including those working 
in the same fields, into “mere repetition.”15 In Black Manhattan, 
Johnson saw at least three difficulties in stressing the “firstness” of 
African Americans. First, it could occlude countless others whose 
work remained “practically unknown to the general public” in favor 
of single works, others who, for generations, had contributed to the 
“nation’s common cultural store.”16 This is why he edited anthologies 
of African American poetry and spirituals. Second, the emphasis 

15 Rowan Ricardo Phillips, When Blackness Rhymes with Blackness, New York: 
Dalkey Archive.
16 Johnson, Black Manhattan [1930], introduction by Sondra Kathryn Wilson 
(New York: Ca Capo Press, 1990), 260, 262.
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on originality overlooked many poets’ distinct qualities and can fail 
to recognize that many African American writers transcended con-
ditions that white writers took for granted or, Johnson points out 
in various essays, squandered with poor results—which nonetheless 
assured their place in the canon. Third, celebrating the “firstness” 
which Johnson embodied and which he championed of others, 
risked creating the impression that African American achievements 
fell from the sky, the works of superhuman, exceptional geniuses 
rather than created by individuals deeply and consciously rooted 
in a long tradition, formally or self-educated, and interpreting their 
circumstances in ways that went far beyond breaking an unjust color 
line. Finally, excessive attention on a series of “firsts” can inadver-
tently create the impression that talent and determination alone 
prove worthy. It is important, as Saidiya Hartman points out in a 
different but related context, to exercise “[n]arrative restraint, the 
refusal to fill in the gaps and provide closure” even when putting in 
their rightful place these pathbreaking achievements, lest we forget 
the countless others who remain silenced, suppressed, and out of 
sight.17

Recalling that Johnson was the first African American man on 
record to have passed the Florida bar (where one of the white exam-
iners left the room after a grueling session intended to fail the can-
didate, so he would not witness this historic moment) risks over-
looking how he used his legal training to transform the NAACP, 
organize protests, pen editorials, and transform the American 
canon. It risks overlooking the courageous individuals who opted 
to opportunity when our country outrageously denied them that, 
by crossing the color line without state approval. We can recognize 
Johnson’s status as the first in so many areas by also recognizing 
how he achieved this status not to rest on a hero’s pedestal but, in 

17 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” in Small Axe: A Carribean Journal 
of Criticism (2008) 12 (2): 1–14.
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each instance, in order to open doors and create more opportuni-
ties for other African Americans to determine their lives as well.

When Johnson worked as a school principal, newspaper editor, 
lawyer, consul, poet, civil rights activist, novelist, anthologist, and 
professor, he transformed the definition and purpose of those pro-
fessions rather than step into a role. For each of his professional 
endeavors, the question of his identity was both existential and 
political, personal and symbolic. His mindset was cosmopolitan 
while focused on helping African Americans both in the United 
States and other regions. He devoted himself to chronicling the 
cultural achievements of formerly enslaved people and poor 
African Americans in the American South, while being one of the 
beacons of the Harlem Renaissance alongside Langston Hughes, 
Zora Neale Hurston, Countee Cullen, Alain LeRoy Locke, and 
many others.

The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man examines James 
Weldon Johnson’s dual commitment to the local and the global, the 
inherited and the acquired, and the native and the foreign, through 
several dramatic choices. Johnson’s protagonist receives his educa-
tion in the form of encounters in America and abroad with black 
and white individuals that run the gamut of human character. He 
adores Paris, where he finds the opportunity of a musical career, but 
longs to return to America. He studies classical music and applies 
those techniques to ragtime, and later discovers that the reverse is 
possible as well. He quickly acquires Spanish and French, mingling 
with cigar workers and others, and becomes passionate about the 
vernacular English spoken with rural preachers to their large, black 
congregations. Some of these episodes mirror Johnson’s upbring-
ing, education, travels, and jobs. Others are invented. They all serve 
to illustrate the fact that not all choices are the same when required 
under conditions of severe inequality, and that what can seem like 
a choice, or a contradiction in a historical biography, may, in fact, 
be a compromise formation or, in the book and in Johnson’s life, a 
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remarkably ingenious and creative solution that rejects the param-
eters of an unjust society.

A critical chapter in The Autobiography recounts the protago-
nist’s transformative experience of hearing black preachers lead 
their congregations in the deep South. In the 1920s, Johnson com-
posed the enormously important God’s Trombones, in which he 
imagined, based on conversations and interviews, what the great 
orators of the nineteenth century must have sounded like. They had 
captivated, inspired, and moved congregations of thousands and 
Johnson rightly considered these powerful, intricately calibrated, 
and rhetorically brilliant African American sermons to rank among 
the treasures of world culture. This came on the heels of encour-
aging  black writers and artists to “interpret the artistic beauties 
of Harlem.”18 It is telling that he valued interpretation over simple 
celebration or representation. For Johnson, a critical consciousness 
did not conflict with artistry, because he understood politics and 
art to be intertwined, and art to shift individual and collective con-
sciousness the way courts and congresses may not.

In 1930, Johnson published Black Manhattan to showcase the 
role played by black Americans in that shining island wedged in by 
two rivers like temptation flanked by silent guards. In recognizing 
the achievements of black New Yorkers, he presented the mirage 
that visitors to Harlem sought and, perhaps, sometimes found:

[Harlem] is known in Europe and the Orient, and it is talked 
about by natives in the interior of Africa. It is farthest known 
as being exotic, colourful, and sensuous; a place of laughing, 
singing, and dancing; a place where life wakes up at night. 
[…] A visit to Harlem at night—the principal streets never 
deserted, gay crowds skipping from one place of amusement 
to another, lines of taxicabs and limousines standing under 

18 Johnson, “Artistic Harlem” (January 22, 1921), originally published in New 
York Age, cited in Critical Essays on James Waldon Johnson, eds. Kenneth M. 
Price and Lawrence Oliver (New York: Twayne, 1997), 13.
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the sparkling lights of the entrances of the famous night 
clubs, the subway kiosks swallowing and disgorging crowds 
all night long—gives the impression that Harlem never sleeps 
and that the inhabitants thereof jazz through existence.

This impression of life waking up at night, of joy, laughter, 
and dancing, raucous crowds spilling from sparkling venues into 
subway kiosks, however, is not the complete reality of the best-
known African American section of Manhattan. It is an impression 
of tourists, onlookers, even gawkers—an impression reinforced 
in countless essays and films and also in the writings of William 
Faulkner, Eugene O’Neill, and Carl Van Vechten. With Black 
Manhattan, Johnson shifted the perspective from the outside, often 
white gaze, to present a fuller vision of black life. 

Johnson’s awareness of the two distinct perspectives on black 
life and culture resonates deeply even today. The Autobiography of 
an Ex-Colored Man centers on the question of perspective: what 
can black Americans see in America that most whites fail to see? “I 
believe it to be a fact that the colored people of this country know 
and understand the white people better than the white people know 
and understand them,” Johnson writes in The Autobiography. As a 
white European man reading Johnson today, exactly 100 years after 
Johnson became the African American secretary of the NAACP, I 
do not believe that, as far as this imbalance is concerned, all that 
much has changed in the past century. 

The “New Negro” movement marked this question as increas-
ingly irrelevant or a deliberate distraction—what white America 
sees, and what white Americans refuse to acknowledge as true. “The 
question is no longer what whites think of the Negro but of what 
the Negro wants to do and what price he is willing to pay to do it,” 
Alain Locke wrote in his seminal 1925 essay “The New Negro.”19 A 

19 Alain Locke, cited by Michael Jeffries, review of Jeffrey C. Stewart, The New 
Negro . The Life of Alain Locke (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), New 
York Times, February 22, 2018.
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lot of things happened that led to the explosion of literary, artistic, 
musical, and academic talent since the anonymous 1912 publica-
tion of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man. Some of those 
things can be attributed to Johnson’s courageous, brilliant, and 
savvy writings and activism. While white publishers, institutions, 
and readers remained a part of black cultural production, African 
American writers of this era cared less about white audiences than 
did previous generations. They recognized that concern for white 
attention was a necessity produced by unequal conditions but also 
a distraction.

But if the white gaze yields a distorted image of Harlem and, 
by extension, of black life, how should white readers approach The 
Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man today? My sense is that their 
responsibility, myself included, is to read the novel and Johnson’s 
other writings with the same enthusiasm, contextual awareness, 
and scrutiny, that media and publishing platforms, mainstream cul-
ture, schools, and universities habitually bestow on canonized white 
authors. They include Faulkner, O’Neill, T. S. Eliot, Hemingway, 
and others—all of whom were fascinated by black life and described 
it, but, as Toni Morrison points out in Playing in the Dark (1992), 
remained largely and perhaps even constitutively ignorant of it.20 
This means, first, understanding Johnson’s novel in its historical 
context as an exploration and simultaneous dismissal of the options 
presented to African Americans; and, second, reading Johnson’s 
novel seriously, rather than simply attempting to resolve its central 
dilemma.

The book ends with a doubt announced in its opening pages: “I 
cannot repress the thought that, after all, I have chosen the lesser 
part, that I have sold my birthright for a mess of pottage.” Does 
living authentically mean to forego the unjust advantages bestowed 
on others who are not subjected to this question? Or is it not every 
human being’s birthright to assert their equal right to make choices, 

20 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark (New York: Vintage, 1991).
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including refusing to be coerced onto an uneven playing field? Of 
course it is, and the United States enshrines this right as its foun-
dational principle, even if it is yet to be actualized for all. Johnson’s 
assurance of his equality ultimately allows him to pose the ques-
tions his book refuses to resolve. The Autobiography has prompted a 
century of debate, but perhaps the answers lie not within Johnson’s 
book but within the minds and actions of its readers.

The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man enacts the possibility 
of language to limn and transform reality. What if we can authenti-
cally refuse or transform the choices of an unjust system, whether 
they concern our assigned identities or the books that supposedly 
speak to us? One of those choices may be the dilemma of informed 
white critics writing about African American texts. Is it appropriate, 
or necessary, for white critics and scholars to exempt themselves 
from writing about books like Johnson’s? Might doing so, even 
when ceding column and physical space to non-white colleagues, 
be a cowardly retreat into false humility that perpetuates the his-
torical erasure of black texts? Johnson’s The Autobiography of an 
Ex-Colored Man leaves us with a question whether the protagonist 
trades in spiritual worth for material gain. The question, for readers 
such as myself, is what we gain from a writer such as Johnson: to 
understand when choices are not really choices but traps, and when 
art reflects but also liberates human experience by correcting a dis-
torted historical record.

Ulrich Baer
New York City, May 2020




