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A Note on the Text


Over the course of five decades, Langston Hughes published writings on the topics about which he was most passionate, including, for example, racial art and aesthetics; the duties and responsibilities of the Black artist; fascism, economic and racial oppression, and compromised democracy; and the significance of Black cultural expressions to United States and global cultures more broadly. Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes is the first volume that represents this important work specifically through interviews, speeches, and conversational essays.

With exceptions indicated in editorial headnotes and annotations, the texts included in this volume are based on photocopies of the original published versions. In the case of previously unpublished work, the texts are based on Hughes’s file copies, which incorporate his most recent revisions. These manuscripts are available in the James Weldon Johnson Memorial Collection at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.

In preparing this volume, I have made silent corrections of obvious typographical errors, but I have made no attempt to alter the idiosyncrasies of Hughes’s spelling and usage. Due to space limitations in typesetting, poems by Hughes that were quoted in newspapers sometimes include arbitrary line breaks. In these instances, I defer to the line breaks in Arnold Rampersad and David Roessel, eds, The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, Knopf, 1994. I have otherwise left intact variations between the poems included in this collection and their original published versions.






Introduction


“We do not want any secondary Americans,” Langston Hughes informed a mostly sympathetic crowd gathered at Carnegie Hall on June 2, 1939, for the public session of the Third American Writers’ Congress, a conference of left-wing writers affiliated through a shared commitment to anti-fascism. “We do not want a weak and imperfect democracy,” Hughes continued. “We do not want poverty and hunger and prejudice and fear on the part of any portion of our population. We want America to really be America for everybody. Let us make it so!”1 Hughes spoke with passion and sincerity that evening in New York City, closing out the conference two days later before a standing audience, heads bowed in solemnity, with a dramatic recitation of the names of forty-five writers from around the world, including seven Americans, who had been killed in the struggle against fascism.2 Hughes could imagine a world without suffering, a United States without racism, classism, and poverty, but he was not naïve; his exclamatory desire at the Third American Writers’ Congress to make America “really be America for everybody” was tempered by his understanding as a Black writer in a nation with racism ingrained into its very laws and institutions that the idealistic title (and opening line) of his 1936 poem, “Let America be America Again,” must be followed by a caveat: “America never was America to me.”3 It was Hughes’s commitment to social justice in his writings and willingness to speak out—sometimes polemically, often with creative subtlety—against systems of oppression that made him a favorite of the radical left rather early in his career, resulting in invitations to make speeches at conferences such as the American Writers’ Congresses, the Third United States Congress Against War and Fascism, the Second International Writers Congress, and the International Writers Association for the Defense of Culture. Evident even in some of his most polemical work, it was also his hopefulness and geniality, in part, balanced by a keen intellect, broad awareness of global issues, creativity with language, and a remarkable power of recollection, that drew broader audiences to Hughes’s speeches—that compelled people from around the world to want to talk with him and, perhaps just as often, to simply listen to him talk.

And Langston Hughes was indeed a talker. In addition to his substantial textual legacy—poetry, the short story, drama, the novel, history, autobiography, journalistic prose, children’s and adolescent literature, the libretto, and song lyrics were among the genres in which he excelled—Hughes left a rich legacy of a brilliant and modest man talking. Generous with his time, he traveled the world sharing his life and stories, engaging with schoolchildren, fellow writers, musicians, international dignitaries, journalists, teachers, scholars, politicians, and McCarthy-era interrogators. “He’s always able to say what he wants,” wrote the Cuban poet, Nicolás Guillén, in 1930, after spending time with and interviewing Hughes in Havana, “and he always has something to say.”4 Thirty-six years later, sharing a meal with friends Arna Bontemps and the South African writer, Richard Rive, Hughes continued to delight with his words. Rive recalled a quiet Bontemps, watching “the word-play amused,” while Hughes, nearing the end of a distinguished career, “smokes and talks and talks and talks, parrying questions of the young South African who has since written.”5 In 1986, James Baldwin recollected that it was the conversational voice in the older man’s writings that attracted him to Hughes, “something in the voice which I recognized … . Something … which corroborated, and in that sense, began to release me from the wretchedness and the horror I saw around me every day … . It was as if you overheard someone talking.”6

Hughes enjoyed conversations with people throughout the world, and indeed, over the course of a professional writing career that spanned five decades, he engaged with others in Mexico, Angola, Senegal, the Gold Coast, Nigeria, the Congo, Uganda, France, Spain, Italy, Denmark, England, Greece, Israel, the Soviet Union, Cuba, Haiti, Jamaica, Korea, China, and Japan, among other places. The economic struggles he faced throughout his career also forced him onto roads across the United States for what felt to him, at times, as a never-ending reading tour. Whether in the deep South, small towns in Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, Wisconsin, and numerous other states, or cities such as Los Angeles, Chicago, Cleveland, Philadelphia, and Boston, Hughes drew people of all ages with his wit, charm, intellect, and sheer talent as a writer across multiple genres. He was perhaps most comfortable, however, enjoying a laugh with a close friend on the stoop of his brownstone in Harlem or with a diverse cast of ordinary, working-class citizens he met at rent parties or a corner bar, people who would spark the writer’s imagination and, later, find their way into his creative works. Explaining to the journalist, Ted Poston, how a beloved fictional character came to be, for example, Hughes insisted that Jesse B. Semple, the subject of five books and a musical play, truly exists:

He used to live right down the street from us when Aunt Toy and I were at 634 St. Nicholas Av. … and one night I ran into him in a neighborhood gin mill during World War II.

 He was explaining to a drinking companion that he had a good job making cranks in a Jersey war plant. And so I butted in to ask him what kind of cranks—jeeps, trucks or planes? And Simple snorted:

 “Just cranks. I don’t know what them cranks cranks. You know that white folks don’t tell us Negroes what cranks cranks.”7

Hughes was warm and open with all people who approached him with kindness. However, he had the deepest love and respect for the working classes, “the low-down folks, the so-called common element,” as he put it in his landmark essay, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” (1926).8 Indeed, he dedicated his career to celebrating the working masses in writing and speaking on their behalf when injustices of race, class, and ethnicity rendered them marginalized and unheard.

An engaging conversationalist, Hughes was also deeply in tune with his times and aware of systems of oppression that ensured second-class citizenship for many, an awareness due in part, no doubt, to his upbringing. In 1962 he recollected, “I grew up with the NAACP, now in the second half-century of its existence as I am in mine. I learned to read with The Crisis on my grandmother’s lap.”9 Hughes’s memories of childhood were vivid with heroes of the struggle for racial equity and justice in the United States. His grandfather, Charles Langston, had been tried in 1858 for protecting a fugitive slave; another relative died with John Brown at Harper’s Ferry. Hughes’s grandmother, Mary Langston, ensured that he was well educated about the lives and accomplishments of people such as Nat Turner, Frederick Douglass, Ida B. Wells Barnett, and W. E. B. Du Bois, among other freedom fighters. Indeed, biographer Arnold Rampersad notes that Hughes was “born into a relationship with his family’s past, into a relationship with history,” and that his elders, recognizing the boy’s brilliance and promise, talked with him about “Duty and The Race” and demanded of him “a messianic obligation to the Afro-American people, and through them to America.”10 Just as vivid as this historical, racial consciousness in Hughes’s memories of childhood were the painful incidents of prejudice and discrimination that made him, even as a boy, all too aware of the systemic racism in the United States. Recollecting the Fourth of July speeches celebrating “liberty and justice, freedom and democracy” that he heard as a child, for example, Hughes:

knew they did not apply to me because I could not even buy an ice cream soda at the corner drug store where my mother bought the family soap. I could not go to the movies in Lawrence, Kansas, because there was a sign up: COLORED NOT ADMITTED. And I could not take part in grammar-school track meets or swimming contests because the YMCA near our school, which the white students used for showers and swimming, would not admit Negro kids—the Young Men’s Christian Association! So all those Fourth of July speeches I heard in my childhood went in one ear and out the other. I didn’t believe a word of them.11

The historical, racial consciousness that Hughes developed in his youth led him in adulthood to become a voracious consumer of news and culture, a man of broad interests who particularly devoted attention to cultural productions by and global events that impacted Black people, for whom he had an unabashed love deepened by travels through Africa. “It was in that part of the world that my soul was strengthened in its love for Black people—a feeling that I’ll never lose,” he confided to Guillén about his experiences in Angola, Nigeria, and Senegal. “My greatest ambition is to be the poet of the Blacks. The Black poet.”12 Although he tended to write in isolation, Hughes’s productivity as an artist blossomed through human engagement, evident, for example, in his description of a chance encounter, shared with readers of his “Here to Yonder” column in the Chicago Defender, which provoked both memory and creativity:

Walking at night in New York or Chicago or Los Angeles is often likely to be productive of some colorful incident or bit of sidewalk drama that a creative writer can use to advantage, or that helps relieve the routine of the day. Last night it was a blind man playing a wonderful accordion on the corner of 125th street and Eighth avenue in Harlem, playing and singing the old church songs I remember from childhood. His accordion sounded like the little old upright organ in our church, and I could see in my mind’s eye the old sisters in the amen corner on a Sunday morning raising their voices in song while warming up to shout.13

Whether in chance encounters such as he describes above, scripted or informal interview sessions, conference panels, imagined dialogues, speeches, or testimonies before congressional committees, Hughes spoke boldly and engagingly, sharing his voice with all those who would listen and, in turn, listening thoughtfully, both out of respect for anyone who had something to say but also for the words—or, in the case of the accordion player on the corner of 125th Street and Eighth Avenue, the musical notes—that might lead him down unexplored creative avenues.

Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes is a record of a remarkable man talking. In texts ranging from early interviews when he was working as a busboy in the 1920s and scribbling out poems on hotel napkins, to major speeches, such as the keynote address he delivered at the First World Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar, Senegal, in 1966, Hughes’s words included in this volume further amplify the international reputation he established over the course of five decades through more widely published and well-known poems, stories, novels, and plays. In the interviews, speeches, and conversational essays included in Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes, the writer referred to by admirers and critics at various times as the “Poet Laureate of the Negro Race,” the “Dean of Black Letters,” and, far less generously, the “Poet Low-Rate of Harlem,” articulated some of his most powerful critiques of fascism, economic and racial exploitation and oppression, and compromised democracy. It was also through these genres that Hughes spoke of the responsibilities of the artist, documented the essential contributions of Black people to literature, music, and theater, and chronicled the substantial challenges that Black artists face in gaining recognition, fair pay, and professional advancement for these contributions. And it was through interviews, speeches, and conversational essays, too, that Hughes built on his more widely known and celebrated work in other literary genres to craft an original, tragic-comic persona—a Blues poet in exile, forever yearning for and coming back to a home, a nation, that nevertheless continues to disappoint, exclude, and harm him. He opens his unforgettable piece, “These Bad New Negroes: A Critique on Critics” (1927), for example, with the line, “Tired of living penniless on bread and figs in Genoa, I found myself a job on a ship bound for New York in the fall, 1924.” While he considered Harlem his true home for most of his life, Hughes was a traveler, frequently seeking temporary refuge from United States class prejudice and racial discrimination in places he hoped would be more conducive to the spirit and ideals of democracy than his own nation. However, he chose to omit from this conversational essay an important point. Alone and nearly broke, he spent several bleak days in Genoa watching White sailors gain passage on departing ships until “a ship with an all-colored crew” finally offered him, a Black sailor, passage back to the United States.14 International travel, he learned, was no panacea for racism.

The texts included in Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes are arranged chronologically as a whole, with five distinct chapters providing a general guide to major moments in the evolution of Hughes’s life, career, and artistic and political sensibilities: his emergence as a major literary voice of the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s and commitment to revolutionary socialism in the 1930s; his support for and promotion of a democratic ideal—as well as his critiques of compromised democracy—during the war years; his testimonies before congressional committees during the McCarthy era; his struggle to account for and defend his past radicalism while making a living solely by writing in the 1950s and early 1960s; and his sense of responsibility as a writer, intellectual, and international literary dignitary in the final years of his career. The selection of texts included in this volume was guided by the following questions: What constitutes “vintage” Hughes? What makes this writer—whose first major poem was published just over a hundred years ago—endure in his appeal to readers, even in works that will be unfamiliar to many? Indeed, the texts in Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes include the same traits that endeared Hughes early in the 1920s to readers, artists, and intellectuals involved in or drawn to the period now referred to as the Harlem Renaissance and later to a broad, international readership: clear, unaffected language; imagery that vividly depicts the lifestyles and concerns of the working masses; subtle, witty, and sharply pointed commentary on race and class prejudice and discrimination; intelligence and depth of understanding of the issues about which he wrote; and finally a generosity of spirit that encompassed people worldwide, and through which his prolific body of work has survived and continues to have a profound impact on students and scholars of Black cultures as well as general readers.

Many of the interviews, speeches, and conversational essays in Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes have not previously been collected or widely accessible. Most readers, however, will likely be familiar with the essay, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” which constitutes the starting point of Hughes’s public conversations about art, race, and the potential for a socially aware, Black literary aesthetic to compel positive change in the world—conversations that he would hold in various ways for the next four productive decades of his career following the essay’s publication on June 23, 1926. Arnold Rampersad has noted that “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” which became known as a manifesto representing the younger writers and artists of the Harlem Renaissance, came about as a challenge posed to Hughes by Freda Kirchwey, the managing editor of the Nation. Kirchwey asked Hughes for “an independent positive statement of the case for a true Negro racial art” that would respond to the Black journalist George Schuyler’s essay, “The Negro-Art Hokum,” which she deemed “rather flippant in tone and provocative in its point of view” but chose to publish nevertheless in the Nation on June 16, 1926.15 In questioning the premise that race meaningfully influences art produced in the United States, Schuyler’s essay was indeed provocative, a direct challenge to the very ideas of a Harlem Renaissance, and a New Negro Movement, in arts and letters that were so very important to Black art, literature, and scholarship—and to Langston Hughes personally—in the 1920s. Reminding readers of the nation’s fraught history of racist thought by pseudoscientists such as Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard, who promoted theories of human inferiority and superiority based on racial difference, Schuyler posited instead an argument for the socioeconomic constructedness of race. Race is not biologically determined, he implied; social class, environment, and other factors shape human beings and their artistic creations, not racial difference:

Aside from his color, which ranges from very dark brown to pink, your American Negro is just plain American. Negroes and whites from the same localities in this country talk, think, and act about the same. Because a few writers with a paucity of themes have seized upon imbecilities of the Negro rustics and clowns and palmed them off as authentic and characteristic Aframerican behavior, the common notion that the black American is so “different” from his white neighbor has gained wide currency.16

Concerned that the celebrations of a distinct Black art during the New Negro Movement of the 1920s would legitimize White racist thought that Blacks must be “peculiar” and thus produce “a peculiar art,” Schuyler wrote the entire movement off as “hokum” (Schuyler 663).

Hughes did not disagree with Schuyler about the dangers of essentialist racist thought, but he seized on the historical moment to begin advancing theories of Black art that were strikingly original and anti-racist. Noting in a letter to the editor of the Nation that, on a fundamental level, all people are perhaps the same, Hughes nevertheless insisted that much of Schuyler’s argument was absurd and almost completely elided the material conditions under which Black people in the United States lived and worked. “[A]s long as the Negro remains a segregated group in this country he must reflect certain racial and environmental differences which are his own,” Hughes suggested.17 Racist policies and practices, then, ensured racial difference, and “until America has completely absorbed the Negro and until segregation and racial self-consciousness have entirely disappeared,” he continued, “the true work of art from the Negro artist is bound, if it have any color and distinctiveness at all, to reflect his racial background and his racial environment.”18 Hughes thus begins “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” with a remembered conversation in which a young Black poet revealed a desire “to be a poet—not a Negro poet,” interpreting that desire as springing from the same anxieties about racial difference that Hughes saw as the foundation for Schuyler’s insistence that people from the same locale in the United States tended toward amalgamation and became “just plain American.” Hughes firmly rejected this notion in conversational essays and statements including “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” “These Bad New Negroes: A Critique on Critics” (1927), “Negro Art and Its Audience” (1931), “Negro Art and Publicity Value” (1931), and “Negro Art and the Artist” (1931), as well as in early interviews such as Floyd J. Calvin’s “Langston Hughes Answers His Critics” (1927) and Nicolás Guillén’s “Conversation with Langston Hughes” (1930).

Hughes was well aware of the depth and power of racial anxieties in a segregated nation in which millions of people were reminded constantly—and in material, embodied ways—that blackness was a marker of inferiority, a curse, while whiteness, historically conflated with Americanness, was a symbol of all that was virtuous and beautiful. For Hughes, this powerful, inequitable, and racialized conception of national identity was a significant barrier to Black artists in the United States, “the mountain standing in the way of any true Negro art in America—this urge within the race toward whiteness, the desire to pour racial individuality into the mold of American standardization, and to be as little Negro and as much American as possible.”19 This formidable mountain, Hughes suggested, wreaked havoc in middle- and upper-class Black communities and led to racial self-loathing, a deep dislike of lower-class Black people, intra-racial prejudice and discrimination, and a general desire for all things white. “My only aspiration,” Hughes suggested when interviewed by Guillén, “is to make sure Blacks don’t lose their openness and forget their origins. I think white civilization can destroy Black heritage by dressing it in white clothes which will never really be theirs.”20 A youthful 28-year-old when he spoke these words, Hughes nevertheless had, even in the earliest stages of his long career, a firm grasp on who he was and the critical, artistic, and socially relevant work in which he was engaged.

Following the exuberant years of the 1920s and the bourgeoning of the Harlem Renaissance, when his talent and productivity as a writer gave rise to his status as one of the most important and celebrated Black artists, Hughes’s intellectual and artistic commitments merged in more specific ways with his political commitments during the 1930s, when he was increasingly drawn to the radical left. The Great Depression, of course, only exacerbated the financial difficulties he would face throughout his career, and opportunities for international travel in the 1930s deepened his awareness that racism and the economic struggles of the working masses in the United States were not isolated from issues of state power, social class disparities, and poverty throughout the world. Trips to Haiti, where he observed cultural and political elites benefitting from the United States occupation while the Black masses suffered from violence, poverty, and other abuses of human rights; the Soviet Union, where he and other Black people from the United States were warmly welcomed in a spirit of camaraderie based on a fundamental respect for human beings and a recognition of the importance of the common worker; Japan, where he was suspected of communist sympathies and interrogated by the police; China, where he learned of Shanghai’s child prostitution and imprisonment, racism, exploitation of workers, and executions of writers and intellectuals; and Spain, where he witnessed the brutality of fascism and the international efforts against it—all had a profound impact on Hughes’s writings and contributed to the increasingly global nature of his intellectual and artistic reputation.

Hughes didn’t abandon in the 1930s his earlier commitment to drawing literary material from within Black communities and cultures in the United States. However, his understanding of a distinct Black art broadened during this period and included a commitment to addressing in his writings, speaking engagements, and interviews the oppression of people of color, and more broadly, the working classes, throughout the world. “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” was, in part, a call to duty for Black artists in the United States to create a racial aesthetic; in some of his most powerful, conversational essays and speeches in the 1930s, Hughes more explicitly articulated what he believed to be the responsibilities of Black artists to both local and global communities. In “To Negro Writers” (1935), for example, an anti-racist statement he prepared for the First American Writer’s Congress—a conference organized by politically committed writers on the left and out of which grew the radical League of American Writers—Hughes championed the transformative powers of the written word and urged writers to use their art to effect social change. “Negro writers can seek to unite blacks and whites in our country,” Hughes insisted, “not on the nebulous basis of an inter-racial meeting, or the shifting sands of religious brotherhood, but on the solid ground of the daily working-class struggle to wipe out, now and forever, all the old inequalities of the past.”21 With fascist atrocities increasing worldwide during this decade, Hughes embraced nearly every opportunity, whether in poems, plays, or public engagements, to speak his mind, never losing sight of the connections between international systems of oppression and the racial violence and discrimination directed at Black individuals and communities in the United States. Addressing the Third United States Congress Against War and Fascism on January 3, 1936 in Cleveland, Ohio, for example, Hughes referred to fascism as “a new name for that kind of terror the Negro has always faced in America; namely, various forms of physical intimidation, such as mob attack, police violence, and beating of workmen by Southern overseers.”22 A year and a half later, while serving as a delegate from the United States at the Second International Writers Congress in Paris and only days away from his departure for Spain, where he would report on the Spanish Civil War as a foreign correspondent for African-American newspapers, Hughes’s understanding of race and fascism was more nuanced. In his address in Paris, entitled “Too Much of Race,” Hughes argued:

Race means nothing when it can be turned to Fascist use. And yet race means everything when the Fascists of the world use it as a bugaboo and a terror to keep the working masses from getting together. Just as in America they tell the whites that Negroes are dangerous brutes and rapists, so in Germany they lie about the Jews, and in Italy they cast their verbal spit upon the Ethiopians. And the old myths of race are kept alive to hurt and impede the rising power of the working class.23

Hughes’s anti-racist and anti-fascist positions informed his writings, interviews, and public speaking engagements for the remainder of his career. He was, however, thoroughly disillusioned by the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact of 1939, and although he didn’t entirely abandon his belief in radical socialism that had been strengthened during his travels in the Soviet Union, he nevertheless took actions to distance himself from the radical left and his more polemical, sometimes incendiary work of the 1930s. In an interview for the Dayton Herald in 1940, for example, he positioned himself as a dedicated United States citizen, “practical” rather than “radical,” ready and willing to work across racial divisions for the betterment of Blacks and Whites alike. “Since the root of the Negro problem now is food and jobs, one that is not foreign to the white race either,” he explained to the interviewer, “it seems to me that it is time we establish an economic democracy that will attack the problems of both races.”24 Increasingly under attack by organizations and individuals on the far right that threatened to compromise his reputation as one of the most highly regarded Black writers in the United States, Hughes had good reason to develop and promote at this time the persona of a magnanimous artist-citizen, a critical thinker for the cause of democracy, but no firebrand. Having arranged to publicize the first volume of his autobiography, The Big Sea, at a “Book and Author” luncheon in Pasadena, California on November 15, 1940, for example, Hughes was met instead by a crowd of irate protesters that had been incited by the fundamentalist evangelist, Aimee Semple McPherson, whom Hughes had implicitly critiqued in 1932 in his controversial poem, “Goodbye Christ.” In December 1940, Hughes was mortified to discover that the Saturday Evening Post, which he had also critiqued in the poem, had reprinted “Goodbye Christ” without his permission.25 Eager to duck out of the spotlight fixated on his past radicalism, Hughes sent to friends, publishers, newspapers, and foundations a statement, “Concerning ‘Goodbye, Christ’ ” (1941), in which he reaffirmed his opposition to global systems of oppression that had prompted his satirical poem in 1932. More importantly for the rhetorical impact of his statement, however, he dismissed the poem as a product of the political fervor of his youth. “Now, in the year 1941,” he wrote, “having left the terrain of ‘the radical at twenty’ to approach the ‘conservative of forty,’ I would not and could not write ‘Goodbye, Christ,’ desiring no longer to épater le bourgeois.”26

Despite his intentions with the statement, “Concerning ‘Goodbye, Christ,’ ” and other attempts to reposition himself both artistically and politically, however, the damage wrought by individuals such as McPherson and institutions such as the Saturday Evening Post was significant. Indeed, as early as March 1941, the Federal Bureau of Investigation opened a file on Hughes, noting the “Book and Author” luncheon in Pasadena and, in April 1942, adding to the file a letter to J. Edgar Hoover, Director of the FBI, from R. B. Hood, Special Agent in Charge, regarding an informant who had attended a luncheon in Tokyo, Japan, in 1933 at which Hughes, as the principal speaker, “predicted that there would one day come a war in which all the colored races, black, yellow, and red, would join in the subjugation of the whites. Hughes stated that there was a natural bond between these colored races and that their opposition to the white race should be expressed in combat.”27 The luncheon had been sponsored by the Pan-Pacific Club of Tokyo, where Hughes had indeed addressed a diverse audience. However, in his speech, Hughes referenced the economic, political, and social oppression against Black people in the United States, and he also expressed sympathy and friendship for Japanese people, but he made no mention of an impending race war.28

The FBI would continue building Hughes’s file (by the early 1960s, the Bureau had amassed more than five hundred pages on the writer), and Hughes would continue in his writings, interviews, and speaking engagements to explain his radical past and, more importantly, to refocus readers’ and audiences’ attentions on the pressing matters of World War II, fascism, democracy, and the always foregrounded realities of racism and racial violence in the United States. “To us democracy is a paradox, full of contradictions,” he wrote in “Democracy, Negroes, and Writers,” a speech made in absentia at the Fourth Congress of the League of American Writers in New York City in June 1941:

Sure, in the North Negroes can vote, but we can’t work in airplane factories and various other defense industries supported with our tax money as well as that of other citizens. In the South we can’t vote, but we can howl to high heaven about it in our newspapers—and run the risk of lynching and the Ku Klux Klan for howling. In Mississippi the state spends nine times as much for the education of each white child as it does to educate a Negro child, yet the Negro population equals the white, and the wealth of the state is based on the labor of Negroes in the sun of the cotton fields. We give and others take.29

Nowhere was this process of “give and take” more skewed, in Hughes’s opinion, than in the specter of Black Americans expected to support their nation—and for many, to defend and die for that nation—in a war against fascism while being denied in the United States the basic rights and human decency for which American soldiers were fighting abroad. Participating in an interracial panel on the “Race Question” produced for the NBC radio program, “America’s Town Meeting of the Air,” Hughes was generously patient in listening to speakers such as the southern segregationist, John Temple Graves II, insist on the necessity of states’ rights in solving “the race question,” and perhaps in deference to the diverse, public audience listening in on their radios at home, he couched his views about the hypocrisies surrounding United States war efforts in a rhetoric of bemusement. “What puzzles me, an American Negro,” Hughes said at the Town Meeting on February 17, 1944, “is how we—and by we I mean all Americans—can put forth such profoundly broad and human war aims, and can send men to fight in defense of those aims thousands of miles away in New Guinea or Italy, yet find it so difficult to put even the simplest of those principles into practice regarding Negro-White relationships here at home.”30 Hughes’s professed puzzlement at the Town Meeting was perhaps a form of masking, a rhetorical strategy in step with his broader desire during this period to deflect attention away from the polemicism of his more radical writings. In an interview with the Black editors of Phylon, Atlanta University’s journal of race and culture, however, Hughes dropped the mask and was more blunt when responding to a question of whether Black writers face special problems in the United States that White writers are unlikely to encounter. “I think so,” said Hughes. “It’s pretty clear by now, for example, that the Negro writer has to work especially hard to avoid the appearance of propaganda.”31

Hughes’s efforts to distance himself from his radical writings were ultimately no match for the tenacity of individuals and groups on the far right in casting aspersions on his reputation. Circulars in the 1940s advertising Gerald L. K. Smith’s racist and antisemitic newsletter, The Cross and the Flag, the official publication of Smith’s Christian Nationalist Crusade, featured the headline, “HATE CHRIST is the Slogan of the Communists,” along with a photo of a smiling Hughes next to his poem, “Goodbye Christ.”32 Although a national reading tour in 1948 was marred by racist picketers, cancellations, and bad press—on March 1, 1948, the Chicago Tribune featured the front-page headline, “Red-Tinged Poet to Speak at Winnetka Private School”—it was Senator Joseph McCarthy’s highly publicized campaign in the 1950s to expose communist infiltration of the State Department and other areas of United States government that most concerned Hughes, who was subpoenaed at his home on March 21, 1953, to appear before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations in Washington, D.C.33 Hughes testified twice before the subcommittee, once on March 24, 1953, at an executive session—the transcript of which was declassified and made public in January 2003—and again at a public session on March 26, 1953. At issue during these sessions was Hughes’s body of work included in State Department-sponsored libraries throughout the world—libraries intended to propagandize narrow understandings of American objectives, values, and cultures—and whether his writings promoted communist ideologies. Readers may be more familiar with the transcript of the public session, during which Hughes emphasized, to the apparent pleasure of interrogators McCarthy, Chief Counsel Roy Cohn, and Senator John L. McClellan, his belief and faith in democracy and admitted that his radical writings no longer represented his personal philosophy. The public session ended on a note of cordiality, with Hughes “agreeably surprised at the courtesy and friendliness with which I was received.”34 The earlier executive session, by contrast, in which Hughes detailed at length the personal experiences with racism, prejudice, and discrimination that compelled his radical writings and commitment to the far left in the 1930s, is the more compelling of the two transcripts. Unwilling to be cowed by his interrogators, Hughes provided important insights about the impact of racism on a young writer’s psyche as well as lessons about literature and literary misreadings, quite deftly differentiating, for example, between a poem, its author, and its author’s imagined audience in addressing Cohn’s insistence that poems such as “Ballads of Lenin” (1935), because Hughes wrote them, must necessarily represent Hughes’s personal beliefs: “That, sir, in my opinion is a poem symbolizing what I felt at that time Lenin as a symbol might mean to workers in various parts of the world. The Spanish Negro in the cane fields, the Chinese in Shanghai, and so on.”35 At the public session two days later, however, Hughes conceded that he would prefer not to have his radical writings represented in libraries sponsored by the United States Department of State’s International Information Administration. He thus preserved his standing as a dedicated United States citizen while effectively repudiating a powerful and important body of his own work.

Unfortunately, Hughes’s preservation of his good name during the McCarthy-era hysteria over perceived threats of communist infiltration in the United States did not substantially improve his financial situation or put an end to the harassment he would face for the remainder of his career from those on the political right determined not to forget the radical writings of his relative youth. Hughes struggled throughout his career with an early decision to make a living solely as a writer, discovering at middle age that the international literary reputation he worked so hard to cultivate did not fully change the personal, economic impact that racism, prejudice, and discrimination had on his basic, material existence. Addressing the National Assembly of Authors and Dramatists during a symposium panel, “The Writer’s Position in America,” on May 7, 1957, Hughes argued that Black writers “have been on the blacklist all our lives.”36 Publishing companies balked at bringing out work about racially motivated violence that might make White readers uncomfortable. Some libraries in the United States refused to stock books by Black authors. Film studios were slow to hire Black writers. The United States lecture circuit, depending as it does on social interaction, was often closed to Black speakers out of deference to White people’s fears of racial integration and miscegenation. Racist violence against Black citizens that continued in spite of—and out of spite towards—the Civil Rights Movement confirmed the decision of prominent Black writers from the United States to live and work abroad. “Why?” Hughes asked the audience gathered at the Alvin Theatre in New York City for the symposium. “Because the stones thrown at Autherine Lucy at the University of Alabama are thrown at them, too. Because the shadow of Montgomery and the bombs under Rev. King’s house, shadow them and shatter them, too. Because the body of little Emmett Till drowned in a Mississippi river and no one brought to justice, haunts them, too.”37

Such violence and prevailing economic hardships disheartened Hughes, but he nevertheless continued in his determination to speak and write with a social purpose, always emphasizing in his work and words the vital contributions of Black people to the international stage. At a convention of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People on June 26, 1960, for example, at which he was awarded the Spingarn Medal, the NAACP’s highest honor, Hughes accepted the award “in the name of the Negro people who have given me the materials out of which my poems and stories, plays and songs, have come.”38 Hughes spoke passionately at the convention about the global importance and impact of Black cultures and cultural productions, revisiting earlier themes of “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” in which he argued for a racial art and aesthetic that was unabashedly Black:

Our spirituals are sung and loved in the great concert halls of the whole world. Our blues are played from Topeka to Tokyo. Harlem’s jive talk delights Hong Kong and Paris. Those of our writers who have most concerned themselves with our very special problems are translated and read around the world. The local, the regional can—and does—become universal. Sean O’Casey’s Irishmen are an example. So I would say to young Negro writers, do not be afraid of yourselves. You are the world.39

Hughes’s receipt of the NAACP’s Spingarn Medal signified on a national level how highly regarded he was throughout the world in the final years of his career. Although he was the subject of critiques by some younger writers, who perceived his later work as lacking in complexity and, at times, out of step with Black nationalist political commitments and aesthetics, he was frequently sought after for his perspectives on art, race, politics, and the role and responsibilities of Black writers. Joining Lorraine Hansberry, James Baldwin, Alfred Kazin, and others in early 1961 for a discussion of “The Negro in American Culture” that was broadcast on a listener-supported radio program in New York, for example, Hughes spoke eloquently on the issue of the representation of Black lives and cultures by White writers such as William Faulkner, contending that authentic representations by Black artists that were created mainly for Black audiences—such as his own fictional creation, Jesse B. Semple—can, “if written about warmly enough, humanly enough … achieve universality.”40

In the 1960s, his fifth decade working as a professional writer, Hughes still perceived himself primarily as a propaganda writer, and he retained a belief in the power of literature to effect some change in prevailing problems of racial intolerance, bigotry, and discrimination. During this period, Hughes emphasized in interviews and public speaking engagements the importance of cross-cultural and transnational exchange among artists and writers. In an address on June 29, 1962, at the opening of a library funded by the United States Information Service (USIS) in Accra, Ghana, for example, Hughes promoted cultural and intellectual exchange between the United States and Africa, emphasizing connections between African independence movements and the United States democratic ideal while alluding to the ongoing Civil Rights Movement at home.41 Appointed by President Lyndon Johnson to lead a delegation of American writers, dancers, and musicians at the First World Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar, Senegal, in April 1966, Hughes referenced in his keynote address at the festival the African diasporic concept, Négritude, and the Black American concept, soul, in articulating his sense of a primary goal of Black writers. “As to Negro writing and writers,” Hughes maintained, “one of our aims, it seems to me, should be to gather the strengths of our people in Africa and the Americas into a tapestry of words as strong as the bronzes of Benin, the memories of Songhay and Mele, the war cry of Chaka, the beat of the blues, and the Uhuru of African freedom, and give it to the world with pride and love … .”42

Given this emphasis on international exchange, which, in many ways, he cultivated throughout his career, Hughes never lost sight of—or stopped speaking boldly about—the specific struggles of Black people in the United States against entrenched systems of racial oppression and the racist violence that continued even in the context of the gains achieved during the Civil Rights Movement. In his gripping conversation in 1964 with the BBC’s Geoffrey Bridson that was included in the nineteen-part radio series, The Negro in America, on which the two men collaborated, for example, Hughes spoke eloquently about the disappointment among Black communities that the 1963 March on Washington had not led to more immediate and substantial changes in the lives of Black citizens. The White supremacist violence committed against the Freedom Riders and others fighting for civil rights in the first years of the decade was still rampant, as was systemic racism evidenced by continuing neglect of Black neighborhoods, police brutality toward Blacks, and the harmful ghettoization of Black people in the United States, all of which were contributing factors to the Harlem Riot of 1964.43

These issues and struggles continue in the present day. Now, over fifty years after his death in 1967, the defiance against systems of oppression that Hughes expressed with his words during his long career retain a sense of immediacy for contemporary audiences of his work. Racially motivated acts of hatred and violence that existed in Hughes’s time still exist in our time, as do widespread poverty, judicial and legislative efforts to diminish or obliterate support and services for the most vulnerable people, and resurgences of fascist thinking. The world needs Langston Hughes’s creativity, intellect, and words as much in this contemporary moment as it did during the five active decades of his career. Had Hughes defied the odds of human longevity and been with us today, he likely would not be at all surprised by contemporary life in this troubled world. Indeed, in a typescript of a BBC radio broadcast that he prepared in March 1965, Hughes wrote:

The country is divided in its racial attitudes. Its major parties are divided in their racial attitudes. The Southern Democrats and the Northern are far from seeing eye to eye. The Republicans are even more divided and, at the moment, cannot make up their minds at all what to do before the next presidential election rolls around. “To be or not to be” pro-Negro, that is the question. And how to square daily behavior with all those beautiful words about equality in the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Supreme Court decisions?44

These words from 1965 will strike many readers as joltingly familiar. Hughes would be as concerned as any thoughtful citizen, but perhaps not at all surprised, by a twenty-first-century United States—and world—which has witnessed the proliferation of police killings of Black citizens; a rising tide of White supremacist and nationalist rhetoric and violence; an armed insurrection at the United States Capitol; callous disregard for immigrants, exiles, refugees, women, children, those living in poverty, and the homeless; and by an environment, a planet, in crisis. Although Hughes likely would not be at all surprised about these contemporary issues and crises, he would most definitely be extremely vocal about them. This was a writer who boldly declared to a nation he loved—a nation that in many ways scorned him—“I, too, am America.”45 This was a writer unafraid to dream a world “where black or white, / Whatever race you be, / Will share the bounties of the earth / And every man is free … .”46 As a brilliant writer, thinker, and talker par excellence, Hughes knew the power of words, and he would no doubt call out, if he were with us today, the historical elisions of presidential campaign slogans like “Make America Great Again.”47 To honor and respect and allow to resonate through the democratic process the marginalized voices forced throughout United States history to reply to the statement, “Let America Be America Again,” with the caveat, “America never was America to me,” Hughes’s words remind us that the urgent work of social justice must be unflagging. “Out of the rack and ruin of our gangster death,” Hughes’s poetic persona insisted in his 1936 poem, “Let America Be America Again,” and out of the “rape and rot of graft, and stealth, and lies,”


We, the people, must redeem

The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers.

The mountains and the endless plain—

All, all the stretch of these great green states—

And make America again!48


Hughes devoted a productive lifetime to imagining a better nation—a kinder, more equitable world—and he accepted as a fundamental duty the persistent use of his talents, his words, to build from imagination the possibility of social action. That his words continue to resonate with audiences around the world over fifty years after his passing is a fitting testament to the young Black artist who simply wanted to make a living as a writer and ended up making history.
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From Busboy Poet to an International Voice for the Working Masses



“Langston Hughes, ‘Busboy Poet’ and Writer of ‘Weary Blues,’ Tells How a Long Shot First Gave Him a Chance to Scale Height”



Pittsburgh Courier, January 30, 1926, p. 2. Reprinted by permission of the Pittsburgh Courier Archives.


Editor’s Note: A photo of Hughes was featured on the first page of this issue of the Pittsburgh Courier under the caption, “A Literary Genius.”

Vachel Lindsay, the chanting poet, was at dinner in the Wardman Park hotel, Washington, D.C. A small busboy fiddled with soiled dishes nearby, looking furtively at the men at the table. The boy had a folded paper in his hand.

He went over to Lindsay’s table and picked up the used dishes. As his hand passed in front of the diner it opened and the paper dropped on the cloth.

“I couldn’t talk to him or wait,” the busboy, Langston Hughes, said in telling about it. “Busboys aren’t allowed to talk to the guests. But next morning I read in the paper that he had read four of my poems to an audience. I had given him five. I didn’t dream that he’d read them before people. I just wanted him to see them.”


Book to Be Published


Hughes, who is twenty-three was in New York to see the proofs of his first book of poems, “Weary Blues,” which will be published soon by Alfred A. Knopf. He was one day overdue and wasn’t sure that his job at the Wardman Park would be open when he returned.

“I don’t write verses seriously, just for amusement, when I feel like it,” said the boy whom Carl Van Vechten, as his sponsor, ranks with Paul Laurence Dunbar, Claude McKay, James Weldon Johnson, Jean Toomer, Countee Cullen and other Negro poets.

“But if there’s a chance of making a living at it, maybe I’ll do more,” he added, laughing. “But only when I feel like it. Poems that are forced are no good—with me, at least.”


A Prize Winner


Last May he was awarded the first prize offered by the magazine Opportunity for the best poem of the year.1 The prize poem, from which his book takes its title, has the baffled sadness that Hughes insists underlies the life of Harlem, the Negro capital of America and the largest Negro city in the world.






THE WEARY BLUES



 Droning a drowsy syncopated tune,

 Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon,

 I heard a Negro play.

 Down on Lenox Avenue the other night

 By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light

  He did a lazy sway … .

  He did a lazy sway … .

 To the tune o’ those Weary Blues.

 With his ebony hands on each ivory key

 He made that poor piano moan with melody.

  O Blues!

 Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool

 He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool.

  Sweet Blues!

 Coming from a black man’s soul.

  O Blues!

 In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone

 I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan—

  “Ain’t got nobody in all this world,

   Ain’t got nobody but ma self.

   I’s gwine to quit ma frownin’

   And put ma troubles on the shelf.”

 Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor.

 He played a few chords then he sang some more—

  “I got the Weary Blues

   And I can’t be satisfied.

   Got the Weary Blues

   And can’t be satisfied—

   I ain’t happy no mo’

   And I wish that I had died.”

 And far into the night he crooned that tune.

 The stars went out and so did the moon.

 The singer stopped playing and went to bed

 While the Weary Blues echoed through his head.

 He slept like a rock or a man that’s dead.2



Sad, too, is his “Suicide’s Note,” a three line poem:




 The calm,

 Cool face of the river

 Asked me for a kiss.3



Much Has He Traveled


Hughes has lived over most of the United States and Mexico City and has wandered as a sailor, beachcomber, doorman, cook and waiter over Europe, along the coast towns of Africa, and back to Washington. He was graduated from Central high school in Cleveland, where he was class poet and editor of the year book; worked as messenger boy for a Chicago hat store, started at Columbia University, broke with his father who owns timber lands in Mexico, and started out for himself with $13.4 He worked for a Staten Island truck farmer, a Manhattan florist and then went to sea on a voyage that took him to the Canary Islands, the Azores and the African West Coast. His impression of the trip is quoted in the foreword:

Oh, the sun in Dakar! Oh, the little black girls of Burutu! Oh, the blue, blue bay of Loanda! Calabar, the city lost in a forest; the long, shining days at sea, the masts rocking against the stars at night; the black Kru-boy sailors, taken at Freetown, bathing on deck morning and evening; Tom Pey and Haneo, whose dangerous job it was to dive under the seven-ton mahogany logs floating and bobbing at the ship’s side and fasten them to the chains of the crane; the vile houses of rotting women at Lagos; the desolation of the Congo; Johnny Walker, and the millions of whisky bottles buried in the sea along the West Coast; the daily fights on board, officers, sailors, everybody drunk; the timorous, frightened missionaries we carried as passengers; and George, the Kentucky colored boy, dancing and singing the Blues on the after-deck under the stars.5

Other voyages showed him in ports of Holland, the night life of Paris, the harsh Fascisti treatment of the hoboes in Genoa; but he was more sensitive to the color, the song, the allure of the towns, the sea and the women of Paris, Africa, Spain and Harlem—always back to Harlem. This wandering gave him the detachment necessary to write, “Our Land.”


We should have a land of sun,

Of gorgeous sun,

And a land of fragrant water

Where the twilight

Is a soft bandanna handkerchief

Of rose and gold,

And not this land where life is cold.



We should have a land of trees,

Of tall thick trees

Bowed down with chattering parrots

Brilliant as the day,

And not this kind where birds are grey.



Ah, we should have a land of joy,

Of love and joy and wine and song

And not this land where joy is wrong.6







Langston Hughes, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain”



The Nation, June 23, 1926, pp. 692–694. From The Nation. © 1926 The Nation Company. All rights reserved. Used under license.


Editor’s Note: Hughes wrote this essay in response to George S. Schuyler’s “The Negro-Art Hokum” (Nation, June 16, 1926), which questioned whether art produced in the United States was in any way influenced by race. The two essays are foundational to broader conversations during the Harlem Renaissance about race and aesthetics.

One of the most promising of the young Negro poets said to me once, “I want to be a poet—not a Negro poet,” meaning, I believe, “I want to write like a white poet”; meaning subconsciously, “I would like to be a white poet”; meaning behind that, “I would like to be white.”7 And I was sorry the young man said that, for no great poet has ever been afraid of being himself. And I doubted then that, with his desire to run away spiritually from his race, this boy would ever be a great poet. But this is the mountain standing in the way of any true Negro art in America—this urge within the race toward whiteness, the desire to pour racial individuality into the mold of American standardization, and to be as little Negro and as much American as possible.

But let us look at the immediate background of this young poet. His family is of what I suppose one would call the Negro middle class: people who are by no means rich yet never uncomfortable nor hungry—smug, contented, respectable folk, members of the Baptist church. The father goes to work every morning. He is a chief steward at a large white club. The mother sometimes does fancy sewing or supervises parties for the rich families of the town. The children go to a mixed school. In the home they read white papers and magazines. And the mother often says “Don’t be like niggers” when the children are bad. A frequent phrase from the father is, “Look how well a white man does things.” And so the word white comes to be unconsciously a symbol of all the virtues. It holds for the children beauty, morality, and money. The whisper of “I want to be white” runs silently through their minds. This young poet’s home is, I believe, a fairly typical home of the colored middle class. One sees immediately how difficult it would be for an artist born in such a home to interest himself in interpreting the beauty of his own people. He is never taught to see that beauty. He is taught rather not to see it, or if he does, to be ashamed of it when it is not according to Caucasian patterns.

For racial culture the home of a self-styled “high-class” Negro has nothing better to offer. Instead there will perhaps be more aping of things white than in a less cultured or less wealthy home. The father is perhaps a doctor, lawyer, landowner, or politician. The mother may be a social worker, or a teacher, or she may do nothing and have a maid. Father is often dark but he has usually married the lightest woman he could find. The family attend a fashionable church where few really colored faces are to be found. And they themselves draw a color line. In the North they go to white theaters and white movies. And in the South they have at least two cars and a house “like white folks.” Nordic manners, Nordic faces, Nordic hair, Nordic art (if any), and an Episcopal heaven. A very high mountain indeed for the would-be racial artist to climb in order to discover himself and his people.

But then there are the low-down folks, the so-called common element, and they are the majority—may the Lord be praised! The people who have their nip of gin on Saturday nights and are not too important to themselves or the community, or too well fed, or too learned to watch the lazy world go round. They live on Seventh Street in Washington or State Street in Chicago and they do not particularly care whether they are like white folks or anybody else. Their joy runs, bang! into ecstasy. Their religion soars to a shout. Work maybe a little today, rest a little tomorrow. Play awhile. Sing awhile. O, let’s dance! These common people are not afraid of spirituals, as for a long time their more intellectual brethren were, and jazz is their child. They furnish a wealth of colorful, distinctive material for any artist because they still hold their own individuality in the face of American standardizations. And perhaps these common people will give to the world its truly great Negro artist, the one who is not afraid to be himself. Whereas the better class Negro would tell the artist what to do, the people at least let him alone when he does appear. And they are not ashamed of him—if they know he exists at all. And they accept what beauty is their own without question.

Certainly there is, for the American Negro artist who can escape the restrictions the more advanced among his own group would put upon him, a great field of unused material ready for his art. Without going outside his race, and even among the better classes with their “white” culture and conscious American manners, but still Negro enough to be different, there is sufficient matter to furnish a black artist with a lifetime of creative work. And when he chooses to touch on the relations between Negroes and whites in this country with their innumerable overtones and undertones, surely, and especially for literature and the drama, there is an inexhaustible supply of themes at hand. To these the Negro artist can give his racial individuality, his heritage of rhythm and warmth, and his incongruous humor that so often, as in the Blues, becomes ironic laughter mixed with tears. But let us look again at the mountain.

A prominent Negro clubwoman in Philadelphia paid eleven dollars to hear Raquel Meller sing Andalusian popular songs. But she told me a few weeks before she would not think of going to hear “that woman,” Clara Smith, a great black artist, sing Negro folksongs. And many an upper-class Negro church, even now, would not dream of employing a spiritual in its services. The drab melodies in white folks’ hymnbooks are much to be preferred. “We want to worship the Lord correctly and quietly. We don’t believe in ‘shouting.’ Let’s be dull like the Nordics,” they say, in effect.

The road for the serious black artist, then, who would produce a racial art is most certainly rocky and the mountain is high. Until recently he received almost no encouragement for his work from either white or colored people. The fine novels of Chesnutt go out of print with neither race noticing their passing. The quaint charm and humor of Dunbar’s dialect verse brought to him, in his day, largely the same kind of encouragement one would give a sideshow freak (A colored man writing poetry! How odd!) or a clown (How amusing!).

The present vogue in things Negro, although it may do as much harm as good for the budding colored artist, has at least done this: it has brought him forcibly to the attention of his own people among whom for so long, unless the other race had noticed him beforehand, he was a prophet with little honor. I understand that Charles Gilpin acted for years in Negro theaters without any special acclaim from his own, but when Broadway gave him eight curtain calls, Negroes, too, began to beat a tin pan in his honor. I know a young colored writer, a manual worker by day, who had been writing well for the colored magazines for some years, but it was not until he recently broke into the white publications and his first book was accepted by a prominent New York publisher that the “best” Negroes in his city took the trouble to discover that he lived there. Then almost immediately they decided to give a grand dinner for him. But the society ladies were careful to whisper to his mother that perhaps she’d better not come. They were not sure she would have an evening gown.8

The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp criticism and misunderstanding from his own group and unintentional bribes from the whites. “O, be respectable, write about nice people, show how good we are,” say the Negroes. “Be stereotyped, don’t go too far, don’t shatter our illusions about you, don’t amuse us too seriously. We will pay you,” say the whites. Both would have told Jean Toomer not to write “Cane.”9 The colored people did not praise it. The white people did not buy it. Most of the colored people who did read “Cane” hate it. They are afraid of it. Although the critics gave it good reviews the public remained indifferent. Yet (excepting the work of Du Bois) “Cane” contains the finest prose written by a Negro in America. And like the singing of Robeson, it is truly racial.

But in spite of the Nordicized Negro intelligentsia and the desires of some white editors we have an honest American Negro literature already with us. Now I await the rise of the Negro theater. Our folk music, having achieved world-wide fame, offers itself to the genius of the great individual American Negro composer who is to come. And within the next decade I expect to see the work of a growing school of colored artists who paint and model the beauty of dark faces and create with new technique the expressions of their own soul-world. And the Negro dancers who will dance like flame and the singers who will continue to carry our songs to all who listen—they will be with us in even greater numbers tomorrow.

Most of my own poems are racial in theme and treatment, derived from the life I know. In many of them I try to grasp and hold some of the meanings and rhythms of jazz. I am sincere as I know how to be in these poems and yet after every reading I answer questions like these from my own people: Do you think Negroes should always write about Negroes? I wish you wouldn’t read some of your poems to white folks. How do you find anything interesting in a place like a cabaret? Why do you write about black people? You aren’t black. What makes you do so many jazz poems?

But jazz to me is one of the inherent expressions of Negro life in America: the eternal tom-tom beating in the Negro soul—the tom-tom of revolt against weariness in a white world, a world of subway trains, and work, work, work; the tom-tom of joy and laughter, and pain swallowed in a smile. Yet the Philadelphia clubwoman is ashamed to say that her race created it and she does not like me to write about it. The old subconscious “white is best” runs through her mind. Years of study under white teachers, a lifetime of white books, pictures, and papers, and white manners, morals, and Puritan standards made her dislike the spirituals. And now she turns up her nose at jazz and all its manifestations—likewise almost everything else distinctly racial. She doesn’t care for the Winold Reiss portraits of Negroes because they are “too Negro.”10 She does not want a true picture of herself from anybody. She wants the artist to flatter her, to make the white world believe that all Negroes are as smug and as near white in soul as she wants to be. But, to my mind, it is the duty of the younger Negro artist, if he accepts any duties at all from outsiders, to change through the force of his art that old whispering “I want to be white,” hidden in the aspirations of his people, to “Why should I want to be white? I am a Negro—and beautiful!”

So I am ashamed for the black poet who says, “I want to be a poet, not a Negro poet,” as though his own racial world were not as interesting as any other world. I am ashamed, too, for the colored artist who runs from the painting of Negro faces to the painting of sunsets after the manner of the academicians because he fears the strange un-whiteness of his own features. An artist must be free to choose what he does, certainly, but he must also never be afraid to do what he might choose.

Let the blare of Negro Jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith singing Blues penetrate the closed ears of the colored near intellectuals until they listen and perhaps understand. Let Paul Robeson singing Water Boy, and Rudolph Fisher writing about the streets of Harlem, and Jean Toomer holding the heart of Georgia in his hands, and Aaron Douglas drawing strange black fantasies cause the smug Negro middle class to turn from their white, respectable, ordinary books and papers to catch a glimmer of their own beauty. We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either. We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.






Floyd J. Calvin, “Langston Hughes Answers His Critics”



Pittsburgh Courier, February 26, 1927, p. 3. Reprinted by permission of the Pittsburgh Courier Archives


Editor’s Note: After the accolades he had received for his first book, The Weary Blues, Hughes was perhaps not fully prepared for some of the more stridently harsh criticism that met his second book of poems, Fine Clothes to the Jew. William M. Kelley’s review, “Langston Hughes: The Sewer Dweller,” is representative of the negative reception of the book: “About 100 pages of trash, that is about all we can say of Fine Clothes to the Jew,” Kelley wrote. “It is not even the kind of trash made by an accumulation of excelsior or straw or waste paper. Instead, it reeks of the gutter and sewer.”11 Not all the reviews of the book were negative, however. Expressing in his review, “Songs of the Lowly,” the need in Black communities for “someone to interpret the emotions—the inner feelings—the dreams, even, of the great masses of us who are so far down in the scale of things,” the critic Dewey R. Jones noted that “Langston Hughes, with master strokes and fearlessness, rips into the problem and lays it bare for all the world to see.”12

Langston Hughes is not at all perturbed by the great shower of bricks that has greeted his newest volume of poems, “Fine Clothes to the Jew.” This is the impression he gave a Courier representative when seen at the executive offices of his publishers, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 730 Fifth avenue, last week. “My only fear,” said Mr. Hughes, “is that the hostile attitude of our critics will frighten other younger writers away from writing about themselves. That would be a tragedy, indeed. The only true and lasting art that an artist can produce is that based upon what he himself knows best. I would certainly be out of my sphere if I attempted to write about the Vanderbilts or the Goulds or Park Avenue society, because I know absolutely nothing about those subjects. But I do know the humble side of Negro life, and that is what I have written about in my own way. At least two thirds of our people belong to the lower class, and even I myself, belong to that class, so why shouldn’t I write about that class? Let some of those who know the upper class write about the upper class. I made it perfectly clear in my book which side of Negro life I was portraying, and it seems only sensible to me that I should be criticized for the way I portray it, and not for portraying it at all. I have a right to portray any side of Negro life I wish to.”

Mr. Hughes spoke softly and was the soul of courtesy. He is a dapper, rather handsome youth of 24, and was on vacation from Lincoln for a few days, having delivered readings of his poems at Atlantic City and Philadelphia, and came on to New York for a conference with his publishers.13 He attended the Rosamond Johnson-Taylor Gordon recital at Carnegie Hall while here.

“It seems to me the critics missed their greatest opportunity to criticize me,” he went on. “My poetry is based on Negro folk songs, both blues and sacred, and I try to reproduce the moods and rhythms in words of my own. None of the critics thought to say whether I had done a good job or a bad job in this and I am sorry they overlooked it for I really wanted to know what they thought of it. As you know, Bessie and Clara Smith’s blues are wonderful as folk songs, comparing favorably to those in France, Germany and Spain. It is the same mood and rhythm as expressed by them that I try to get in my own work. I hope no one will accuse me of trying to write about the Negro race. I am not the Negro race and don’t pretend to know all about it. All Negroes are not servants, bellboys and porters, and those not identified with that class cannot rightly say I am writing about them. In my first book, “The Weary Blues,” I tried to hold up the sadness of cabaret life. I did not preach ‘Go to the Cabaret.’ ”

Mr. Hughes’ book is dedicated to Carl Van Vechten, author of “Nigger Heaven.” Of this, he said: “I dedicated my book to Mr. Van Vechten because I personally know it to be a fact that he has perhaps done more real, big work to aid the younger group of Negro writers and artists than any other individual. He has had the ear of prominent white critics and editors and has used his influence to get recognition for our artists. As to ‘Nigger Heaven’ possibly having some influence on me I will say my book was completed and in the offices of the publishers four months before ‘Nigger Heaven’ was published.”

Harry C. Block, editor of the Knopf publications and the one responsible for the firm’s accepting Hughes’ book, said the firm is wholly in sympathy with the kind of work Mr. Hughes is doing and believes he is doing a good work, and published his poems because of it.






Langston Hughes, “These Bad New Negroes: A Critique on Critics”



Pittsburgh Courier, April 9, 1927, p. 13; and April 16, 1927, p. 8. Reprinted by permission of the Pittsburgh Courier Archives.


Pittsburgh Courier Editor’s Note, April 9, 1927: Mr. Hughes, who is a student at Lincoln University, was asked to outline his position on the “New Negro and His Art,” and has done so under the title, “These Bad New Negroes: A Critique on Critics.” Anyone who thinks Mr. Hughes is a literary lightweight will be surprised on reading this profound, hard-hitting, straightforward article. His article will be concluded next week, when he will discuss in detail his own works in light of the criticism that has been directed against them.

Tired of living penniless on bread and figs in Genoa, I found myself a job on a ship bound for New York in the fall, 1924.14 When, after many days of scrubbing decks on my part, the boat reached Manhattan. There was a letter waiting for me from my mother saying, “We’re living in Washington now. Come home.” And I went.

I’d never been in Washington before but I found it a city as beautiful as Paris and full of nice colored people, many of them nice looking and living in nice houses. For my mother and me, the city was a sort of ancestral shrine of which I had heard much. The great John M. Langston, senator, educator, and grand-uncle of mine had once lived there.15 Indeed, I was to stop with descendants of his and, of course, I would meet the best people. And I did.

But since this is to be an article on literature and art, I must get on into the subject. For two years, working at sea and travelling, I had been away from books. Many of my own I had thrown into the ocean because I found life more attractive than the printed word.16 But now I wanted to read again and talk about literature so I set out to borrow, in good Negro fashion, a copy of Jean Toomer’s Cane. “What!” said the well-bred Washington folk. “Cane?” they repeated, not many having heard of it. Then I was soon given to understand by the female heads of several nice families that Cane was a vulgar book and that no one read it. “Why do you young folks write that way?” they asked. I offered no protest for I had not heard the question before and I am not much at answering questions quickly. But, amazed, I thought how a prophet is without honor in his own country, since Jean Toomer was born and had lived in Washington. Cane had received critical recognition all over America, and even in Europe, as a beautiful book, yet in the society of the author’s own home town it was almost unknown. And those who knew it thought it something low and indecent. Whenever Cane was mentioned the best Washingtonians posted this question: “Why doesn’t Jean Toomer write about nice people?” And I began to think they wanted to add, “Like ourselves.”

When Rudolph Fisher’s City of Refuge appeared in the Atlantic Monthly (Washington is Fisher’s home-town, too) the best persons again asked the same thing: “Why can’t you young folks write about nice people? Rudolph Fisher knows decent folks.” And then I knew the “nice people” meant themselves.

Then Alain Locke’s New Negro appeared on the scene with stories by Toomer, Fisher, Eric Walrond, Zora Hurston, Matheus, and none of them were nice stories in the Washington sense of the word. “Too bad,” they said. But the storm broke on the Reiss drawings. They were terrible! And anyone defending them had to answer questions like these: “Why does he make his subjects so colored?” (As though they weren’t colored.) And of the two school teachers pictured in the book: “Couldn’t he find any better looking school teachers to paint than these two women?” (As though all teachers should resemble the high-yellow ladies dominating the Washington school system.) And always: “Does he call this art?” I said it was art and that the dark-skinned school teachers were beautiful. But one day a nice old grandmother, with whom I disliked to disagree, summed up everybody’s aversion to Fisher, Toomer, Walrond, and the Reiss drawings in one indefinite but pregnant remark, “Lord help these bad New Negroes!”

Now that there has appeared in the colored press a definite but rather uncritical aversion to much of the work of the younger Negro writers and particularly myself; and because the Negro press reflects to a certain extent the minds of its readers, it is time to attempt to uncover the reasons for this dislike toward the “New Negro.” I present these as possible solutions:



1. The best Negroes, including the newspaper critics, still think white people are better than colored people. It follows, in their minds, that since the drawings of Negroes do not look like the drawings of white people they are bad art.

2. The best Negroes believe that what white people think about Negroes is more important than what Negroes think about themselves. Then it follows that because a story by Zora Hurston does not tend to make white people think all Negroes good, then said story by Zora Hurston is a bad story.

3. Many of the so-called best Negroes are in a sort of nouveau riche class, so from the snobbishness of their positions they hold the false belief that if the stories of Fisher were only about better class people they would be better stories.

4. Again, many of the best Negroes, including the newspaper critics, are not really cultured Negroes after all and, therefore, have little appreciation of any art and no background from which to view either their own or the white man’s books or pictures.



Perhaps none of these reasons are true reasons but I offer them for consideration. Now I shall proceed to the defense.

Art is a reflection of life or an individual’s comment on life. No one has labeled the work of the better known younger Negro writers as untrue to life. It may be largely about humble people, but three-fourths of the Negroes are humble people. Yet I understand these “best” colored folks when they say that little has been written about them. I am sorry and I wish some one would put them into a nice story or a nice novel. But I fear for them if ever a really powerful work is done about their lives. Such a story would show not only their excellencies but their pseudo-culture as well, their slavish devotion to Nordic standards, their snobbishness, their detachment from the Negro masses, and their vast sense of importance to themselves. A book like that from a Negro writer, even though true and beautiful, would be more thoroughly disliked than the stories of low-class Negroes now being written. And it would be more wrathfully damned than Nigger Heaven, at present vibrating throughout the land in its eleventh edition.

It seems to me too bad that the discussions of Mr. Van Vechten’s novel in the colored press finally became hysterical and absurd.17 No book could possibly be as bad as Nigger Heaven has been painted. And no book has ever been better advertised by those who wished to damn it. Because it was declared obscene everybody wanted to read it and I’ll venture to say that more Negroes bought it than ever purchased a book by a Negro author. Which is all very fine because Nigger Heaven is not a bad book. It will do nice people good to read it and maybe it will broaden their minds a bit. Certainly the book is true to the life it pictures. There are cabarets in Harlem and both white and colored people who are nationally known and respected can be found almost any night at Small’s.18 I’ve seen ministers there—nobody considers cabaret-going indecent any longer. And college boys, as you know, do have affairs with loose women. Some even given allowances and put through medical school by such generous females. But nowhere in the novel does the author represent his college boy as a typical Negro college boy. And nowhere does he say he is writing about the whole Negro race. I admit I am still at a loss to understand the yelps of the colored critics and the reason for their ill-mannered onslaught against Mr. Van Vechten. The sincere, friendly, and helpful interest in things Negro of this sophisticated author, as shown in his published reviews and magazine articles, should at least have commanded serious, rather than vulgar, reviews of his book.19

That many of the Negro write-ups of my own new collection of poems, Fine Clothes to the Jew, were unfavorable was not surprising to me. And to be charged with painting the whole Negro race in my poems did not amaze me either. Colored critics are given to accusing all works of art touching on the Negro of portraying and representing all Negro life. Porgy, about a beggar in Charleston, is said by them to picture all Negroes as beggars, yet nowhere does DuBose Heyward imply such a thing. Newspaper critics, of course, came to the same amazing conclusion about Nigger Heaven picturing all Negroes as cabaret goers. And now Fine Clothes to the Jew “low-rates” everybody of color, in their opinion.

In analyzing their reviews of my book their main objections against my work seem to be based on the reasons I am listing with my own comments following:





1. White people will gain a bad impression of Negroes from my poems. This then implies that a Negro artist should create largely for the benefit of and for the approval of white people. In answering this I ask these questions: Does George Bernard Shaw write his plays to show Englishmen how good the Irish are? Do any of the great Russian writers write novels for the purpose of showing the perfections of the Russians? Does any true artist anywhere work for the sake of what a limited group of people will think rather than for the sake of what he himself loves and wishes to interpret? It seems to me that there are plenty of propagandists for the Negro, but too few artists, too few poets, too few interpreters and records of racial life, whether choosing their material from the masses or from the best people.

2. My poems are indelicate. But so is life.

3. I write about “harlots and gin-bibers.” But they are human. Solomon, Homer, Shakespeare, and Walt Whitman were not afraid or ashamed to include them.

4. “Red Silk Stockings.” An ironical poem deploring the fact that in certain southern rural communities there is little work for a beautiful colored girl to do other than the selling of her body—a fact for one to weep over rather than disdain to recognize.

5. I do not write in the conventional forms of Keats, Poe, Dunbar or McKay. But I do not write chiefly because I’m interested in forms—in making a sonnet or a rondeau. I write because I want to say what I have to say. And I choose the form which seems to me best to express my thoughts. I fail to see why I should be expected to copy someone else’s modes of expression when it amuses me to attempt to create forms of my own. Certainly the Shakespearean sonnet would be no mould in which to express the life of Beale Street or Lenox Avenue. Nor could the emotions of State Street be captured in rondeau.20 I am not interested in doing tricks with rhymes. I am interested in reproducing the human soul, if I can.

6. I am prostituting my talent. But even the income from a very successful book of poems is not worth the prostitution of one’s talent. I make much more money as a bell-hop than as a poet.

7. I deal with low life. But I ask this: Is life among the better classes any cleaner or any more worthy of a poet’s consideration?

8. Blues are not poetry. Those who have made a more thorough study of Negro folk verse than I, and who are authorities in this field, say that many Blues are excellent poetry. I refer to James Weldon Johnson, Dorothy Scarborough, Carl Van Vechten and H. O. Osgood in their published writings.

9. I am “supposed to be representative of Negro progress in the literary arts.” To which I can only answer that I do not pretend, or ask anyone to suppose, that I officially represent anybody or anything other than myself. My poems are my own personal comments on life and represent me alone. I claim nothing more for them.



If the colored newspaper critics (excepting Dewey Jones and Alice Dunbar Nelson) choose to read only the words I write and not their meaning, if they choose to see only what they call the ugliness of my verse and not the protest against ugliness which my poems contain, what can I do? Such obtuse critics existed in the days of Wordsworth, Shelley, Burns, and Dunbar—great poets with whose work I dare not compare my own. Burns was maligned because he did not write of Scottish nobles. And as Miss Nannie Burroughs says: “to come down to the nasty now,” Jean Toomer is without honor in Washington. But certainly my life has been enlivened by the gentle critics who called me a “gutter-rat” and “sewer-dweller” right out in print! Variety—even in the weekly press, is the spice of criticism.

Since I am said to be the “baddest” of the bad New Negroes, I may as well express my own humble opinion on my young contemporaries, although I may vary with the race newspapers and the best Negroes. To me the stories of Rudolph Fisher are beautiful although he deals with common folks. To me it seems absurd to say that they are not elevating to the race. The stories of Sherwood Anderson deal largely with people of the same classes but white America calls him one of the greatest of the moderns. If Rudolph Fisher can write beautifully about a poor Negro migrant from the South, more power to him. A well-written story, no matter what its subject, is a contribution to the art of the Negro and I am amazed at the educated prudes who say it isn’t. Jean Toomer is an artist to be proud of. Wallace Thurman, Countee Cullen with his marvelous command of technique and his poems of passion and free love, Zora Hurston with her fine handling of Negro dialect, Edward Silvera and the newer poets, all are contributing something worthwhile to the literature of the race. To me it seems that we have much to be proud of in the work of these younger colored writers whom the lady in Washington so disapprovingly called the “bad New Negroes.”






Nicolás Guillén, “Conversation with Langston Hughes” (1929)



Translated by Edward J. Mullen, Caliban: A Journal of New World Thought and Writing, vol. 2, no. 1, 1976, pp. 123–126. Reprinted by permission of Edward J. Mullen.


Editor’s Note: The translated version of this interview, first published in Caliban, suggests that the conversation took place in 1929. Guillén, however, published the interview in Diario de la Marina on March 9, 1930, shortly after meeting Hughes for the first time in Havana, Cuba, in February 1930.21 Figure 1.1, below, depicts Guillén and Hughes as photographed by Carl Van Vechten on March 23, 1949.

Those of us who knew Langston Hughes from a purely intellectual point of view, through his two books of poetry: The Weary Blues and Fine Clothes to the Jew, thought he would be a much older man than he is or will be for some time.



[image: image]
Figure 1.1 Photo Caption: Guillén, Nicolás, and Langston Hughes. Photograph by Carl Van Vechten © Van Vechten Trust. Used by permission of The Carl Van Vechten Trust.





That’s why when “Sickman Number Twenty,” the strange name that José Antonio Fernández de Castro has been going by for several days, sounded the alarm and announced the appearance of this great Black poet, someone said to me as we wandered in search of the new arrival, “If I see Langston Hughes, I’ll recognize him at once because I know exactly what he looks like. He’s a man about forty or forty-five with very light skin and a little English moustache.”

Actually when Hughes showed up we found ourselves with a young man of twenty-seven—slight, thin, dark, and without an English or any kind of moustache. He looked just like a little Cuban mulatto. One of those dandies who studies a profession at the National University and spends all his time organizing little family parties for two dollars a ticket. Nevertheless, behind this façade breathes one of the souls most interested in the Black race: a very personable poet whose only concern is to study his people, to translate their experience into poetry, to make it known and loved. He, more than any other poet in his language, has succeeded in bringing to North American literature the purest manifestation of popular music in the United States, which has been so influenced by Blacks. His “jazz” poems, “blues” poems and “spirituals” are characteristic. Moreover, Mr. Hughes doesn’t respond well to a mechanical interview. He’s a friendly and amiable man, one who a reporter likes to interview slowly, to see his true character to emerge, rather than study him in the framework of a traditional objective interview.

This American writer is unique, inasmuch as he is concerned with Blacks, with everything related to Blacks.

“It’s in vogue now, you know?,” he explains. “But I’ve been interested in these things for a long time. Before, in my country, Russia was in vogue. About seven years ago Americans only read Russian literature. It was the rage. Today nothing interests them as much as Blacks. When this fad passes on I think the next thing will be Indians, everything related to the indigenous people of the continent.” Hughes’ Spanish is not the best, but he makes marvelous use of it. He’s always able to say what he wants, and he always has something to say.

“I really should have been a professional man. My family wanted me to be a doctor, a lawyer or an engineer. But to tell the truth, the only thing I’ve done since I was fourteen was write poetry—and poetry doesn’t sell for much. Let me put it this way, this was my way of reacting to the misery of poverty, to the terrible condition in which Blacks live in my country.”“After spending a year at Columbia University, I took a trip around the world, free from all worries and living on the fringe of society. My first job was as a field worker; later I worked as a waiter on a ship and as a sailor, too. This was the period when I was in Africa.”

“Africa?”

“Yes, I’ve been to Dakar, Nigeria, Luanda. It was in that part of the world that my soul was strengthened in its love for Black people—a feeling that I’ll never lose. In contact with these gentle people, whose arms were severed by the Belgians and who were made to slave in the jungle by the French, as the journalist Alberto Londres has revealed, I realize that I had to be their friend, their voice, their leader, their poet. My greatest ambition is to be the poet of the Blacks. The Black poet. Do you understand?”

Yes, I certainly understood; and I feel that the poem which opens this man’s book of poetry springs from the depths of my own soul: “I am a Negro / Black as the night is Black / Black like the depths of my Africa.”

“From Africa,” Hughes continued, “I went to Europe. I visited Paris, Milan, Venice, Genoa. I suffered a lot. I worked at the most menial jobs. I learned the troubles of the poor firsthand. I worked my way back to the States and arrived without a nickel to my name. I landed one cold winter afternoon in New York, broke and down on my luck. That night I went to Harlem. Luckily my poetry caught on. Some friends helped me, and in 1926 I published my first book, The Weary Blues. It contained my black poems, my ‘jazz poems,’ written for that kind of music, sea poems which recalled my barefoot days on board ship in Africa and Europe and my love poems, because I also had time for love.”

“And afterwards?”

“Then my second book of poems, Fine Clothes to the Jew, appeared. It has blues and spiritual poems, both reflections of popular Black African music, and also several race and work poems. Poems which always deal with my people. My latest book will come out in August. It’s a novel called Not Without Laughter, which describes the life of a black family in the Midwest and in which I try to show how, in spite of their enormous suffering and struggle against racial prejudice, laughter often lessens their burden. The manuscript is in the hands of the editor.”

“How do you see,” I asked him, “the racial problem in the United States with respect to Blacks? Is solution near at hand? I’d like to know your opinion.”

The poet smiles, plays with his school ring with its glistening emblem, and finally answers.

“Listen, I’m not a trained sociologist, I’ve never had any training in that field, I’m simply a poet. I live among my people. I love them, and the way they’re treated hurts me deeply. So I sing their blues and translate their sorrows, I make their troubles go away. And I do this like my people do, with their same ease. You know I’ve never bothered to learn the rules of versification. I’m one of those lucky people who has never written a sonnet. I write what comes from within. I sing it the same way old people do. I don’t study the Black man. I ‘feel’ him.”

“My only aspiration is to make sure Blacks don’t lose their openness and forget their origins. I think white civilization can destroy Black heritage by dressing it in white clothes which will never really be theirs. Of course there are Blacks who don’t agree with me because they think my poems are only about poor people and low life while they’re busy playing at being aristocrats, imitating their old masters. But, what can you do?”

Hughes is very concerned about Blacks in Cuba. Wherever he goes he asks about Blacks.

“Do Blacks come to this cafe? Do they let Blacks play in this orchestra? Aren’t there Black artists here? Boy, I’d like to go to a Black dance hall.”

So I took him to a Black dance hall. From the very minute he enters, he acts like he’s possessed with the spirit of our people.

“My people!” he exclaims.

For a long time he stands next to the band, which is wildly playing a Cuban son, and is gradually overcome by this new spirit within him.22

Afterwards, as he looks at a Black man dancing rhythmically, he exclaims with an air of insatisfaction, “I’d like to be Black. Really Black, truly Black!”






Langston Hughes, “Negro Art and Its Audience”



The New Sign, vol. 13, no. 2, September 26, 1931, p. 2. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: The New Sign was published weekly by the New York City YMCA. Hughes served as a Feature Editor for the publication in the early-1930s and wrote a series of statements on various aspects of Black art such as “Negro Art and Its Audience,” in which he implicitly challenges Black artists and writers in the United States to consider ways to appeal to the Black masses and make art and literature more accessible to the working classes.

That Negro Art means nothing to the masses of our people in this country may be due to a combination of many different causes: our general poverty, and the high cost of books, pictures, and concert tickets; lack of education and the power to appreciate the so-called finer arts; complete ignorance of the fact that there is Negro Art; and the further fact that maybe something is wrong with Negro Art itself, and that the practitioners of said art, the Paul Robesons, Aaron Douglases, and Claude McKays (all in white Europe at the moment) may be lacking in the power and ability to ever create for themselves a large personal following among their black contemporaries, no matter how much admiration the white world gives them. Certainly poor people whose salaries average less than twenty dollars a week can’t very often pay two or three dollars for a book or an evening of song; certainly uneducated folks in Georgia can’t appreciate Cane or decorations in the most modern manner; and certainly black artists who have had the adulation of the “best white folks,” through the press, and in the great cities of the world, can hardly be expected to care much about poor colored folks in Selma, Alabama, or points South. Negro Art, like white art in this bourgeois world, is high priced, high-hat, and lacking in any special aim toward having a dark mass appeal. Bessie Smith, who never received a Spingarn medal, is the great singer of the Negro masses.23 Paul Laurence Dunbar, long dead but still recited, holds a place in the racial heart that none of the younger and more widely heralded poets will be likely to take away soon. The men who make the pictures on the calendars the butcher gives away at Christmas is just as great an artist as any one of the recent winners of the Harmon Award—in the eyes of the people.24 But before modern Negro Art can stand soundly on its own feet and mean something great, it must have its own public. What can he done then to make our art mean something to the Negro people—and to whom must it be done—to the artist or the people? Must Negro Art remain as it is now, largely entertainment for the white world—or will it become truly significant to the dark world as well?






Langston Hughes, “Negro Art and Publicity Value”



The New Sign, vol. 13, no. 3, October 3, 1931, p. 2. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: As his interview with Nicolás Guillén that appears earlier in this volume makes clear, Hughes was well aware of the “vogue” of Black art and had mixed emotions about the international attention lavished on Black American writers and artists during the Harlem Renaissance. Concerned that a global fascination with the exotic might overshadow the social and economic realities of many Black people in the United States, Hughes appeals to artists and writers in this statement to create works that will be of value specifically to the Black masses.

Whereas modern American Negro Art and Literature may not yet have sunk deeply into the dark waters of the black soul at home, it has spread in an ever-widening circle to the Caucasian world of intellect and culture in this country and Europe, and has served to make the troubles and problems of the race known where they were not known before. It has become a sort of glorified exhibitionism for the world outside itself, and our artists are paid performers for a strange people. Books from Cane to Black No More, shows interpreted by Negro actors, from Shuffle Along to The Green Pastures, the Harmon Awards and Art exhibits, the lectures of Dr. Alain Locke, have all put themselves on display to an interested but alien world. Hayes, Robeson, Josephine Baker in Europe, the German anthology of Negro verse, Africa Sings, the foreign editions of facial books, the movie Hallelujah, the Blackbirds in London and Paris, Porgy, and other entertainments, have all taken the native black man into rich homes and castles abroad where his natural feet would never have gained him entrance, and where his cries of oppression would never otherwise have been heard. There picturesque and new, he has been put on display. And Negro Art has become a kind of exotic banner—making everybody look to see what black parade it heads. The question is, does it head any parade? Without doubt, Negro artists are splendid publicity men for the race. They have succeeded in attracting the attention of the globe to themselves—and thus to their black people. But what direct and vital influence have they had, so far, on their people? Now, with the ears of Europe and America listening, if we could only turn our backs and talk directly to ourselves, to our own black masses, forgetting outsiders for awhile—write, paint, sing for Negroes—something truly great and fundamental might come out of this New Negro Renaissance Art. Born from the contact of the colored artist with his own dark audience, a stronger, finer Negro Art should come. And its publicity value would then be greater than ever.






Langston Hughes, “Negro Art and the Artist”



The New Sign, vol. 13, no. 5, October 17, 1931, p. 2. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Within the last ten years in America many Negroes of merit in the arts have come to the fore. Interpretive artists, especially, have reaped a well-deserved reward of fame and dollars. Singers—Roland Hayes, Marian Anderson, Robeson; actors—Gilpin, Rose McClendon, Harrison; dancers from Josephine Baker to Snakehips have not suffered from lack of acclaim or lack of material income from their arts. When they die they can leave nothing of their art behind them save perhaps a few phonograph records or a strip or so of movie film. It is well that the great people of the theatre receive their rewards here and now. With the creative artists recognition is usually not so immediate or so great. Writers, painters, and sculptors are often scarcely known until death gives them a little publicity. And if their work is acclaimed in life, their public is almost never as large as that of a performer on the concert stage or in the theatre. But they have one advantage, and that is that their labors in books, on canvas, in stone or bronze stands a chance of living a long while after the creators are dead—if it has sufficient merit. The native wood-carvers of many subtle and precious pieces of African [art] now so highly prized in the cultured world have been dead a long, long time, and nobody knows their names, but their work still lives. So might the novels of Claude McKay live, or the poems of Countee Cullen, or the murals of Aaron Douglas a hundred, or two hundred years hence. Yet Roland Hayes probably earns more in three concerts than any Negro writer or painter earns in three years. Creative, rather than interpretive art, is, however, the foundation upon which any lasting contribution to culture must be built. For the next few weeks, then, this column shall consider what various individual Negro writers, poets, and painters have given to modern creative art in America through their novels, poems and pictures.






“Langston Hughes Sends Message from Russia to Voters: Noted Poet Sees Hope in Communist Party”



Kansas City and Topeka Plaindealer, July 29, 1932, p. 2. Reprinted with permission by Readex, a Division of NewsBank, Inc., and from the Series African American Newspapers.


Editor’s Note: In June 1932 Hughes traveled to the Soviet Union with a group of twenty-two young African Americans to make “Black and White,” a motion picture commissioned by the Meschrabpom Film Corporation of the Workers’ International Relief and backed by James W. Ford. Ford was a prominent Communist and the first African American to run on a presidential ticket, broadening national recognition for the Communist Party USA’s presidential nominee, William Z. Foster, in the upcoming November election. The film was never completed, but Hughes remained in the Soviet Union for almost a year and produced some of his most politically radical work, including this message published in the Kansas City and Topeka Plaindealer.

Arise ye prisoners of starvation, you workers in the cotton fields of the south, and vote (but can you vote—in a democracy.) for Ford and Foster.

Arise, ye wretched of the earth, you black ones everywhere—hungry, underpaid, ragged; Cleveland, Detroit, Atlanta, Los Angeles—denied the rights of man—give your vote to Foster and Ford.

For justice thunders condemnation. Karl Marx said it would not last forever—the brutality and stupidity of capitalism. It can’t. Nobody can oppress, and oppress, and oppress without the hands of the new world rising to strike them down—in America, Ford and Foster are those hands.

A better world’s in birth! Look at Russia—nobody hungry, no racial differences, no color line, nobody poor. Listen to Foster and Ford.

No more traditional chains shall bind us.

The chains of caste, of fear, of color, of ignorance. A worker for vice-president. A worker for president. Ford and Foster!

Arise, ye slaves, no more in thrall! Who said Abraham Lincoln set anybody free? Look at Birmingham, Harlem, Scottsboro, the Texas primaries (the supreme court and a decision that has no meaning), Hoover Dam, where Negroes can’t work; Imperial Valley where they manhandle Filipinos; and then, remembering, vote for Foster and Ford!

The earth shall rise on new foundations. Russia. Remember what it was—worse than Mississippi. See what it is today. In America—Foster and Ford.

We have been naught, we shall be all. Black slaves, beaten, sold, kept down, underpaid, lynched. For president, Foster. For vice-president, Ford.

’Tis the final conflict. Not yet? Every vote builds the barricade—Foster and Ford!

Let each stand in his place. The ballot box—the hunger march, the Marion strikes, the audible voices of the rising masses—Ford and Foster.

The International Soviet shall be the human race. No more war, no more hunger, no more rents unpaid (the land shall be yours), no more ignorance (the schools shall be yours), no more fear (the world shall be yours).

Arise, ye black and poor, ye lynched and oppressed, ye livers-on-charity, ye old Uncle Toms all bowed down (if you can’t rise, tell your children to rise), and if the old ones say nothing, kids, arise anyhow.

Arise, ye black and poor of America, and vote (not for Democrats or Republicans, as alike as two snakes) but for the only candidates representing the single force looking forward toward bread and life for all the people of the earth!

Ford and Foster! Foster and Ford! Ford and Foster!






“Portion of a Speech by Langston Hughes before the Pan-Pacific Club of Tokyo, June 30, 1933, as Reported in the Japan Advertiser Tokyo, July 1, 1933”









Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/348292. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Following his stay in the Soviet Union, Hughes visited Japan and was invited to speak at a luncheon hosted by the Pan-Pacific Club in Tokyo. Hughes’s speech was embedded in a longer article, “Tea Cult Described as an Aid to Grace,” published in the Japan Advertiser, which highlighted the statements of several guests at the luncheon. After the luncheon, the white wife of an American consular official, who had preceded Hughes in the program with remarks about Japanese tea ceremonies that he found “rather patronizing,” whispered to him, “You did not speak very well of your country.” Hughes recounts this moment in the second volume of his autobiography, I Wonder as I Wander, along with his mistreatment by Japanese authorities, who suspected him of communist sympathies, later in his visit: “I, a colored man, had lately been all around the world, but only in Japan, a colored country, had I been subjected to police interrogation and told to go home and not return again. The word ‘Fascist’ was just coming into general usage then. When I got to Honolulu, I said in a newspaper interview that in my opinion Japan was a Fascist country.”25 R. P. Hood, a Special Agent in Charge at the Federal Bureau of Investigation, later wrote in a letter to J. Edgar Hoover, Director of the FBI, that Hughes had conveyed in his speech to a predominantly Japanese audience in 1933 “the alleged ill-treatment of the negroes in this country” and “predicted that there would one day come a war in which all the colored races, black, yellow, and red, would join in the subjugation of the whites.” This letter is part of Hughes’s substantial FBI file.26


Langston Hughes, Noted Negro Poets, Also Speaks and Says His People Are Oppressed


Mr. Hughes, after recalling that tea had played a considerable part in the beginnings of American history, said:

I am an American, or as you can see, an American Negro, but unfortunately for me and my people, American democracy has not meant all that it has meant to the other inhabitants of my country. My people were slaves for some 300 years. When we were freed we were freed without benefit of land, money or education, and have remained more or less in the power of our former masters. In America today the Negroes, about 15,000,000, suffer all sorts of oppression and discriminations that can by no means be called democracy. Economic, political, and social oppression is our lot—economic in that most of the American factories and commercial enterprises are closed to Negro workers; political in that half of the American Negroes cannot vote or hold public office; social in that in the southern part of America the educational system is more or less closed to us. In many States there are intermarriage laws between Negroes and whites; in theatres and restaurants and hotels there is discrimination against us.27

But what has all this to do with our meeting today? A friend of mine who gave me the invitation to this luncheon said I might speak on the attitude of the American Negro to Japan. Most of the darker peoples of the world have experienced the same sort of oppression that the American Negro has experienced, but Japan has not, because Japan has been strong against the powers of oppression and has been able to stand alone and defend herself. The American Negroes are proud of and have a feeling of sympathy and friendship for Japan. We feel it is the only large group of dark people in the world who are free and independent, and that means a lot for us psychologically, because we feel there are in the world some dark people who are not down and oppressed. So the American Negro is glad that Japan is able to enjoy her ceremonial tea without the unwelcome intrusion of the imperial Powers of the West.






Langston Hughes, “From Moscow to Shanghai”



China Forum, July 14, 1933, p. 5. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: China Forum, a radical journal that was financially backed by the underground Chinese Communist Party, was published in Shanghai by Harold R. Isaacs, a journalist from the United States whom Hughes met in 1933 during his travels abroad. Japanese authorities who questioned Hughes about his suspected communist ties knew that Hughes had met with Isaacs while visiting Shanghai and received from the journalist copies of China Forum to read on his journey back to the United States.28

China Forum Editor’s Note: “Only in Cuba, where Machado and the American imperialists are butchering the Cuban workers and all the intellectuals who sympathize with them and in Fascist Germany where Hitler’s beasts have been turned loose, have I ever seen or heard of conditions similar to those which I have found in China,” said Langston Hughes not long after his arrival here.29

 Hughes, America’s foremost Negro poet and novelist, is on his way back to the United States after eleven months spent in the Soviet Union where he made special studies of the re-molding of the lives of the national minorities in Central Asia under the epoch-shaking influence of the Bolshevik Revolution.30

Moscow-Shanghai: a mighty lot of space between. Land-space, time-space, life-space. The distances are tremendous. So are the differences.

I have just come from Moscow. Shanghai is a town in another world. Here there are sky-scrapers, neon lights, night clubs, jazz bands, air-cooled movies, and warships in the harbor. Moscow lacks most of these things. At night Moscow’s a rather dark city, whereas Shanghai looks like a carnival. By day, the Moscow streets are comparatively quiet; but Shanghai’s are loud with auto horns and swarming with ricksha coolies. In the Red Capital, Shanghai’s hundreds of shiny autos and thousands of human horses are both missing. True, in the Soviet Union there are automobiles, but mostly modest Fords for passengers and heavy trucks for labor. And no men run through the streets pulling other men. And at night no women throng the roads and hotels trying to sell themselves.

I am a writer; that is my work. When I get back to America I shall write about Moscow and about Shanghai. About Moscow there are many good things to write; some bad things. But about Shanghai, what are the good things one can write at all? Someone must tell me. Here are the amahs who deal in little girls, the contractors who imprison children in the factories, the native police as brutal as the foreign police, the Chinese bosses and bankers, compradores and generals, and over them the foreign imperialists with gunboats in the harbors and rich homes and big clubs and Christian Y.M.C.A.’s to which no Chinese are admitted. At the very bottom of this brutal pyramid of power topped by the foreign exploiters bow the masses of Shanghai, beaten by the policemen’s clubs, threatened with the gunboats, underpaid by factory owners, driven to running like horses in the streets. What is there good to write about that?

In Moscow nobody lives like the Shanghai workers.

Being a writer, naturally I am interested in how the Shanghai writers live, my fellow-workers in the craft of the word. But to my amazement, I learn that writers in Shanghai do not live—they are killed! This is not a figure of speech. It is true. They are shot or strangled or beaten to death. I have heard the names of the murdered writers before. See how long the list is: Hu Yeh-ping, Li Wei sen, Jou Shih, Feng Kang, and countless, nameless others.

And now Ting Ling, Pan Chu-nien and Ting Chiu. They were good writers, among the best in young China. And being good writers, writing about life, they could not help mentioning the daily crimes of the generals and bankers, the guns of the imperialists, the clubs of the police and the children in the brothels and factories. And for this are they honored like Gorki and Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis or Hauptmann? No. In Shanghai they are killed. Without shame the powers that be confer on young Chinese writers bodies full of bullets—as openly as medals of honor are awarded in the West. And those who escape the bullets must hide like rats in the alleys of Shanghai, publishing their work under assumed names, never sure that what they write will escape confiscation by the police, they and their friends hunted and hounded, kidnapped and terrorized, and the more famous they become as writers, the more surely do their names go on the death-lists of the Nanking-Shanghai militarist-imperialist dictatorship. The government of China does not like writers.

Where is that old Chinese culture famous throughout the world, the culture that you read about in Western colleges? It seems that nowadays its only use is to wipe the muzzles of the guns that keep down the working masses and kill the writers, protecting at the same time the brothels and opium fields and factories full of child labor.

Maybe the Kuomintang has sold Chinese culture to Japanese at Chapei, or bartered it over the Great Wall? Anyway, don’t let any of the young Chinese writers mention the matter, unless they want a bullet for a medal. And don’t start drawing comparisons between Shanghai and Moscow. (Even the gentle missionaries object to that!) That’s why the foreign gunboats stand in the river.

Will somebody tell me something good to write about Shanghai?






“Negro Author Is Tossed Out by Japanese—Writer Prohibited to Stay in Japan after Visits to Russia and Shanghai”



Honolulu Star-Bulletin, August 3, 1933, pp. 1–2. Reprinted courtesy of the Honolulu Star-Advertiser.


Placed under guard while he was in Yokohama awaiting the sailing of the Taiyo Maru on which he arrived in Honolulu today en route to his home in New York, J. Langston Hughes, American Negro, author of novels and children’s stories of his people, virtually was “kicked out of Japan” when he stopped there after visiting Soviet Russia and Shanghai.

“The present Japanese regime,” Mr. Hughes said, is extremely suspicious of anything savoring of Socialism or Communism. Foreigners also are regarded with some suspicion. I suppose the combination of an American coming from Russia, then Shanghai, was too much for them.”


Gathers Material for Book


Mr. Hughes had spent 11 months in the Soviet republic, gathering material for a book he plans to write on Soviet Asia, when he arrived in Japan. At that time, he met with little difficulty. He made a short trip to Shanghai, however, during the course of which he visited Mrs. Sun Yat-sen, widow of the founder of China’s republican government. When he returned to Japan, he was suspected of carrying “important messages” from Communists in Russia and China.

On his last day in Yokohama, Mr. Hughes was to be entertained by a group of Japanese writers. Shortly before the luncheon, the Japanese metropolitan police appeared at his hotel room and informed him that the chief of police wished to see him. For several hours he was grilled by police, then released with a two man bodyguard to see that he did not communicate with any Japanese.31

“I understand the luncheon was raided and several liberal Japanese writers arrested,” Mr. Hughes said.

“Japan’s present regime,” he declared, “may be compared in some degree with the Hitler group in Germany. Suspicious almost to the extent of monomania, many persons suspected of having Socialistic leanings are thrown into jail, sometimes for no particular reason.


School Girls Arrested


“A number of girls in a foreign school in Tokyo were arrested because they were thought to be sympathetic with the Russian program.”

Russia, Mr. Hughes thinks, is progressing slowly on its program of industrialization. There is an acute food shortage in some sections, due chiefly to faulty transportation.

“In one of the towns there had been no sugar for two weeks. A train was known to be on the way but it became lost somewhere along the line.

“In spite of some discomfort, the Russian people are patient with their new leadership and the morale of the country is at a high level,” Mr. Hughes declared.






Langston Hughes, “To Negro Writers”



American Writer’s Congress, edited by Henry Hart, International Publishers, 1935, pp. 139–141. Reprinted by permission of International Publishers NYC.


Editor’s Note: “To Negro Writers,” one of his most powerfully anti-racist statements on art, is a speech Hughes prepared for the first American Writers’ Congress, a gathering of radical writers held in New York City in April 1935. Earlier that year, Hughes had joined a group of writers, including Kenneth Burke, Malcolm Cowley, Grace Lumpkin, Theodore Dreiser, and Richard Wright, among others, as a signatory to a call published in the radical journal New Masses for an American Writers’ Congress and creation of the League of American Writers, which would be affiliated with the International Union of Revolutionary Writers. The charge of the League included the following:

Fight against imperialist war and fascism; defend the Soviet Union against capitalist aggression; for the development and strengthening of the revolutionary labor movement; against white chauvinism (against all forms of Negro discrimination or persecution) and against the persecution of minority groups and of the foreign-born; solidarity with colonial people in their struggles for freedom; against the influence of bourgeois ideas in American liberalism; against the imprisonment of revolutionary writers and artists, as well as other class-war prisoners throughout the world.32

Hughes was in Mexico at the time of the first Congress and asked that his statement be read in absentia.

There are certain practical things American Negro writers can do through their work.

We can reveal to the Negro masses, from which we come, our potential power to transform the now ugly face of the Southland into a region of peace and plenty.

We can reveal to the white masses those Negro qualities which go beyond the mere ability to laugh and sing and dance and make music, and which are a part of the useful heritage that we place at the disposal of a future free America.

Negro writers can seek to unite blacks and whites in our country, not on the nebulous basis of an inter-racial meeting, or the shifting sands of religious brotherhood, but on the solid ground of the daily working-class struggle to wipe out, now and forever, all the old inequalities of the past.

Furthermore, by way of exposure, Negro writers can reveal in their novels, stories, poems, and articles:

The lovely grinning face of Philanthropy—which gives a million dollars to a Jim Crow school, but not one job to a graduate of that school; which builds a Negro hospital with second-rate equipment, then commands black patients and student-doctors to go there whether they will or no; or which, out of the kindness of its heart, erects yet another separate, segregated, shut-off, Jim Crow Y.M.C.A.

Negro writers can expose those white labor leaders who keep their unions closed against Negro workers and prevent the betterment of all workers.

We can expose, too, the sick-sweet smile of organized religion—which lies about what it doesn’t know, and about what it does know. And the half-voodoo, half clown, face of revivalism, dulling the mind with the clap of its empty hands.

Expose, also, the false leadership that besets the Negro people—bought and paid for leadership, owned by capital, afraid to open its mouth except in the old conciliatory way so advantageous to the exploiters.

And all the economic roots of race hatred and race fear.

And the Contentment Tradition of the O-lovely-Negroes school of American fiction, which makes an ignorant black face and Carolina head filled with superstition appear more desirable than a crown of gold; the jazz-band; and the O-so-gay writers who make of the Negro’s poverty and misery a dusky funny paper.

And expose war. And the old My-Country-’Tis-of-Thee lie. And the colored American Legion posts strutting around talking about the privilege of dying for the noble Red, White and Blue, when they aren’t even permitted the privilege of living for it. Or voting for it in Texas.33 Or working for it in the diplomatic service. Or even rising, like every other good little boy, from the log cabin to the White House.

White House is right!

Dear colored American Legion, you can swing from a lynching tree, uniform and all, with pleasure—and nobody’ll fight for you. Don’t you know that? Nobody even salutes you down South, dead or alive, medals or no medals, chevrons or not, no matter how many wars you’ve fought in.

Let Negro writers write about the irony and pathos of the colored American Legion.


“Salute, Mr. White Man!”

“Salute, hell! … You’re a nigger.”

Or would you rather write about the moon?


Sure, the moon still shines over Harlem. Shines over Scottsboro. Shines over Birmingham, too, I reckon. Shines over Cordie Cheek’s grave, down South.34

Write about the moon if you want to. Go ahead. This is a free country.

But there are certain very practical things American Negro writers can do. And must do. There’s a song that says, “the time ain’t long.” That song is right. Something has got to change in America—and change soon. We must help that change to come.

The moon’s still shining as poetically as ever, but all the stars on the flag are dull. (And the stripes, too.)

We want a new and better America, where there won’t be any poor, where there won’t be any more Jim Crow, where there won’t be any lynchings, where there won’t be any munition makers, where we won’t need philanthropy, nor charity, nor the New Deal, nor Home Relief.

We want an America that will be ours, a world that will be ours—we Negro workers and white workers! Black writers and white! We’ll make that world!






Langston Hughes, Radio Broadcast Regarding the Third United States Congress Against War and Fascism









Cleveland, Ohio, January 3, 1936. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/348304. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’ Note: The First United States Congress Against War and Fascism, held in New York City in fall 1933, attempted to unite liberal and radical organizations, including the American Communist Party as well as pacifist groups, opposed to war and fascist governments. Hughes served as a contributing editor for Fight Against War and Fascism, the official journal of The American League Against War and Fascism, which had been organized at the first congress. His radio address below preceded a speech he made later that evening at the Third United States Congress Against War and Fascism in Cleveland.

The Third United States Congress Against War and Fascism opens its sessions with a free public mass meeting tonight at 8 o’clock in Cleveland’s Public Auditorium. This Congress is bringing together more than 4000 delegates from all over America representing peace organizations, labor unions, fraternal groups, societies of young people, and of Negro, Jewish, and other racial minority groups. Tonight these assembled delegates and these people of Cleveland and vicinity who accept the cordial invitation of the Congress to attend the mass meeting, will listen to a number of distinguished speakers including General Smedley Butler, Rabbi Brickner, and Bishop Edgar F. Blake. These speakers will comment upon the trying conditions of the world today and upon the need in America for a strong people’s movement against War and Fascism.

All of us know the meaning of the word War, although perhaps many of us do not grasp the full extent of its undertones of pain and death, brutalization and savagery. And perhaps many of us do not clearly visualize what modern warfare with its bombing planes and its poison gases can mean. People now won’t have to go out to the fields of battle with flags flying and bands playing to die gloriously (if it ever was glorious) for the sake of their country. They won’t have to put on uniforms. They won’t even have to be men—they can be women and children. And you can stay at home and let the bombs fall on you, as they did on London during the Great War; or you can sense the poison gas creeping under your doorsills as it creeps through the cracks of houses in Eastern Africa today.35 Then you’ll be dead, right at home, or wounded with bits of bomb shells in your body, or your lungs burned with poison gas, or your nerve cells rotting away. More than likely, you won’t have to march anywhere to die in the next war—if war is what we want. And the privilege of dying will be extended to civilians as well as to members of the armed forces.

But the possibilities of a war to come, dangerously real as they may be, can only develop into reality if the present military and Fascist trends now current in America are permitted by indifferent public sentiment to gain momentum and power. One of the purposes of the Congress Against War and Fascism meeting this weekend, is to point out clearly to the American people what these trends are. Here on the air, I can only mention various of these trends which will be gone into in detail at the Congress, for instance the ever increasing expenditures being made in this country for war purposes, in the face of schools that close for lack of funds and people who still go hungry for lack of food.36

War budgets increase at an alarming rate every year, until today we annually [plan for] a far greater expenditure of funds for war-purposes than we ever had before, even in times of war. One third of every dollar you pay for taxes goes for the building of a larger Navy, and this is only a part of America’s vast out-put for militarization.

Throughout the nation in the schools and colleges of this country, more than a hundred and forty thousand youth are being taught to kill and be killed in the R.O.T.C. units. Add to this the number of youth who are in the C.C.C. camps which according to Harry Woodring, Assistant Secretary of War, are camps where jobless young men are being trained in the use of instruments of slaughter and are to be used as reserves in time of war and crisis at home—add to this, I say, the number of youth who are in these camps and you have some idea of the rapid pace with which the militarization of the young people of this country is being carried on.37

What is the purpose of this intense militarization? Has America any real fear of invasion from abroad? Is not the answer rather that we have colonies and world markets to maintain which supply profits to a select [few]?

And how are these select few able to work their will? Through highly financed munitions lobbies, that is one way. These powerful munitions lobbies are able to disrupt peace conferences, to abort disarmament conferences, and to secure the action of legislation favorable to those who alone profit by war. Of no less importance in encouraging war and in exploiting the emotions of the people, is the jingo press—those yellow sheets which are constantly calling for bigger navies, bigger armies, bigger air forces, and which raise the war scare at every turn, while at the same time they denounce every effort of the American working man to raise his standard of living for honest labor. This same press has become one of the most powerful instruments possible in the destruction of civil liberties and democratic rights. It stops at nothing, and hesitates not even at invading the privacy of the home, though lives be wrecked and happiness be lost. Militarism in this country has no more powerful ally than the yellow jingo press.

These militaristic tendencies evident in American life today are furthered and encouraged by methods and tactics which can best be described by borrowing a once-European word and applying it here, namely Fascist. Fascism means the attempt by force to impose the wishes of one group of people in a country upon all the inhabitants of the country. And aiding in this attempt one always finds a subsidized and controlled press printing propaganda and not truth. That we have in America a large number of newspapers that use every means in their power to propagate jingoistic military ideas, and at the same time to stir up and encourage force and violence against persons or organizations who do not agree with them, nobody can deny. These same newspapers in their news treatments and editorials, openly condone the use of mob violence and military violence against American workmen who strike or organize to protect the rights of labor.

That violence and intimidation has been used against American laborers on strike in this country no one can deny who has read of the Alabama coal miners strike, the Ohio onion pickers strike, the West Coast Stevedore attempts to better their living conditions. The methods used in opposing these American workers, and used ofttimes with official state and governmental sanction, can only be described by the use of that once-European word which Mussolini brought into vogue, Fascism.

The treatment of Negroes in America, and particularly in our Southern states where lynchings and mob violence have long been allowed to rage uncontrolled, and where due process of law has often been denied Negro prisoners, and where all over America artificial economic barriers have been placed before the Negro workingman solely on account of race, such treatment, although of long standing—but in recent years increasingly prevalent and spreading over Northern areas where it was not known before, such treatment can also be classed as a kind of Fascist outcropping in America that works harm not only to the Negro but to the whole fabric of American democracy.

The alarming rate at which the tendencies toward force and violence and the propagation of such tendencies by reactionary newspapers in America is growing, clearly indicates the need of orderly and steady action against these things. The Congress Against War and Fascism seeks to find a way of opposing all these forces in American life which tend toward a pattern of conduct and of living entirely at variance with the broad ideals of American democracy.

The speakers tonight in the Public Auditorium, will attempt to bring out much more fully than I have here been able to do, the many varying phases of the aspects of War and Fascism which today face the people of these United States. They represent many branches of social life in America, religion, education, culture, and even the military. Among the outstanding names on the program are those of Dr. Harry F. Ward of Union Theological Seminary in New York. Dr. Ward is well known as an author and thinker, and is a leader of modern religious thought.

Another name on the program, Bishop Edgar F. Blake, resident bishop of the Detroit area has a long liberal tradition in the Methodist Church. During the world war he was Resident Bishop in Paris where he was actively opposed to that titanic slaughter, and has since continued in his opposition to war in this country. He is one of the great churchmen of America.

From Cleveland, we have Rabbi Barnett R. Brickner, a foremost liberal and important leader in the fight against Fascism; [and] Max Hayes, editor of the official organ of the American Federation of Labor in Cleveland, whose voice is one of the most influential in labor circles.

Another speaker whose arrival in Cleveland has greatly attracted the attention of press and public and whose voice will be heard tonight is Major General Smedley D. Butler, formerly of the United States Marines, who since his retirement has devoted his time and energies to awakening the American people to the fact that, to use his own words, “war is a racket.”

The Congress will be greeted by Mayor Harold H. Burton, new head of the city of Cleveland. The time is 8 p.m. this evening. The place, the Public Auditorium. The subject of vital importance to every American citizen.






Langston Hughes, Excerpt from “The Negro Faces Fascism”



Speech at the Third United States Congress Against War and Fascism Cleveland, Ohio, January 3, 1936, Proceedings: Third United States Congress Against War and Fascism, The American League Against War and Fascism, 1936, pp. 8–9. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Faith Berry and Arnold Rampersad reference this speech, “The Negro Faces Fascism,” in their biographies of Hughes, but I have only been able to locate the excerpt included in this volume. Herbert Kline opens his article, “Drama of Negro Life,” with a brief quotation from Hughes’s speech and this statement: “ ‘In one sense, Negroes have always known fascism.’ When Langston Hughes made this statement at the recent Congress Against War and Fascism in Cleveland, the famous Negro author presented the key to what is often described as ‘the race problem.’ ”38

Langston Hughes, Negro author and playwright:

Fascism is a new name for that kind of terror the Negro has always faced in America; namely, various forms of physical intimidation, such as mob attack, police violence, and beating of workmen by Southern overseers. … This kind of fascist terrorism is extending more and more to groups of peoples whose skins are not black. In recent years, groups of poor white workers have been set upon by mobs; labor organizers have been run out of town, tarred and feathered and even lynched; people whose ideals have not been in agreement with the powers that be have been denied due process of law and have suffered legal discrimination, not for being black, but for being members of the working class, or intellectual minorities … . May the League Against War and Fascism be a focal … and powerful organization capable of ending forever in this country such fascist tendencies as have already taken root here and of nipping in the bud any that might develop.






“Langston Hughes’ 50,000 Mile Trip—Learns Shoes Win in Haiti Economy”



The Gazette (Cleveland, Ohio), January 4, 1936, p. 1. Reprinted with permission by Readex, a Division of NewsBank, Inc., and from the Series African American Newspapers.


Editor’s Note: The image of shoeless people in Haiti clearly had a lasting impression on Hughes. Just over four years prior to this interview, he published an essay, “People without Shoes,” in New Masses (October 1931, p. 12), which he later revised for inclusion in the second volume of his autobiography, I Wonder as I Wander (1956).

Langston Hughes, author, whose play, “Mulatto,” is running in New York City, and who has traveled 50,000 adventurous miles in the last three years, told some of his stories at St. James’ Forum, Sunday afternoon.

“In Haiti where I went on $50, the people are divided into two classes, those who wear shoes and those who don’t,” he said.

“The shod are mulattoes who eat caviar, drink champagne and send their children to France and Germany to be educated. The unshod eat and drink what they can get. When I carried my laundry on the street everyone stared at me. In Cuba, they say there is no ‘jim-crowing,’ but when I went to the bathing beach where the sign said: Bathing, $1, I was told I must buy a season ticket at $10. I said I would wait outside until my friends came. Soon some officers with long swords came and I found out what the Cuban jails were like. The next day the judge said it was a misunderstanding and made me a speech about there being no color line in Cuba.”

Many months ago, Langston went to Moscow with 24 other Afro-Americans to make a movie to be called “Black and White.” He expected to write the dialog for the Communist picture. However, the scenario was written by a Russian and directed by a German, neither of whom had been in the United States.


War for Alabama


The film represented our people of Alabama as owning and operating a radio station and radioing for help to their northern brothers against the encroachment of southern whites and showed our boy-scouts drilling in preparation for a fight.

“The movie was never made,” Hughes said. “The Russians talked about it all summer. Before the discussion ended winter had come. We were all paid as if we had completed our contracts.”

From Russia, Langston went into Soviet Asia. There he met a woman from an emir’s harem of 300, who said she was glad to get free from it, as there was nothing to do but quarrel with the other women, or once or twice a year go to the markets for new clothes or swim in the pool while the emir smoked and looked on. Langston returned home by way of China, Japan, Honolulu and California. He is a graduate of Cleveland Central High School and now calls Oberlin his home.






Langston Hughes, “Too Much of Race”



Crisis: A Record of the Darker Races, vol. 44, no. 9, September 1937, p. 272. The Publisher wishes to thank Crisis Publishing Co., Inc., the publisher of The Crisis, the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, for the use of two works by Langston Hughes from The Crisis.


Crisis Editor’s Note: This is the speech made by Langston Hughes, delegate from the United States, to the Second International Writers Congress held in Paris in July, 1937.

Editor’s Note: Hughes was one of four delegates from the United States invited by the International Association of Writers for the Defense of Culture to participate in the Second International Writers Congress. Writer Malcolm Cowley and journalists Louis Fischer and Ana Louise Strong joined Hughes as United States delegates at the Paris meeting, which had been organized to broaden awareness of fascism worldwide.

Members of the Second International Writers Congress, comrades, and people of Paris: I come from a land whose democracy from the very beginning has been tainted with race prejudice born of slavery, and whose richness has been poured through the narrow channels of greed into the hands of the few. I come to the Second International Writers Congress representing my country, America, but most especially the Negro peoples of America, and the poor peoples of America—because I am both a Negro and poor. And that combination of color and of poverty gives me the right then to speak for the most oppressed group in America, that group that has known so little of American democracy, the fifteen million Negroes who dwell within our borders.

We are the people who have long known in actual practice the meaning of the word Fascism—for the American attitude towards us has always been one of economic and social discrimination: in many states of our country Negroes are not permitted to vote or to hold political office. In some sections freedom of movement is greatly hindered, especially if we happen to be sharecroppers on the cotton farms of the South. All over America we know what it is to be refused admittance to schools and colleges, to theatres and concert halls, to hotels and restaurants. We know jim-crow cars, race riots, lynchings, we know the sorrows of the nine Scottsboro boys, innocent young Negroes imprisoned some six years now for a crime that even the trial judge declared them not guilty of having committed, and for which some of them have not yet come to trial.39 Yes, we Negroes in America do not have to be told what Fascism is in action. We know. Its theories of Nordic supremacy and economic suppression have long been realities to us.

And now we view it on a world scale: Hitler in Germany with the abolition of labor unions, his tyranny over the Jews, and the sterilization of the Negro children of Cologne; Mussolini in Italy with his banning of Negroes on the theatrical stages, and his expedition of slaughter in Ethiopia; the Military Party in Japan with their little maps of how they’ll conquer the whole world and their savage treatment of Koreans and Chinese; Batista and Vincent, the little American-made tyrants of Cuba and Haiti; and now Spain and Franco with his absurd cry of “Viva España” at the hands of Italians, Moors and Germans invited to help him achieve “Spanish Unity.” Absurd, but true.

We Negroes of America are tired of a world divided superficially on the basis of blood and color, but in reality on the basis of poverty and power—the rich over the poor, no matter what their color. We Negroes of America are tired of a world in which it is possible for any group of people to say to another: “You have no right to happiness, or freedom, or the joy of life.” We are tired of a world where forever we work for someone else and the profits are not ours. We are tired of a world where, when we raise our voices against oppression, we are immediately jailed, intimidated, beaten, sometimes lynched. Nicolás Guillén has been in prison in Cuba, Jacques Roumain in Haiti, Angelo Herndon in the United States. Today a letter comes from the great Indian writer, Raj Anand, saying that he cannot be with us here in Paris because the British police in England have taken his passport from him. I say, we darker peoples of the earth are tired of a world in which things like that can happen.

And we see in the tragedy of Spain how far the world oppressors will go to retain their power. To them now the murder of women and children is nothing. Those who have already practiced bombing the little villages of Ethiopia now bomb Guernica and Madrid. The same Fascists who forced Italian peasants to fight in Africa now force African Moors to fight in Europe. They do not care about color when they can use you for profits or for war. Japan attempts to force the Chinese of Manchuria to work and fight under Japanese supervision for the glory and wealth of the Tokio bourgeoisie—one colored people dominating another at the point of guns. Race means nothing when it can be turned to Fascist use. And yet race means everything when the Fascists of the world use it as a bugaboo and a terror to keep the working masses from getting together. Just as in America they tell the whites that Negroes are dangerous brutes and rapists, so in Germany they lie about the Jews, and in Italy they cast their verbal spit upon the Ethiopians. And the old myths of race are kept alive to hurt and impede the rising power of the working class. But in America, where race prejudice is so strong, already we have learned what the lies of race mean—continued oppression and poverty and fear—and now Negroes and white sharecroppers in the cotton fields of the South are beginning to get together; and Negro and white workers in the great industrial cities of the North under John L. Lewis and the C.I.O. have begun to create a great labor force that refuses to recognize the color line.40 Negro and white stevedores on the docks of the West coast of America have formed one of the most powerful labor unions in America. Formerly the unorganized Negro dockworkers—unorganized because the white workers themselves with their backward ideology didn’t permit Negroes in their unions—formerly these Negro workers could break a strike. And they did. But now both Negroes and whites are strong. We are learning.

Why is it that the British police seized Raj Anand’s passport? Why is it that the State Department in Washington has not yet granted me permission to go to Spain as a representative of the Negro Press? Why is it that the young Negro leader, Angelo Herndon, was finding it most difficult to secure a passport when I last saw him recently in New York? Why? We know why!

It is because the reactionary and Fascist forces of the world know that writers like Anand and myself, leaders like Herndon, and poets like Guillén and Roumain represent the great longing that is in the hearts of the darker peoples of the world to reach out their hands in friendship and brotherhood to all the white races of the earth. The Fascists know that we long to be rid of hatred and terror and oppression, to be rid of conquering and of being conquered, to be rid of all the ugliness of poverty and imperialism that eat away the heart of life today. We represent the end of race. And the Fascists know that when there is no more race, there will be no more capitalism, and no more war, and no more money for the munition makers, because the workers of the world will have triumphed.






Langston Hughes, “Negroes in Spain”



Volunteer for Liberty (Madrid, Spain), vol. 1, no. 14, September 1937, p. 4. Reprinted courtesy of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives.


Editor’s Note: Motivated in part by poverty, difficulties in collecting royalties from his writing, and the promise of several months abroad with decent pay, Hughes accepted an invitation from the Baltimore Afro-American newspaper to cover the Spanish Civil War and write about Black people serving in the International Brigades in Spain. In addition to the newspaper articles he published during his stay in Spain, Hughes made a series of radio broadcasts from Madrid to the United States. In a draft of “Negroes in Spain,” Hughes notes that this was a radio speech for Station EAR—Madrid for Friday, August 27, 1937, at 12:30 p.m.41

In July, on the boat with me coming from New York, there was a Negro from the far West on his way to Spain as a member of the 9th Ambulance Corps of the American Medical Bureau. He was one of a dozen in his unit of American doctors, nurses, and ambulance drivers offering their services to Spanish democracy.

When I reached Barcelona a few weeks later, in time for my first air-raid and the sound of bombs falling on a big city, one of the first people I met was a young Porto Rican of color acting as interpreter for the Loyalist troops.

A few days later in Valencia, I came across two intelligent young colored men from the West Indies, aviators, who had come to give their services to the fight against Fascism.


All Fight Fascism


And now, in Madrid, Spain’s besieged capital, I’ve met wide-awake Negroes from various parts of the world—New York, our Middle West, the French West Indies, Cuba, Africa—some stationed here, others on leave from their battalions—all of them here because they know that if Fascism creeps across Spain, across Europe, and then across the world, there will be no place left for intelligent young Negroes at all. In fact, no decent place for any Negroes—because Fascism preaches the creed of Nordic supremacy and a world for whites alone.

In Spain, there is no color prejudice. Here in Madrid, heroic and bravest of cities, Madrid where the shells of Franco plow through the roof-tops at night, Madrid where you can take a street car to the trenches, this Madrid to whose defense lovers of freedom and democracy all over the world have sent food and money and men—here to this Madrid have come Negroes from all the world to offer their help.


“Deluded Moors”


On the opposite side of the trenches with Franco, in the company of the professional soldiers of Germany, and the illiterate troops of Italy, are the deluded and driven Moors of North Africa. An oppressed colonial people of color being used by Fascism to make a colony of Spain. And they are being used ruthlessly, without pity. Young boys, men from the desert, old men, and even women, compose the Moorish hordes brought by the reactionaries from Africa to Europe in their attempt to crush the Spanish people.

I did not know about the Moorish women until, a few days ago I went to visit a prison hospital here in Madrid filled with wounded prisoners. There were German aviators that bombarded the peaceful village of Colmenar Viejo and machine-gunned helpless women as they fled along the road. One of these aviators spoke English. I asked him why he fired on women and children. He said he was a professional soldier who did what he was told. In another ward, there were Italians who joined the invasion of Spain because they had no jobs at home.


What They Said


But of all the prisoners, I was most interested in the Moors, who are my own color. Some of them, convalescent, in their white wrappings and their bandages, moved silently like dark shadows down the hall. Others lay quietly suffering in their beds. It was difficult to carry on any sort of conversation with them because they spoke little or no Spanish. But finally, we came across a small boy who had been wounded at the battle of Brunete—he looked to be a child of ten or eleven, a bright smiling child who spoke some Spanish.

“Where did you come from?” I said.

He named a town I could not understand in Morocco.

“And how old are you?”

“Thirteen,” he said.

“And how did you happen to be fighting in Spain?”


Bring Moorish Women


Then I learned from this child that Franco had brought Moorish women into Spain as well as men—women to wash and cook for the troops.

“What happened to your mother?” I said.

The child closed his eyes. “She was killed at Brunete,” he answered slowly.

Thus the Moors die in Spain, men, women, and children, victims of Fascism, fighting not for freedom—but against freedom—under a banner that holds only terror and segregation for all the darker peoples of the earth.

A great many Negroes know better. Someday the Moors will know better, too. All the Francos in the world cannot blow out the light of human freedom.






Langston Hughes, “Madrid’s House of Culture”



Volunteer for Liberty (Madrid, Spain), vol. 1, no. 19, October 1937, pp. 3, 6. Reprinted courtesy of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives.


Editor’s Note: This is a revised version of a radio speech Hughes made on September 3, 1937 for Station EAR in Madrid.42

One of the liveliest artistic and intellectual centers in the world at the moment, is, without doubt, the house of the Alianza de Intelectuales Antifascistas in Madrid. (In English, we would say the Alliance of Antifascist Intellectuals.) It is a large house, in fact a palace, belonging to a former gentleman of title and a descendant of slaves—traders by the way—who fled from Spain to devote his riches and his aid to the cause of those who are trying to overturn the government and force the people back into feudalism. The Marquis, for that was his title, took with him all the gold he could carry, but he left his palace, his Sorollas and El Greco, his hand-carved furniture, and his enormous library behind him. Now his mansion has been taken over by the State. And the State has given it into the care of the artists and writers as the headquarters and meeting place of all those men and women in Madrid who are devoting their pens, paint brushes, and talents to the Spanish Republic and its welfare.


SHELTERS ALL ARTS


The Alianza de Intelectuales Antifascistas itself, as an organization, is an outgrowth of the First International Writers Congress held in Paris in 1935. But, in Spain, it has been enlarged to include not only writers, but painters, sculptors, composers, and all others who, through the arts, are contributing to a better and more beautiful world. It now has centers, of affiliates, in Valencia, Barcelona, and Alicante. When the fascist rebellion broke out, the Alianza immediately aligned itself with the government, and began to devote all its resources to the preservation of the Republic—for who could know better than artists and writers what happens to creative efforts under a Fascist regime? Many of the members of the Alianza had experienced censorship and suppression of thought under the monarchy and the dictatorship of the late Primo de Rivera. And all of them know what happened to books and theatres and science in Germany and Italy. They do not want that to happen here.


MANY ON FRONTS


That is why, last November when Franco and his Italians and Moors were at the gates of Madrid, many Spanish writers and artists and musicians died on the barricades defending their city against the burners of books and the assassins of culture on the rebel side. At present, many of the members of the Alianza are at the front, some as soldiers, some as teachers in the campaign against illiteracy, others as editors of brigade newspapers or as makers of posters, some reading their poems to the troops, others playing their own music in the trenches.

Here in Madrid, the house is a hive of intense and varied intellectual activities. Its president is José Bergamín, the Catholic writer. Its Executive Secretary is the poet, Rafael Alberti. (Alberti and his wife, María Teresa León, writer of short stories, are known in New York and in Latin America, having lectured there a few years ago.) In and out of this Madrid house, formerly a palace for the idle rich, now pour the best of the Spanish writers and artists and thinkers, as well as the visiting foreigners resident in Spain or here gathering material for articles and books: famous foreigners like Ernest Hemingway, like André Malraux, like Ludwig Renn, Egon Erwin Kisch, Gustav Regler, Jef Last, and Michael Koltsov.


MANY ARTISTS KILLED


Sometimes these writers, Spanish or foreign, leave the house to continue their work as fighters or artists at the front, and they do not come back again. Pablo de la Torriente, the Cuban, went away a few months ago, never to return. He was killed at Majadahonda. One of Spain’s great sculptors, Francisco Perez Mateo, died in the defense of Madrid. The poet, Federico García Lorca, was executed in rebel territory at Granada. And in the battle of Brunete, that excellent woman photographer, Gerda Taro, was killed while making pictures of the soldiers of the People’s Army for the papers and magazines she represented in Paris. You see, the artists and writers who frequent the Alianza in Madrid are not of the ivory tower school. In fact, there couldn’t possibly be an ivory tower in Madrid. The Fascist cannons would blast it to pieces.


WHAT THEY DO


In time of war, what can writers and artists do that is useful, entertaining, and beautiful in a living and vital way? Here are some of the things the Alianza did—and does. At the beginning of the War, many members of the Alianza went into the trenches and the villages near the front, explaining to the fighters the basic meaning of this War, and why a group of industrialists and military men had chosen to rise against the majority of the voters of Spain. They made posters, they gave speeches, they read poems, they worked with and under the direction of the Ministry of Public Instruction. From Paris, the French writers sent them, as a present, a school on wheels, a truck equipped with a motion picture machine and a printing press, brought to Spain by a committee headed by Louis Aragon, famous poet and novelist.

Last August, a year ago, the Alianza founded its paper, EL MONO AZUL, (Overalls), and began to publish stories, poems, and chronicles of the war. When the People’s Army was formed, members of the Alianza helped to establish, and several of them still edit, the Brigade newspapers that are such an important part of the cultural work carried on among the men in camp and at the Front. The Alianza now has its own publishing activities, too, and has edited and printed a number of books, including a concise historical record of the war called THE GENERAL CHRONICAL OF THE CIVIL WAR, and also a new and valuable anthology, POETS IN LOYALIST SPAIN. There are now in preparation two volumes of short stories about the war, one to include the work of Spanish writers, the other the work of foreign writers familiar with democratic Spain, such as Gustav Regler, André Malraux and Kisch. In Valencia, a new and beautiful magazine, HORA DE ESPAÑA, has many Alianza members on its editorial board.


WRITERS’ CONGRESS


But, from every standpoint, one of the most important achievements of the Alianza in recent months has been the bringing to Spain last July of the Second International Writers Congress which held sessions in Madrid, Valencia, and Barcelona, all cities within the range of Franco’s shell fire or the bombs of Fascist aviation. This Congress, certainly of great historic importance, brought together more than a hundred men and women of letters from all over the world, of all races and colors, meeting at the very front line trenches for the defense of world culture and the preservation of the integrity of the arts against Fascist aggression. These men and woman who came to Madrid, many of them of world fame, are of those who do not wish to write books to be burned in public squares by international gangsters, or blown to bits on library shelves by bombs from the air, or censored until all their meaning is drained away. And so they came together in Spain, famous and busy people, to show their solidarity with, and their faith in the Spanish workers and intellectuals who are now battling against those forces that would kill all culture and send the human race back to the dark ages.


CENTER FOR ALL ART


The Alliance of Anti-Fascist Intellectuals is Madrid’s center for such men and women. It is a center for every writer and artist who opposes the return to barbarism. It is a center for today’s work and tomorrow’s dream. It is a place where creative miracles continually happen. It is a place where now, today, art becomes life and life is art, and there is no longer any need of a bridge between the artist and the people—for the thing created becomes immediately a part of those for whom, and from whom, it was created. The poem, the picture, the song is only water drawn from the well of the people and given back to them in a cup of beauty so that they may drink—and in drinking, understand themselves.

That is art today in Loyalist Spain. And that is the function of Madrid’s Alianza, the Alianza de Intelectuales Antifascistas.






“Negro Poet Notes Racial Prejudices—Langston Hughes Declares It Exists throughout North America”



The Gazette (Montreal, Quebec), February 14, 1938, p. 13. Originally published in the Montreal Gazette, a Division of Postmedia Network Inc. Used by permission.


Racial prejudice against the Negro exists not only in the Deep South of the United States but all over the continent, including Canada and Mexico, Langston Hughes, colored poet and author, told members of the People’s Forum in Victoria Hall, Westmount, last night. Mr. Hughes cited one instance of prejudice against his race which had been brought to his attention in Montreal, and told how on another occasion he himself was subjected to humiliation while on a St. Lawrence River cruise from this port a few years ago.

Taking as his topic “A Poet’s Campaign against Racial Prejudice and Intolerance,” Mr. Hughes suggested the problem was really one of economics, and could only be solved by economic means. The address was a brief autobiography, punctuated by poems he had written at different times in his life.

Born in Missouri, Mr. Hughes lived in many United States cities in his youth and also in Mexico. He attended Columbia University for a year at the instigation of his father, who wanted him to be a professional man. He held a number of inconsequential jobs before signing up on a vessel bound for Africa.

“This journey influenced my poetry and influenced my whole life. I found that prejudice against my race was even rampant in Africa, especially along the coast where the Europeans live.”

Journeying to Paris he was at times a doorman in a small night club and a second cook in a larger one. Here he heard much of the music and saw much of the entertainment provided by other colored men, and wrote many poems with Negro songs as the themes.

From Paris he went to Italy, and after being stranded in Genoa, where he lived in a “municipal flophouse” for six weeks, he returned to the United States with 25 cents in his pocket, earned by washing the shirt of the first mate of the ship on which he worked his way back. Not long afterwards his poetry was recognized, he was sent to college on a scholarship, “a small Negro college,” and has devoted his time since to more travelling and more writing.

A benefactor arranged to give him a holiday, and he chose a St. Lawrence cruise from Montreal. On boarding the boat he was given a cabin away from the other passengers, and different from that which he had booked, and on the second day was asked to come into the dining room and eat his meals after the rest of the passengers had left. He left the ship at Murray Bay, returned to Montreal by train, “and they apologized and said it was a mistake and gave me half my money back.”

He had learned in Montreal, said Mr. Hughes, of a colored woman schoolteacher who had graduated near the top of the list at McGill University who was unable to gain a post here despite many applications.

“The day will eventually come when these things will not happen, when the Negro will be given the same privileges, the same advantages and the same opportunities as the white people.”

Mr. Hughes read a number of his poems during his address and afterwards was besieged with requests to read others, poems of racial prejudice, of the sea, of Negro folklore, of the “blues.”

The address was the last of the season at the People’s Forum.






George Harris, “The Worker’s Poet: An Interview with Langston Hughes”



Champion Labor Monthly, vol. 3, no. 6, May 1938, pp. 14–15. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.



The past has been

A mint of blood and sorrow—

That must not be

True of tomorrow.

 Langston Hughes


A neatly-dressed, quiet, unassuming man stepped down from the train and strode with moderate pace through the filtered sunlight of Chicago’s famous LaSalle St. Station.

A few years ago, a poet just being discovered by Vachel Lindsay, was a busboy in the aristocratic Wardman Park Hotel, in Washington, D. C. As he balanced the remains-belittered dishes and dirty glasses of the guests at Lindsay’s recital in the ornamented dining room of the hotel in 1925, Langston Hughes heard his poems being read to the distinguished gathering. His fame has risen until today, he is recognized nationally as one of America’s foremost exponents of workers’ poetry and prose.

Langston Hughes was born in Joplin, Mo., and attended Columbia and Lincoln Universities. He won the Opportunity Prize for Negroes with his first book, Not Without Laughter, which portrays his own life to some extent.43 He has written a book of short stories; the play, Mulatto, which was produced successfully on Broadway; the play Don’t You Want to Be Free, which is scheduled for future production by the newly-organized Suitcase Theater in New York and sponsored by a Harlem IWO Branch, and three collections of poetry, namely, The Dream Keeper, Weary Blues, and his latest, A New Song.44

The poet ardently advocates the fostering of culture among the laboring class. He deems intellectual pursuits to be the property of all, not the superficial toy of the upper classes who have monopolized and subsidized it. America, he says, is way behind all other countries in its standards of workers’ culture.

A New Song, a collection of inspiring poems dynamically protesting the enslavement of the Negro people, was recently published by the International Workers Order in a first edition of 10,000 copies as the first in a series of literary masterpieces.

In this booklet, Hughes has developed and rounded out his style to include mature ideas of the problems of the Negro as a member of the universal working-class. No longer is he only the voice of a harassed and persecuted Negro race … he realizes that the oppressed Negro’s problems are the problem of the entire laboring world and now propounds his questions with a view to solution. His progressive growth has made him a champion for liberty and democracy throughout the world.

In the words of Max Bedacht, General Secretary of the IWO, “the poetry of Langston Hughes is a true expression of our ideals because it is an impassioned cry for humanity and brotherhood.”45 The writer believes, too, that Hughes can bring his message more effectively home by direct presentation of his poems to the masses. At present he is on tour for the IWO and will make 12 appearances under their auspices.

Ten months ago, Hughes entrained for the Spanish Loyalist Front as a correspondent of the Baltimore Afro-American, to stay there six months. He lived the life of a soldier, read his poems to the volunteers, went wherever they went, even as far as the trenches, and generally endeared himself to the Loyalists by his self-denial and spirited cooperation whenever the situation demanded it. Steve Nelson has spoken often and highly of Langston Hughes.46 He left Spain just before Xmas, almost immediately after the taking of Teruel by the Loyalists, and landed in New York in January.

Describing the war, he said, “It is quite evident that the war is completely mechanized and although the Loyalists are handicapped by a lack of war materials, they possess plenty of manpower and have done amazingly well against the timebombs, tanks and artillery of the fascists.

“The democratic nations have let Spain down. The French frontier must be opened and the American neutrality law changed to allow arms to be sold the Loyalists. Spain does not need cigarettes as much as it needs guns with which to obliterate the fascists.”

Commenting on the effects of the war on art, the poet noted that the struggle is directly responsible for a new cultural wave in Spain. The First State Theater opened in Madrid to the salvoes of humming propellers on enemy aircraft overhead. Lorca, a poet killed in the war, wrote his Gypsy Ballads shortly before his murder by fascists, and Spanish artists, writers, and musicians are all contributing their help in the form of posters, poems, plays, and musical compositions which inspire and entertain the soldiers.

Hughes was present in Madrid at the period of its first bombardment during which, he estimates, nearly 1000 shells fell upon the city. He noted that the morale of the Spanish people was very high and “they take the bombing as casually as we do a rainstorm. They walk down the sheltered side of the street during the assailment and continue on about their business, almost unconcernedly.”

Speaking of Franco, Hughes vehemently declared, “It is absurd for anyone using the slogan of ‘Up with Spain! Up with Jesus Christ!’ to ruthlessly bombard and slaughter helpless, innocent women and children.” The fascist press is entirely propaganda, he observed. It is nothing unusual to notice an advertisement listing clothes for sale and the price, to be followed by the words, “Hail Franco!” It seems that the advertisers, in a city occupied by the Franco hordes, are conscripted to maintain and key up the fascist morale.

He mentioned the fact that there is no racial prejudice shown the Negro soldiers in Spain. In fact, the Negro members of the International Brigade were afforded a very enthusiastic welcome by the civilian population. He noticed that quite a few Moorish and Cuban Negroes living in Spain prior to the outbreak of war, and many American Negroes including the late Oliver Law, have volunteered for service with the Loyalists.47 Hughes urges the Negro support of the Loyalist government since “the enemies of the Loyalists are the enemies of the Negroes. The allies of Franco, the reactionaries, and all fascist dictators are the enemies of the workers throughout the world.”

Tucked under one arm, Hughes carried a copy of Richard Wright’s stirring novel, “Uncle Tom’s Children.”48 He had just finished reading the book and said, simply, “I enjoyed reading Dick Wright’s book very much. In my opinion, he will become the Negro Maxim Gorky.”

Langston Hughes’ merits have been recognized by his election to a vice-presidency in the League of American Writers and his appointment as a delegate to the Writers’ Congress in Paris in 1937.

The vividness of the Ballads of Lenin, the spiritedness of Let America Be America Again, the ringing Chant for Tom Mooney and Chant for May Day, and his Song of Spain are the reveille of a dormant people awakening them to action. His words are the flaming sword leading a martyred race to battle. His torch shall lead all workers on, singing the chorus of his A New Song:


Revolt! Arise!

The Black

And White World

Shall be one!

The Worker’s World!

The past is done!

A new dream flames

Against the

Sun.







Langston Hughes, “Writers, Words and the World”









Speech at the International Writers Association for the Defense of Culture, Paris, France, July 25, 1938. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/339252. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Hughes was delighted to receive an invitation from the League of American Writers, an association founded by the Communist Party USA in 1935 and for which he served as a vice president, to accompany Theodore Dreiser to Paris as a delegate at the Congress for Peace Action and Against Bombing of Open Cities. “Figure this out!” he gushed to his friend, Louise Thompson Patterson, in a letter dated July 12, 1938. “But Theodore Dreiser and I are off to Paris on the Normandie tomorrow to represent the League of American Writers at a Peace Congress there.”49 Hughes later revealed to Franklin Folsom, Executive Secretary of the League, that the “Peace Congress itself was rather dull with too many speeches and in too many languages that were hard to hear and to which nobody paid any attention anyway,” but he nevertheless sent Folsom a copy of his own speech, which he had delivered at a one-day Writers Congress that followed the Congress for Peace.50

Words have been used too much to make people doubt and fear. Words must now be used to make people believe and do. Writers who have the power to use words in terms of belief and action are responsible to that power not to make people believe in the wrong things. And the wrong things are, as surely everyone will agree, death instead of life, suffering instead of joy, oppression instead of freedom, whether it be freedom of the body or of the mind.

Words put together beautifully, with rhythm and meaning, are as the branches and roots of a tree—if that meaning be a life meaning—such words can be of more value to humanity than food to the hungry or garments to the cold. For words big with the building of life rather than its destruction, filled with faith in life rather than doubt and distress, such words entering into the minds of men last much longer than today’s dinner in the belly or next year’s overcoat on the back. And such words, even when forgotten, may still be reflected in terms of motives and actions, and so go out from the reader to many people who have never seen the original words themselves.

Writers have power. The better the writer the greater that power to impel people toward the creation of a good life. We know that words may be put together in many ways: in beautiful but weak ways having meaning only for the few, worldly-wise and capable of understanding; or in strong and sweeping ways, large and simple in form, like yesterday’s Walt Whitman or today’s Theodore Dreiser.

The best ways of word-weaving, of course, are those that combine music, meaning and clarity in a pattern of social force.

One’s own creative talents must supply the music of the words, one’s background and experience, the meaning, and one’s ability to study, simplify and understand, the clarity. To understand being the chief of these.

To understand! In one way the whole world situation today is very simple: greed against need. But within that simplicity there are many complexities and apparent contradictions. The complexities of race, of capital and labour, of supply and demand, of the stock exchange and the bowl of rice, of treaties that lie and bombs that tell the truth. And all these things are related to creative writing, and to the man or woman who writes. The shortest poem or story—let us say about a child playing quietly alone in a courtyard—such a poem or story will be a better one if the author understands the relationship of his child to the Tokio war-machine moving against China. Why? Because the Tokio war-machine—if its lines be traced clearly back to Paris or London or Berlin or New York—the Tokio war-machine touches that very child in our simple little story, no matter in whose yard the child may be playing.

Because our world is like that today, so related and inter-related, a creative writer has no right to neglect to understand clearly the social and economic forces that control our world. No matter what his country or what his language, a writer, to be a good writer now, cannot remain unaware of Spain and China, of India and Africa, of Rome and Berlin. Not only do the near places and the far places influence, even without his knowledge, the very subjects and material of his books, but they affect their physical life as well, their actual existence and being. For there are two depositories for books today: on democratic shelves or in reactionary bonfires. That is very simple. Books may live and be read, or be burned and blown away.

So there may still be those who use words to make people doubt and wonder, to remain inactive, unsure of the good in life, and afraid to struggle for it. But we must use words to make them believe in life, to understand and attempt to make life better. To use words otherwise, as decent members of society, we have no right.






Langston Hughes, “Democracy and Me”









Speech at the Public Session of the Third American Writers’ Congress, Carnegie Hall, New York City, June 2, 1939. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/337874. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: The start of World War II only three months away, Hughes delivered this speech on the first day of a three-day conference that concluded with exiled German writers offering a warning to colleagues in the United States to take fascist threats by Hitler seriously rather than dismissing him with intellectual contempt, as some of them had done to their peril. A writer for the New York Times reported that among “the most dramatic incidents of the session was the reading by Langston Hughes, noted Negro poet and novelist, of a list of the names of forty-five writers from nine countries who lost their lives in fascist countries. The list includes the names of seven Americans who were killed while fighting with the Spanish Loyalists. … The audience stood with bowed heads as the roster of the dead was read.”51

Twice now I have had the honor and the pleasure of representing the League of American Writers at Congresses held abroad in Paris and in Spain.52 In Europe I spoke first as an American and as a writer, and secondarily as a Negro. Tonight, here in New York at the Third American Writers’ Congress, I feel it wise in the interest of democracy to reverse the order, and to speak first as a Negro and a writer, and secondarily as an American—because Negroes are secondary Americans. All the problems known to the Jews today in Hitler’s Germany, we who are Negroes know here in America—with one difference. Here we may speak openly about our problems, write about them, protest, and seek to better our conditions. In Germany the Jews may do none of these things. Democracy permits us the freedom of a hope, and some action towards the realization of that hope. Because we live in a democracy, tonight I may stand here and talk to you about our common problem, the problem of democracy and me.

Since this is a writers’ congress, I shall approach that problem as a writer. I shall speak of the color-line as it affects writers, as it affects me—and when I say me, I do not mean me, myself, alone. By me, I mean all those Negro writers who are seeking to put on paper today in the form of verse, or prose, or drama, life in America as we know it.

Here are our problems: In the first place, Negro books are considered by editors and publishers as exotic. Negro material is placed, like Chinese material or Bali material or East Indian material, into a certain classification. Magazine editors will tell you, “We can use but so many Negro stories a year.” (That “so many” meaning very few.) Publishers will say, “We already have one Negro novel on our list this fall.”

The market for Negro writers, then, is definitely limited as long as we write about ourselves. And the more truthfully we write about ourselves, the more limited our market becomes. Those novels about Negroes that sell best, by Negroes or whites, those novels that make the best-seller lists and receive the leading prizes, are almost always books that touch very lightly upon the facts of Negro life, books that make our black ghettos in the big cities seem very happy places indeed, and our plantations in the deep South idyllic in their pastoral loveliness. In such books there is no hunger and no segregation, no lynchings and no tears, no intimidations and no Jim Crow. The exotic is the quaint and the happy—the pathetic or melodramatic, perhaps, but not the tragic. We are considered exotic. When we cease to be exotic, we do not sell well.

I know, of course, that very few writers of any race make a living directly from their writing. You must be very lucky and very famous to do that. But a great many American writers—who are not Negroes—may make a living in fields more or less connected with writing. They may thus be professional writers living on or from their literary reputations and able, from their earnings, to afford some leisure time for personal creation. Whether their books are good or bad, they may work in editorial offices, on publishers’ staffs, in publicity firms, in radio, or in motion pictures. Practically never is such employment granted to a Negro writer though he be as famous as the late James Weldon Johnson or as excellent a craftsman as the living Richard Wright. Perhaps an occasional prize or a fellowship may come a Negro writer’s way—but not a job. It is very hard for a Negro to become a professional writer. Magazine offices, daily newspapers, publishers’ offices are as tightly closed to us in America as if we were pure non-Aryans in Berlin.

Of course, Negro novelists do not sell their novels to motion pictures. No motion picture studio in America, in all the history of motion pictures, has yet dared make one single picture using any of the fundamental dramatic values of Negro life—not one. Not one picture. On the screen we are servants, clowns, or fools. Comedy relief. Droll and very funny. Such Negro material as is used by the studios is very rarely written by Negroes.

I speak first of this problem of earning a living because it is basic. Most undernourished writers die young—or cease to be writers, because they are forced to do something else.

Let us turn to the lecture field, a source of income for many Nordic and non-Nordic writers who are white. The leading lecture bureaus do not handle Negro speakers. Thousands of women’s clubs and forums have never had—and will not have—a Negro speaker. Since tea is often served, the factor of social equality, of course, enters into the arrangements. In a number of states of our American republic, it is prohibited by law for whites and Negroes to drink tea together in public places.

On lecture tour, the Negro writer, if a tour he has, runs into all the difficulties that beset colored travellers everywhere in this country: in the South the Jim Crow coach and the segregated waiting room. If travelling by car, no tourist camps for Negroes, few restaurants that will serve a meal. Everywhere lack of hotel accommodations. This week the press reports that Marian Anderson was refused accommodations in the Hotel Lincoln at Springfield [Illinois] where she went to sing at the premiere of Young Mr. Lincoln. Negro writers and artists on tour in this country, if greeted with acclaim on the platform, are often rudely received outside the hall as human beings. They are expected, I suppose, to sleep in stables, if there happen to be no colored families in the town to accommodate them.

Ten days ago, a friend of mine, a well-known Negro novelist whose third novel has just come from the press, was invited to talk about his book before a large women’s club at their clubhouse. At the hour of the lecture, the novelist could not get past the attendant at the outer door. He was forced to go to the corner drugstore and telephone the ladies that he was on the sidewalk waiting to appear before them. Doormen, you see, and elevator operators accustomed to our segregation patterns, will often not admit Negroes to hotels and clubs even when they say they are specifically invited there as guests. Negroes, in America, whether they be authors or not, are still expected to use the servant’s entrance.

When these things are put into a story or book, they are not exotic or charming. There is about them no sweet southern humor—even when told in dialect—so they do not sell well. One of our oldest and most cultural of American magazines once, in turning down a story of mine—which they had a perfect right to turn down on literary grounds—wrote me a quaint little note with it. The editor said, “We believe our readers still read for pleasure.”

So, in summary: The market for Negro writers is very limited. Jobs as professional writers, editorial assistants, publisher’s readers, etc., are almost non-existent. Hollywood insofar as Negroes are concerned, might just as well be controlled by Hitler. The common courtesies of decent travel, hotel and restaurant accommodations, politeness from doormen, elevator-men, and hired attendants in public places is practically everywhere in America denied Negroes, whether they be writers or not. Black authors, too, must ride in Jim Crow cars.

These are some of our problems. What can you who are writers do to help us solve them? What can you, our public, do to help us solve them? My problem, your problem. No, I’m wrong! It is not a matter of mine and yours. It is a matter of ours. We are all Americans. We want to create the American dream, a finer and more democratic America. I cannot do it without you. You cannot do it omitting me. Can we march together then?

But perhaps the word march is the wrong word—suggesting soldiers and armies. Can we not put our heads together and think and plan—not merely dream—the future America? And then create it with our hands? A land where even a Negro writer can make a living, if he is a good writer. And where, being a Negro, he need not be a secondary American.

We do not want any secondary Americans. We do not want a weak and imperfect democracy. We do not want poverty and hunger and prejudice and fear on the part of any portion of our population. We want America to really be America for everybody. Let us make it so!


Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes. Christopher C. De Santis, Oxford University Press. © Christopher C. De Santis 2022. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192855046.003.0002
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Jim Crow, Economics, War, and the Black Writer



“Dunbar Gave Inspiration to His Work, Author Says”



Dayton Herald, March 19, 1940, p. 13. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Despite his determination to make a living solely as a writer, Hughes struggled with poverty throughout his long career, and his attempts at raising cash are well documented in his letters, in his autobiographies, and by his biographers. Reading tours, including the one he planned in early 1940, with several stops in Ohio, generally provided some degree of remuneration. Economics were very much on Hughes’s mind in this interview, both in terms of his views on global class oppression and concerns for his own financial situation.

It was the late Paul Laurence Dunbar who through his poems gave him the inspiration for his early poetic ideas, Langston Hughes, Negro poet, playwright and author, asserted Tuesday morning when he arrived in Dayton to spend several days here, at Antioch college and at Wilberforce university.

Living in Lawrence, Kas., in his younger years, Hughes said that he admired Dunbar’s works so much that he fashioned his own first poems in similar dialect. The first one, he recalled, was called “[The] Negro Speaks of Rivers” and was written just 20 years ago this year. Hughes, now 38, looks as if he were a boy just out of college.


“Practical” in Views


Though most of his plays and poems deal with problems of the day, he emphasizes that [he] is “practical,” rather than “radical” in his views, the major one of which is that the white and Negro races should work hand in hand for their mutual betterment.

“Since the root of the Negro problem now is food and jobs, one that is not foreign to the white race either, it seems to me that it is time we establish an economic democracy that will attack the problems of both races.

“There is no use trying to solve the Negro’s problems on a racial basis. No matter whether it’s New Orleans or Boston, the Negro can get but one job out of a hundred. That has led to his taking a job from a white man on many occasions because he was compelled by necessity to work for whatever he could get.

“One encouraging development for our working people, however, has been the attempt to organize unions among the Negroes, an indication that recognition is being given to my idea that our troubles are basically economic.

“In fact, taken in a larger sense and embracing all peoples, a world cooperative basis is the only one on which we can get together. Events in Europe make that clearer each day.”


Play to Be Presented


One of Hughes’s plays, “Don’t You Want to Be Free?” makes a point of economic co-operation as the solution for the two races and will be presented in the Yellow Springs opera house under auspices of Antioch college at 8:30 p.m. Thursday.

Hughes will give readings from his poems and other works Tuesday at 8 p.m. in the Dayton Industries building and will spend Wednesday at Wilberforce. This is his second visit to Dayton and he was much pleased to learn that meantime the Dunbar home has been converted into a shrine under state control.

Hughes is the author of “Mulatto,” a play that had an extended run on Broadway, but he says that while he has two plays in mind he is not certain when they will get down on paper since it is next to impossible for a Negro to have his plays accepted for production.

He has written seven plays in all but only “Mulatto” has been acted professionally. It is to be revived in Boston Saturday, with the censor’s deletion of some of the dialogue. Philadelphia recently banned it completely because of the dialogue, which is vividly descriptive of Georgia plantation life.1

A novel, “Big Sea,” by Hughes, will be out in the fall.2 It is an autobiographical travelogue based on three years he spent on the sea, because of “economic necessity,” in which he touched a number of foreign countries. He has been selected as one of America’s 25 “most interesting” persons with a “socially conscious” attitude.3






Langston Hughes, “Let’s Get It Straight [Concerning ‘Goodbye, Christ’]”



Chicago Defender, January 11, 1941, p. 12. Reprinted by permission of the Chicago Defender.


Editor’s Note: On November 15, 1940, Hughes had hoped to publicize the first volume of his autobiography, The Big Sea, at a “Book and Author” luncheon in Pasadena, California but was met instead by an irate crowd of protesters. Aimee Semple McPherson, the head of the fundamentalist Temple of the Four Square Gospel in Los Angeles, had arranged for picketers to spread awareness of Hughes’s irreverent poem, “Goodbye Christ” (1932), in which he had sarcastically mentioned the evangelist. A month later, Hughes discovered that the Saturday Evening Post, which he also critiqued in the poem, had reprinted “Goodbye Christ” without his permission. In response, Hughes sent the following statement—which some critics have read as the writer’s formal break with the radical left—to friends, publishers, and foundations. The Chicago Defender published “Concerning ‘Goodbye, Christ’ ” (1941) under the title, “Let’s Get It Straight.”

Chicago Defender Editor’s Note: Poet, a little confused about all the fuss made over a poem he wrote 10 years ago, does a little explaining for those just getting around to reading it.

Almost ten years ago now, I wrote a poem in the form of a dramatic monologue entitled “Goodbye, Christ” with the intention in mind of shocking into being in religious people a consciousness of the admitted shortcomings of the church in regard to the condition of the poor and oppressed of the world, particularly the Negro people.4

Just previous to the writing of the poem, in 1931 I had made a tour through the heart of our American Southland. For the first time I saw peonage, million-dollar high schools for white children and shacks for Negro children (both of whose parents work and pay taxes and are Americans), I saw vast areas in which Negro citizens were not permitted to vote, I saw the Scottsboro boys in prison in Alabama and colored citizens of the state afraid to utter a word in their defense.

I crossed rivers by ferry where the Negro drivers of cars had to wait until all the white cars behind them had been accommodated before boarding the ferry even if it meant missing the boat.

I motored as far North as Seattle and back across America to New York through towns and cities where neither bed nor board was to be had if you were colored, cafes, hotels, and tourist camps being closed to all non-whites. I saw the horrors of hunger and unemployment among my people in the segregated ghettos of our great cities.

I saw lecture halls and public cultural institutions closed to them. I saw the Hollywood caricatures of what pass for Negroes on the screens that condition the attitudes of a nation. I visited state and religious colleges to which no Negroes were admitted.

To me these things appeared unbelievable in a Christian country. Had not Christ said, “Such as ye do unto the least of these, ye do it unto Me”? But almost nobody seemed to care. Sincere Christians seeking to combat this condition were greatly in the minority.

Directly from this extensive tour of America, I went to the Soviet Union. There it seemed to me that Marxism had put into practical being many of the precepts which our own Christian America had not yet been able to bring to life for, in the Soviet Union, meagre as the resources of the country were, white and black, Asiatic and European, Jew and Gentile stood alike as citizens on an equal footing protected from racial inequalities by the law.

There were no pogroms, no lynchings, no Jim Crow cars as there had once been in Tzarist Asia, nor were the newspapers or movies permitted to ridicule or malign any people because of race. I was deeply impressed by these things.

It was then that I wrote “Goodbye, Christ.” In the poem I contrasted what seemed to me the declared and forthright position of those who, on the religious side in America (in apparent actions toward my people) had said to Christ and the Christian principles, “Goodbye, beat it on away from here now, you’re done for.”

I gave to such religionists what seemed to me to be their own words merged with the words of the orthodox Marxist who declared he had no further use nor need for religion.

I couched the poem in the language of the first person, I, as many poets have done in the past in writing of various characters other than themselves. The “I” which I pictured was the newly liberated peasant of the state collectives I had seen in Russia merged with those American Negro workers of the depression period who believed in the Soviet dream and the hope it held out for a solution of their racial and economic difficulties. (Just as the “I” pictured in many of my blues poems is the poor and uneducated Negro of the South—and not myself who grew up in Kansas.)

At the time that “Goodbye, Christ” first appeared, many persons seemed to think I was the characterized “I” of the poem. Then, as now, they failed to see the poem in connection with my other work, including many verses most sympathetic to the true Christian spirit for which I have always had great respect—such as that section of poems, “Feet Of Jesus,” in my book, The Dream Keeper, or the chapters on religion in my novel, Not Without Laughter, which received the Harmon Gold Award from the Federated Council of Churches.

They failed to consider “Goodbye, Christ” in the light of various of my other poems in the ironic or satirical vein, such as “Red Silk Stockings”—which some of my critics once took to be literal advice.

Today, accompanied by a sound truck playing “God Bless America” and bearing pickets from the Aimee Semple McPherson Temple of the Four Square Gospel in Los Angeles, my poem of ten years ago is resurrected without my permission and distributed on handbills from a Pasadena Hotel where I was to speak on Negro folk songs.5

Some weeks later it was reprinted in the Saturday Evening Post, a magazine whose columns, like the doors of many of our churches, has been until recently entirely closed to Negroes, and whose chief contribution in the past to a better understanding of Negro life in America has been the Octavus Roy Cohen stories with which most colored people have been utterly disgusted.6

Now, in the year 1941, having left the terrain of “the radical at twenty” to approach the “conservative of forty,” I would not and could not write “Goodbye, Christ,” desiring no longer to “épater le bourgeois.”

However, since those at present engaged in distributing my poem do not date it, nor say how long ago it was written, I feel impelled for the benefit of persons reading the poem for the first time, to make the following statement:

“Goodbye, Christ” does not represent my personal viewpoint. It was long ago withdrawn from circulation and has been reprinted recently without my knowledge or consent. I would not now use such a technique of approach since I feel that a mere poem is quite unable to compete in power to shock with the current horrors of war and oppression abroad in the greater part of the world.

Furthermore, I have come to believe that no system of ethics, religion, morals, or government is of permanent value which does not first start with and change the human heart.7 Mortal frailty, greed, and error know no boundary lines.

The explosives of war do not care whose hands fashion them. Certainly, both Marxists and Christians can be cruel. Would that Christ came back to save us all. We do not know how to save ourselves.






Langston Hughes, “Democracy, Negroes, and Writers”









Speech made in absentia, Fourth Congress of the League of American Writers, New York City, June 1941. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/337875. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Hughes did not attend the Fourth Congress of the League of American Writers held in New York City in June 1941 and no longer served as a vice-president in the organization, but he issued the following statement in support of the Congress. Hughes’s comments in this statement about the importance of a free Black Press are particularly significant in the context of the FBI’s investigation in 1941 of the Pittsburgh Courier for publishing allegedly radical and inaccurate exposés about Black soldiers. Hughes’s comments also anticipate conservative reactions to the Black Press, such as Under-Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson’s insistence that some Black newspapers reporting discrimination in the United States armed forces were advocating for “social gains which have not been attained in the country as a whole and using the Army as a means of promoting such gains among the civilian population.” Patterson viewed such activities as “most unfortunate, because they materially impede the War Department in its present desire to build promptly and efficiently an Army capable of defending the nation in the existing crisis and organized so that it will fit into the accepted social order of this country.”8

Writing is the urge to tell folks about it. About what? About what hurts you inside. Colored folks, through the sheer fact of being colored, have got plenty hurting them inside. You see, we, too, are one of those minority races the newspapers are always talking about. Except that we are here in America, not in Europe, fourteen million of us—a rather large minority, but still a minority.

Now, what’s hurting us? Well, Jim Crow is hurting us. Ghettos, and segregation, and lack of jobs is hurting us. Signs up: COLORED TRADE NOT DESIRED, and dirty names such as the Jews know under Hitler hurt us. So those of us who are writers have plenty to tell the world about.

To us democracy is a paradox, full of contradictions. Sure, in the North Negroes can vote, but we can’t work in airplane factories and various other defense industries supported with our tax money as well as that of other citizens. In the South we can’t vote, but we can howl to high heaven about it in our newspapers—and run the risk of lynching and the Ku Klux Klan for howling. In Mississippi the state spends nine times as much for the education of each white child as it does to educate a Negro child, yet the Negro population equals the white, and the wealth of the state is based on the labor of Negroes in the sun of the cotton fields. We give and others take. That’s what makes us mad. So we feel bad and have to write about it.

The color line runs right on down from capital through labor, although labor is waking up a bit. But in many industries today the factories won’t hire us because they say the unions won’t admit us, and the unions won’t admit us because they say the factories won’t hire us: a vicious circle into which a swastika fits perfectly. We can sweep a floor almost anywhere if a white man doesn’t need the job, but even if we graduate from Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we still are not permitted to run a machine in the average American factory. A great many Negroes work, study, and learn, and then are frustrated by the blind alley of color-segregation in American industry. That color line runs all the way through culture and the arts, as well. There are world-famous and very great American Negro singers, some of whom have appeared in opera abroad, but not one had been asked to appear at the Metropolitan. And in many cities where they sing, their own people, the Negro concert goers, are Jim Crowed and segregated. There are some excellent Negro writers in this country, too, but, to my knowledge, none is employed at present in Hollywood where the real money for writers lies. All along the line, we suffer economic discrimination of a discouraging and arbitrary sort, be we artisan or artist.

The League of American Writers, meeting in their Fourth Writer’s Congress in New York on June 6th, has been one of the few cultural organizations to take up the fight for the artistic and economic equality of the Negro writer. Another stand of equal importance to Negro, and all writers, is the League’s position on freedom of speech and publication. To colored people in the United States this is of particular importance as the trend toward suppression and censorship is growing and already there is a tendency to attempt to prevent Negro newspapers, with their editorials against discrimination in defense industries and the Jim Crow set-up of our army and navy, from being read by Negro soldiers and draftees in the army camps. From this it is but a step to the actual suppression of Negro papers, or else the censorship of their articles and editorials.

Negroes, like all other Americans, are being asked at the moment to prepare to defend democracy. But Negroes would very much like to have a little more democracy to defend. And democracy is achieved only through constant vigilance, struggle, and the educational processes of the written and spoken word. For Negro writers it is vital that the channels of free press and publication be kept open. It is necessary to the well-being of the creative soul that the harsh and ugly aspects of our life be exposed to public view in order that they might be changed and remedied in accordance with the democratic ideals for which we are urged to be ready to die. But ideals on paper mean very little. They must be put into practice. Writers must be free to call for and work toward the realization of full democracy in regard to peoples of all colors, else the light will rapidly go out for everyone of us, white or Negro, gentile or Jew, for if we wish to preserve democracy, we must not only defend it but extend it.








“Poet Explains Crux of Color Problem Here—Langston Hughes Reads Many Poems at Century Club”



Scranton Tribune, November 23, 1943, pp. 6, 8. Reprinted courtesy of the Times-Tribune, Scranton, PA.


Editor’s Note: Hughes’s speaking tour in late 1943 included a date in Scranton, Pennsylvania, at the Century Club, a social and charitable organization formed in 1911 when the city’s Ladies Reading Club, City Improvement Association, Woman’s Club, and Tuesday Art club merged. Twenty years after this engagement, Hughes reminded readers of the Saturday Review, in an essay titled “Problems of the Negro Writer: The Bread and Butter Side,” that the prospects for Black authors remained fairly bleak and rife with prejudice, particularly in peripheral areas such as lecturing. In the Saturday Review essay, Hughes gently but effectively alludes to the old racial bugaboos of miscegenation and social equality, suggesting that because “many women’s clubs and forums booking lecturers have teas or receptions following the programs, nine times out of ten, Negro speakers are not invited. Teas are social events: Negroes are not wanted, not even as star names.”9 Hughes’s date at the Century Club may have been the exception, although he doesn’t reveal whether he was included in the tea service that followed his talk. Figure 2.1, above, depicts Hughes as photographed by Gordon Parks in 1943.
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Figure 2.1 Parks, Gordon, photographer. Portrait of Langston Hughes. 1943. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information Black-and-White Negatives.





“My faith is that we will create in America a land where everyone will have a chance to earn a living, send his kids to school and share in democracy,” Langston Hughes, famous Negro poet, told members of the Century Club yesterday after he concluded reading more than 10 of his poems which epitomize the heart of the struggle of the Negro people to make their livelihood and gain their hopes in a free country.

In telling of his own life and interspersing the account with poems he had written in various stages of his literary development, Mr. Hughes pointed out that the Negroes in America, brought here as slaves 300 years ago to work for nothing, have helped to create and build America and that the root of the color problem is the economy of modern life.

“You never walk down the street in any city and see a Negro clerk in the store, a Negro girl serving as the operator at the telephone exchange, a Negro lineman, a Negro cashier. The heart of the struggle is an economic one. The Negro in America really wants a chance to work, make a living and vote as others. He simply wants the basic rights of other peoples.”

Illustrating how he wrote of the Negro’s attitude, he read his poems, “Yussuh”10 and “Brass Spittoons,” the latter showing how there is nothing dishonorable about any honest work, even that of cleaning spittoons.


Sporadic Writing


Mr. Hughes summarized the work of American Negro writers from Colonial days to the present and listed many promising Negro writers of today. One reason for the sporadic writing of Negroes is their difficulty of making a living by writing, he said.

“The economic color line runs right through art as through everything else. None of the Negro writers gets a chance to become Hollywood or radio script writers and thus be able to earn enough so they can take time off to do the kind of writing they want to do. What they do is good but not prolific,” he said.

Mr. Hughes described himself as one of the first American poets to use Negro singing forms for his work. He said his poetry has been deeply influenced by Carl Sandburg. He read two poems he wrote while he was in Cleveland Central High School, “Dressed Up” and “When Sue Wears Red” and said his creed from the beginning of his career has been to write of the beauty, aspirations, dreams and hopes of the American Negro people.

Describing how he began to look for a job in New York when he abandoned the mining engineering course at Columbia University, the poet observed that “When you begin to look for work and you are colored, then you realize what the economic color line really is.”

Mr. Hughes also told of shipping out for Africa, where he said he learned that there too the economic basis is the root of the color problem. He described how he began to write his jazzy poems when he got a job in Paris as a doorman, and later as second cook in a night club. He read “Charleston”11 and “Young Girl’s Blues”12 as two examples of how he wrote when the beat of jazz got in his blood. He also read several poems not yet published in book form, “Madame To You,” “Madame and the Army” and “Madame and the Census Man.”13

“One of the functions of poetry is to capture the nuances of everyday life,” was his preface to his explanation of “Merry-go-round,” a poem which shows how a little colored girl’s thinking is so shaped by the world in which she is forced to live that she asks what part of the Merry-go-round is the Jim Crow section.


Lists Achievements


“We must create a counter propaganda, a counter achievement, to show the colored peoples who are fighting in this war in other parts of the world that there has been a definite improvement in the color problem here. Never before have there been Negro sailors in the Navy, never before have war industries been opened up to them, never before could they go into the Air Corps. These are positive achievements, although the question of the segregation in the donation of blood to Red Cross blood banks hasn’t been a bit good for Negro morale.14 I believe that America is so fine and beautiful that it won’t permit itself to be put on the rocks by Fascism. The fact that the American Negro group has become the leader of the Negro groups in the world is a credit to America,” he concluded after he read his radio poem, “Freedom of the Plow.”15

After a question and answer period, tea was served in the lounge, where Mrs. Charles Elston and Mrs. Bernard Heinz presided at the tea table. The Fall centerpiece consisted of gourds, grapes and other fruit arranged on a large mirror. Green and yellow tapers were used.

Miss Claire Rice, chairman of the Literature Department, which sponsored the lecture, introduced the poet.






Langston Hughes and Others, “Let’s Face the Race Question”









Town Meeting: Bulletin of America’s Town Meeting of the Air, vol. 9, no. 41, February 17, 1944, pp. 3–22. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/338295. Accessed May 24, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: On February 17, 1944, Hughes participated in the NBC radio program, “America’s Town Meeting of the Air.” The topic of the program was “Let’s Face the Race Question,” and after making a prepared opening statement, Hughes was joined in the debate by Carey McWilliams, John Temple Graves II, and Dr. James Edward Shepard. Among other points of emphasis, Hughes makes clear his position on the hypocrisy of national war aims and the mistreatment of Black citizens, including Black soldiers, in the United States.


Announcer:It’s Town Meeting time from coast to coast over the Blue Network, and it’s time to enjoy one of the greatest privileges of our democracy, freedom of discussion. Each week at this hour the Blue Network and more than 130 affiliated stations present America’s Town Meeting of the Air as a public service. Here is our moderator, founder, and director of America’s Town Meeting of the Air, Mr. George V. Denny, Jr. Mr. Denny. (Applause.)


Moderator Denny:Good evening, neighbors. Your reaction to our program last week on “How Should Axis War Criminals Be Tried?” was extremely interesting and varied. Since it was not a “yes or no” question, we cannot tell you very accurately what the results were; however, the majority of you seemed to agree with Samuel Grafton to the extent that the top Axis leaders should be liquidated without trial.16

Both Emil Ludwig and Louis Nizer had strong supporters to uphold their views, but they weren’t quite as numerous as those supporting Mr. Grafton.17

While we’re on the subject of other programs, let us tell you about a new contest that’s on. Due to the rapid growth of Junior Town Meetings in high schools throughout the country, plans have just been completed for another nation-wide contest among the high schools of this country, the winners to appear on Town Meeting in Columbus, Ohio, Thursday, May 4. The subject will be “Does Youth Want Social Security from the Cradle to the Grave?” High school students everywhere are eligible to enter the contest, and complete information can be obtained by writing to Town Hall or to the high school magazine, Our Times, in Columbus, Ohio.

Tonight we’re going to discuss a question that is considered by some timid souls to be dangerous—the race question, more specifically, the Negro question. However, history tells us that it’s much more dangerous to suppress discussion of controversial questions than to bring them out into the open and look at them honestly and objectively.

We’re indeed living in a dangerous age, and I expect that among the principal reasons why it’s a dangerous age is because so many of us fail to apply the same honesty and objectivity in dealing with our human relations that we demand of the scientists and engineers who build our cities, our roads, and our great systems of transportation.

We invite you to face the race question with us fairly and courageously as becomes Americans at this time of crisis. Because we do not wish to influence you unduly by audience reaction, we’ve asked the audience here in Town Hall to refrain from applause or demonstrations of any kind during the program.

There’s no disagreement here among our speakers that we have a race problem. The difference of opinion lies in the way it should be approached. Carey McWilliams, author of Brothers Under the Skin, which is an important contribution to tonight’s question, and Langston Hughes, distinguished American Negro poet and on the editorial board of Common Ground,18 feel that this is a national problem and should be approached as such, while Dr. James E. Shepard, president of the North Carolina College for Negroes, and John Temple Graves II, author of The Fighting South, and a syndicated columnist for the Birmingham Age-Herald and other papers, feel that it’s a community and regional problem and should be approached in that way.

Let us then face this question in Town Meeting fashion, openly and frankly, free from fear and prejudice, and consider what is best to do under all the circumstances. We hear first from our prize-winning poet and dramatist, Langston Hughes. Mr. Hughes. (Applause.)


Mr. Hughes: Some people bring up the doggonedest arguments against doing something concrete toward the Negro question! Even some liberals declare the South would rather fight another civil war than abolish the Jim Crow car and its attendant indecencies. Others profess a profound fear of intermarriage, as if permitting Negroes to vote in the poll-tax states would immediately cause Whites and Negroes to rush to the altar. Others, like David Cohn, in the January Atlantic, say there is no solving of the race problem at all, evidently forgetting the examples of Brazil and the Soviet Union.19

What puzzles me, an American Negro, is how we—and by we I mean all Americans—can put forth such profoundly broad and human war aims, and can send men to fight in defense of those aims thousands of miles away in New Guinea or Italy, yet find it so difficult to put even the simplest of those principles into practice regarding Negro-White relationships here at home. We are perfectly willing to bear down—and with good reason—on Hitler and the Japs, dying across two oceans in defense of our ideals, yet unwilling to bear down on our own railroad brotherhoods and those railway companies that refuse to let American Negro firemen work on American railroads, even in this crisis of manpower shortage.

We are perfectly willing to send tanks and planes to our heroic British, Russian, and Chinese Allies around the world, but unwilling to provide more than inadequate Jim Crow cars or back seats in buses south of Washington for our own colored soldiers. We even permit returned heroes from the battle fronts to be so Jim Crowed.

When I say we, let me remind you again that I mean the whole United States—North and South. But, in discussing the Negro-White problem, there is no denying that, although it is a national problem, its focus is in the South. In the South, Jim Crow is legal, as Hitler’s anti-Jewish laws are legal in Germany. In the South, lynchers go unpunished. In the South, unfortunately, the spirit of the Ku Klux Klan still lives and spreads from there into northern industrial centers, causing hate strikes, riots, and enemy provocations.

That is why the race problem is a pressing national problem now because we are fighting a war in which men are dying. Those of us on the civilian front have no right to hold up war production and thus increase death on the battle lines by walking out rather than work beside Negroes on the production lines. Nor have we any right to undermine the morale of Negro soldiers by segregating them in our armed forces and by continuing to Jim Crow them and their civilian brothers in public places, in war industries vital to the public welfare, and as workers or passengers on public conveyances.

Please note that I said public places. As to social equality, nowhere in the whole civilized world, so far as I know, is anybody forced to invite anybody else to dinner in his own home, or dance with anybody undesirable, or marry anybody he doesn’t wish to marry—and it should not be so—if that is what reactionary objectors to democratic rights for Negroes mean by social equality. To me it seems that individual social relationships have nothing to do with the broad problem of civil, legal, labor, and suffrage rights for all Americans.

Some people seem to insist on confusing the issue. “Would you want your daughter to marry a Negro?” is a stock question. That that Negro might not want to marry his daughter never seems to occur to the questioner. Or suppose the Negro did, all the daughter has to say is, “No.”

So let’s face the race question frankly, without being afraid of each other. I can assure America its Negro citizens do not desire to rob its White citizens of any democratic rights. I feel that an over-all federal program protecting the rights of all minorities and educating all Americans to that effect should be evolved.

It took Federal Order 8802 to open war industries to colored workers.20 It took federal housing to clean up slums to some extent in poor Negro and White neighborhoods all over the Nation. It took the National Relations Labor Board to protect the bargaining rights of labor, White and Negro. It took the National Youth Administration Act to break down existing community patterns in regard to work for Negro youths. The NYA gave them, often for the first time, a chance to learn and work at some form of skilled or semi-skilled labor heretofore denied them.

Some of our states have no intention of doing anything about racial decency. Anyway, almost 14 million colored people should not be left to the shortsighted mercy of the same kind of states’ rights that have acted so undemocratically in Congress of late regarding the soldier vote. That vote, by the way, some Congressmen have publicly declared, is a matter of “White supremacy.”21 “White supremacy” is one of Hitler’s cornerstones.

Negroes aside, as an example of what White supremacy does to white folks, consider the poll tax which effects Maine as much as it does Georgia. Democracy does not lose by sharing its privileges; it loses by denying them. In ratio to that denial, it approaches the very fascist patterns we are fighting against abroad. We cannot afford the luxury of minority oppression. Anyway, I don’t think it’s much fun hating and fighting all the time. (Applause.)


Moderator Denny: Thank you, Langston Hughes. Now we’ll hear from a distinguished southerner, a front-page columnist of the Birmingham Age-Herald, author of The Fighting South, John Temple Graves II. Mr. Graves. (Applause.)


Mr. Graves: Mr. Denny. Let us pray. Let us pray that nothing tonight will increase the sum total of race hate in America. Let us pray for a good American mixture of fact-facing and idealism. In that hope, I’ve come up from Alabama, against much good advice.

No economic system ever invented can work, no race on earth can advance or hold its own in such an atmosphere of hate as we had in this country before Pearl Harbor. Hate between New Dealers and Antis; between management and labor; and then—even as we made war against Hitler, against the greatest race hater in history, the Jim Crow of all ages—hate in great areas of America between white man and black.

It won’t work; it won’t do. It helps nobody anymore. History is going to put down as one of the follies and fallacies of all time the monstrous idea that this country’s race question—the most delicate and difficult with which any people anywhere ever had to deal—could somehow be settled overnight in the middle of a Greatest War.

Negroes and white people don’t hate each other in the Southern States. They may not treat each other right, but they don’t hate each other there—or they didn’t until this wartime fallacy began to be agitated by outsiders. We have to do too much business with each other down there to hate the way they do in other places.

Here in New York are millions of white people who don’t know any Negroes at all. In the South, no such segregation as that exists or can exist. All whites and all blacks have some dealings with members of the other race. We may quarrel and be unjust, but we simply can’t afford to hate each other. It isn’t practical there, and the time has come when it isn’t practical anywhere else, either.

I say the states should be left to deal with this problem because it’s a problem confined to states. It’s a southern problem. You have your Negro problem here in New York, yes, and Carey McWilliams has one in California. But it isn’t the same problem; and it isn’t the big problem.

If Negro populations in the South were confined to only four per cent of the total as they are here in New York, or only two per cent, as they are in California, we think we could handle the problem with no trouble at all in the South.

But the Negro population in Mississippi isn’t two per cent, my friends, it’s 51 per cent. The Negro population in Georgia and Alabama isn’t four per cent, it’s 35 per cent. Plain arithmetic makes it a southern problem.

There are 40 million people in the South and 10 million are Negroes. There are 90 million people in the rest of the country and only 3 million of those are Negroes. It’s in the South that the two races have to get along together in greatest numbers and proximities, and it’s there that the relationship has to be worked out.

The solution does affect the rest of the country, but that doesn’t make it any the less a southern problem—a matter of states’ rights, if you will. Oh, I know we may not handle things perfectly down there. Some of us don’t hesitate to get in trouble with others of us by saying so. I know that they are enemies, not friends, of states’ rights, who mean only the right of the selfish to be let alone in selfishness; of the strong to prey on the weak; and of the backward to hold the forward back; and, yes, of the chain gangs of prejudice to stop the march of time.

I know that states which demand rights must recognize duties—and see lights. But I know that the race question, and many other questions, can be settled only at home.

This recurring states’ rights cry is the old American one for local self-government. The old demand of the community, the individual, to make their own ways. It’s the thing for which we are winning this war—not a war for democracy, but a war for states’ rights, for the right of individual lands not to be invaded by outsiders, not to be dictated to or aggressed against. Even as we win a war for that principle, a great political reaction in America is directed at the same principle, the settlement of problems at home.

States’ rights or not, that’s the only way this Negro problem in the South is ever going to be settled. Not all the laws this Nation can pass, not all the excitement this Nation’s race leaders can create, not all the federal bureaus laid end to end, can force 30 million white people in the South to do what they are passionately and deeply resolved not to do in race relationships. Right or wrong, they feel that something as vital as this war, as dear as life itself, is involved for them. However you may judge them, you are bound to face that fact about them, and the depth of that feeling. Meanwhile, the Negro is advancing there and everywhere else. No race ever advanced so far so fast. (Applause.)


Moderator Denny: Thank you, John Temple Graves. We’ll be down your way originating a Town Meeting on WSGN at the end of April, in Birmingham. Perhaps we’ll hear from you again. Now let’s hear from Carey McWilliams, author of Brothers Under the Skin, Factories in the Field, and other books on our social problems. Mr. McWilliams. (Applause.)


Mr. McWilliams: In all sections of the Nation, American citizens are facing this question—in their defense councils, their plant production committees, and their interracial commissions. They are not being fooled or frightened by bogus statements of the question. After what happened in Detroit and Harlem, in Beaumont and Los Angeles, they know that racism is spreading throughout the Nation, and they propose to stop it.22

Fully warned of the danger, the people have already demonstrated that they possess the good will, the creative enthusiasm, and the energy to solve this question. But the people will discover that they cannot solve this question even in their own communities until it is solved nationally, for the question has now become national in scope and effect, and it now falls full square within the field of federal action.

I would propose, therefore, as a first step, that we enforce the Constitution of the United States, not in part of the Nation, part of the time, for part of the people, but for all of the people, all of the time, in every corner of America. To safeguard the Bill of Rights, to insure the integrity of federal elections, to banish discrimination in the exercise of constitutional rights based on race, color, or creed—these are federal responsibilities.

The necessity is clear. The remedies are multiple: Apply the 14th Amendment. Outlaw the poll tax in federal elections. Enact a federal antilynching statute, and enforce these measures impartially, but firmly, throughout the Nation. Make it a cardinal point, a federal policy that there shall be no discrimination based on race, color, or creed. Then proceed to put this policy into effect in the field of government service and in every agency of the Government.

In addition, we need legislative sanction for the Fair Employment Practice Committee, an amendment to the National Labor Relations Act making it an unfair labor practice for a trade union to discriminate against any person by reason of race or color. We need a fair racial practice act, providing for enforcement by an administrative agency as a matter of federal policy, rather than a personal privilege.

We should also recognize that it is the duty of the Federal Government to insure that no American shall be denied, solely by reason of race or color, the opportunity to become a responsible citizen. Why should citizens be denied access to public health services, to hospitals, to libraries, to schools and colleges, to the right to decent homes solely because of the color of their skin?

To prevent this denial, which is often occasioned by the states themselves, we need an agency in the Federal Government to provide these services and facilities wherever they have been discriminatorily denied. Give this agency the functions of research and education, of investigation and mediation, or organization and welfare. Authorize it to act through local and state agencies, but permit it to act in its own right whenever necessary. Provide it with the means to grant subsidies in furtherance of these purposes. Expressly direct it to aid and to induce action on the part of local agencies within the broad framework of federal policy. Let such an agency bridge the gap between research and action. Let it bring the full resources of the present-day social sciences directly to bear upon the problem.

Initiation of such a program can no longer be postponed. It is an indispensable step toward the avoidance of postwar complications, both foreign and domestic, which have already assumed major proportions. We must recognize that we will need the maximum unity, not only to win the war, but to discharge the unprecedented responsibilities we have assumed and inherited for the postwar world.

Since this war is, in part, a world revolution, it is folly to assume that it has not profoundly altered the relationships and factors involved in what we call the race question. The Federal Government, in the long run, cannot ignore these and similar considerations. It is precisely because two irreconcilable points of view are developing today on the race question that the Federal Government must be prepared to intervene, to mediate, to point the way to the future, and to prevent the lawlessness that in the 13 race riots of 1943 disgraced the Nation and encouraged its enemies.

There is today in America a large and expanding area of good will that can be stimulated and organized for the attainment of such a program and its objectives. If we permit this energy to dissipate, if we fail to act now to prevent the dangers that are so clearly foreseeable, we will invite consequences which may well be disastrous, for racism is not merely a threat to the minorities involved, it is a malignant disease that threatens the destruction of civilization and democracy. It carries the germs of future wars and endless domestic disorders. We cannot permit this disease to spread. We must prepare now to stamp it out, to rid this Nation once and for all of a scourge that threatens to destroy national resistance. (Applause.)


Moderator Denny: Thank you, Carey McWilliams. We’ll be out your way in Los Angeles with Town Meeting in the middle of the summer, and we’ll be seeing you there. Now we’re to hear from one of the South’s most distinguished Negro educators, the president of North Carolina College for Negroes, at Durham, North Carolina, Dr. James E. Shepard. Dr. Shepard. (Applause.)


Dr. Shepard: What we are all seeking in this country is a democracy which has already been guaranteed to all citizens by the Constitution of our country. The question before us this evening is whether the Federal Government or the states can best solve the many questions of human rights which are being questioned and, in many instances, denied, in a supposed democracy.

Democracy is more than a form of government, and a democratic process means more than election by majority, government by legislatures and congresses, laws executed by governors and presidents, interpreted by courts, state and federal. Democracy is that audacious belief of our people that in the most ordinary men there are resident the most extraordinary possibilities, and that if we keep the doors of opportunity open to them they will amaze us by their achievements.

My belief in the ability of states to handle their problems has been instilled in me by the handling of such problems in my own state. North Carolina, a great civilized and Christian community recognizing, in many ways, the rights and privileges of the Negro, has gone ahead of its neighbors as though they were a different race of men.

North Carolina has learned that it is not in the public interest that any of its citizens should be reared in ignorance and live in poverty.

Whether we work through the social gospel into personal religion, or the other way around, we come to the gist of the whole matter when we agree that the saving and perpetuation of our democracy rests on a personal religion, which belief is founded in the divine parenthood of the human family.

That is why we have something worth defending. It will never be found in laws, either federal or state, but in the hearts and consciences of those who compose the state. All laws are failures and cannot be enforced unless they have this foundation.

Our great President, Abraham Lincoln, realized how futile it would be to pass any law or to issue any proclamation unless the people believed in it and would see that the law was executed. September 13, 1862, replying to a committee from the religious denominations of Chicago, the President made this statement: “What good would be a proclamation of emancipation from me, especially as we are now situated. I do not want to issue a document that the whole world will see must necessarily be inoperative like the Pope’s Bull against the comet. Will my word free the slaves when I cannot even enforce a constitution in the rebel states? Is there a single court or magistrate or individual that would be influenced by that?”23

The passing of the National Prohibition Act is another tragic landmark of how futile it would be to pass any law and have it enforced unless the people really wanted it.

For that reason, I trust more to the generous and Christian attitude of our North Carolina people in making the needed social, political, and economic readjustments. If North Carolina has not been too Christian to indulge in race repression, it has been, and is, too enlightened and too thoughtful of its intelligence and self-interest to do so.

Let me briefly quote you some figures of educational progress. Appropriations for higher learning in North Carolina have been raised from $621,000 for the biennium of 1941–1943, to $825,000 for 1943–1945, or a gain of 33 1/3 per cent at one time. Likewise, the total expenditures by the state in public education for Negroes from 1939 to 1943, for public schools alone, shows a gain of two million dollars for this four-year period.

One of the most striking illustrations is that the maximum salary of the Negro teacher for the state term of eight months in 1931 was $800 from state funds. This year the same type of teacher will receive $1,305, or a gain in the five-year period of $505 for the same type of training and experience.

Negroes vote in North Carolina practically throughout the whole state. In some voting precincts in some cities, Raleigh and others, the registrars and judges of elections are Negroes. It is estimated that 70 thousand Negroes, at least, voted in the 1940 election.

As for the Christian attitude, an instance will suffice. In the annual session of the North Carolina Council of Churches, which prior to September 23, 1943, had been White only, the Council voted unanimously to accord to the Negro denominations of the state the privilege of participation in the Council on an equal basis with that of White membership.

We’ve no logical or historical reason for believing that federal legislation will be effective in stopping racial discrimination. The principle of states’ rights, which I advocate, is simple: the principle of the rights of the people in the state to finance their own enterprises, solve their own problems, to run their own affairs energetically and confidently, and not to be governed by some remote and distant governing class. (Applause.)


Moderator Denny: Thank you, Dr. Shepard.


QUESTIONS, PLEASE!


Mr. Denny: We have more than our usual quota of questions from our listeners tonight, and we’ll take just as many as possible before we take the questions here in the hall. Remember a five-dollar Town Hall Associate membership goes to all from beyond the fifty-mile radius of New York City whose questions are answered. A five-dollar full membership goes to those who live within this radius if their questions are used or asked personally here in the hall.

Gentlemen, will you come up around the microphone because we’ll ask these questions and you may want to comment on them.

Mr. Graves, we’ll start with a question for you from Miss Whitney Joy of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. “By what right,” she asks, “does any subdivision of the Nation”—I suppose that means a state—“or any group of subdivisions less than the whole, set itself up as the judge, jury, and executor in any matter which is of vital concern to the entire Nation?” Mr. Graves.


Mr. Graves: Vital as that concern may be for the entire Nation, vital is no name for what it is to the part of the Nation from which I come. That’s the point I tried to make in my talk—that it is a problem up here and out west, but it’s no such problem as it is in the Southern States.

Mr. Denny: All right. Thank you. If any of you want to comment on these questions or the answers made by each other, you just signal me and you can comment. Dr. Shepard, a question for you from Jessie Church Powell of Hillsboro, Ohio. “Hitler says there’s no way out for the Negro in the United States. Russia says that she’s solved her racial problem by franchise. The United States has a democracy, has her Constitution, Bill of Rights, and civil rights which are not fully granted. Will not the word ‘Christian’ have to be added to democracy to meet this practical issue?”

Dr. Shepard: It would be a very good addition.

Mr. Denny: All right.

Mr. Hughes: May I comment on that?

Mr. Denny: Yes, Mr. Hughes, come along.

Mr. Hughes: Well, I have been in the Soviet Union and until recently the Soviet Union wasn’t very Christian, but it happens to be the only country, so far as I know, in the whole world that solved the race problem. (Applause.) I’d simply like to add that they have the same kind of race problems that we have here. They have the problem of darker peoples, millions of darker people in Soviet Asia, and I saw in Tashkent, myself, former Jim Crow cars with the partition still there—the old street cars are still running—but nobody sits on a special side of the partition. Everybody sits wherever they want to in the cars.


We all know about the Jewish problem. Jewish people couldn’t live in certain cities. They can live anywhere they want to now. They can go anywhere they want to. The Soviet Union has actually solved the race problem and anybody who says it can’t be solved, anybody who puts one section of a country above another and says that those rights should prevail over the whole country, I think simply needs to read the history of the Soviet Union. (Applause.)


Mr. Denny: No applause, please, on the answers to any of the questions. It holds up the discussion. Mr. Hughes, here’s a question for you from Mrs. E. G. Carroll of Pittsburgh. “There are thousands of Negroes who have proved, by their lives and their leadership, their qualification for more privileges. Is it not true that at least 50 per cent have failed to accept the obligations that full citizenship requires? Should they be given more privileges until they can carry more obligations?”

Mr. Hughes: Well, while I don’t think it’s true that 50 per cent have failed to accept obligations, I think that probably a very large percentage in the South have been prevented from accepting any obligations by terror, and the Lynch Law, and lack of ability to go to the polls. On the other hand, I do not believe that citizenship and the rights of American life depend upon one’s failure to live up to obligations. I think that they should be granted to everybody and then out of the granting of those rights and privileges, you learn how to live up to obligations. You can’t learn if you’re segregated, and Jim Crowed, and uneducated, and terrorized. You just can’t learn what you should know and you can’t blame colored people in the deep South if they don’t know the finer points of behavior because they just haven’t had a chance to learn them.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. I have a question here for Mr. McWilliams from Gladys Moore, Seattle, Washington. “Since the Negro stock is not being replenished from outside sources, is it your opinion that, given a reasonable time, sufficient amalgamation will take place between the White and the Negro races so that the problems concerning the differences between the two races will become inconsequential?”

Mr. McWilliams: I think the question assumes a fact which is not justified. I think facts show that the Negro minority in the United States is not declining or diminishing, or that it will vanish. The facts show that the Negro minority in the United States is growing steadily—not in any alarming fashion in relation to other groups, but it is growing. There is no indication that the minority as such will vanish. As the race rises in status, in attainments, in education, I expect to see less intermixture of races than would be the case under our present existing state of affairs in the deep South—a state of affairs which, in my judgment, precipitates the very situation referred to in the question. Over a long period of time some amalgamation might take place, and unquestionably will, but I certainly wouldn’t look for a solution of the problem in this fashion.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. Mr. Graves, do you care to comment?

Mr. Graves: I’m glad to hear Mr. McWilliams put it that way and yet the equanimity with which that question was asked is indication of the total inability to understand how people of the South feel about that basic matter of amalgamation.

Mr. Denny: All right. I have a question for you, Mr. Hughes, from Mrs. Burton Long of Pueblo, Colorado. “Is it not true that much race prejudice may be laid to the members of any group or race who are arrogant, ill-mannered people, loud-voiced in public, and inconsiderate of others, who create an immediate reaction against the race rather than the individual, on the part of those who might think nothing of race differences otherwise?”

Mr. Hughes: Well, certainly I believe that everybody ought to behave themselves, but I certainly also believe that nobody should adopt a prejudice against a whole race of people because some of them happen to misbehave. There are bad people and ill-mannered people in all races. One of the very great complaints about the whole segregation system, in the South particularly, is that it produces such bad manners on the part of white people. (Laughter.) They are really most ill-mannered to Negroes. I certainly don’t think, however, that we ought to think that all white people are ill-mannered because some of the Jim Crow people are, because that isn’t true either. Mr. Graves here, for instance, is one of the nicest men I’ve ever met. He’s a grand fellow. (Laughter.)

Mr. Denny: Now, Mr. Graves, what can you say after that?

Mr. Graves: You have very good manners, too, Langston Hughes (laughter), but I don’t think you should object to having little speeches made here tonight in favor of good manners. I agree that there should be good manners on the part of white people as well as colored people, but I do think that without regard to what advancement by law or social release the Negro obtains, there is vast room for improvement in his manners.

Mr. Denny: All right.

Voice: That goes for both.

Mr. Denny: Dr. Shepard, here’s a question for you from good old Nantucket Island, Massachusetts. Joseph Wilson Cochran asks for “your conception of ideal racial equality. Does it involve more than political or economic equality?” Will you comment on that, please?

Dr. Shepard: It certainly involves political and economic equality. The right to work should never be denied any person. The right to vote should never be denied any person in whatever state he may be. It does not mean anything about social equality, and social equality is too often used as a smoke screen to hide other things. The Negro is not seeking social equality in America.

Mr. Denny: All right. Mr. McWilliams?

Mr. McWilliams: I would like to comment on that question. I don’t know that we agree upon what social equality is, but I say very emphatically that there will be no solution of the race question so long as we adhere to a policy of biracialism or segregation. There can be no solution of this problem within the framework of a segregated pattern of treatment insofar as social life, itself, is concerned—access to public services, libraries, hospitals, schools, common carriers, and that sort of thing. That is what I mean by social equality, and that, it seems to me, is an indispensable condition of any solution of this problem.

Mr. Denny: All right. Mr. Hughes has given us his ideas. Mr. Graves, would you care to comment? If not, let’s pause briefly for station identification.

Announcer: We continue America’s Town Meeting of the Air from Town Hall in New York where Langston Hughes, John Temple Graves II, Carey McWilliams, and Dr. James Shepard are discussing the question “Let’s Face the Race Question.” May we remind you that for your convenience, this entire broadcast, including questions and answers of the discussion to follow and a preview of the Town Meeting two weeks hence, is printed in our bulletin, TOWN MEETING. It will be sent to you upon request if you write Town Hall in New York City, enclosing ten cents to cover the cost of printing and mailing. Send your requests to Town Hall, New York 18, New York.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. Now it’s time for your questions here from the audience in Town Hall, New York. If you have a question, please rise and state the name of the person to whom your question is directed. Questions, please. We’ll start with the man right here.

Rev. E. F. Miller: Mr. Carey McWilliams. What prompted you to write your book, Brothers Under the Skin?

Mr. Denny: Well, that’s in the nature of a personal question. If you care to comment on it, you may. What prompted you to write your book Brothers Under the Skin?

Mr. McWilliams: A deep interest in minority problems.

Mr. Denny: All right. The young man right there. Yes?

Walter Berdon: Mr. McWilliams, do you not think that the banning from the mails of hate sheets, by the post office department, would materially aid in solving this question?

Mr. McWilliams: I do. I feel that a properly drawn federal statute that would prohibit sending through the mail materials calculated to incite or instigate racial hatred would be a step in the right direction.

Mr. Denny: All right, thank you. The gentleman right here.

Thomas S. Jones: John Temple Graves. What effect do you think the treatment of Negroes by the South will have upon our Allies in China and India?

Mr. Graves: I have no doubt, if it is widely known to them, that it does have a bad effect. I’m quite honest about that. I deplore the existence of that situation, but it exists. The point I’m making here tonight is that that’s a fact, and that it can’t be changed over night, no matter how much harm it may do us.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. Right here.

Abe Boxer: Dr. Shepard. You are satisfied with the conditions of the Negro in your state. How about the Negroes in all the other 47 states?

Dr. Shepard: I’m not quite satisfied about the condition of Negroes in my own state or in any other state. We are steadily working toward a goal. We hope to achieve it some day—not tomorrow, but in the near future.

Mr. Denny: All right, thank you. The gentleman right here.

H. Fidel: Mr. Hughes. Do you think that the teaching of anthropology, which is the study of the origin of the one and only human race, beginning in the public schools, would help to eliminate race prejudice?

Mr. Hughes: Oh, yes, indeed, I do. I think that it’s a very valuable thing to be taught if its taught fairly and frankly, and taught everywhere. I think, perhaps, that it would help a great deal if the Red Cross really knew some facts about biology and anthropology. They would not have segregated Negro blood in their blood banks.

Mr. Denny: All right. Next question, please.

Selma Katz: Dr. Shepard. Since the Southern States have shown continued ill will towards granting Negroes civil rights, how can you hope with any success to leave the race question up to the states?

Dr. Shepard: We can’t hope for any accomplishment from the Federal Government. Soon after the war there was an effort made to introduce a civil rights bill which was declared unconstitutional. There had been no effort by the Federal Government to aid the Negro until the New Deal came into operation.

Mr. Denny:
Mr. Hughes?

Mr. Hughes: I would simply like to say that if it hadn’t been for the Federal Government, the Negro would never have been free down South at all. Right now, if it hadn’t been for the Federal Government—as I tried to say in my speech—the NYA and the federal housing have given us a great many things in the South that we never had before. One thing that it did for me, at least—the winning of the Supreme Court case by former Congressman Mitchell against the railroads has at least given the Negro a chance to eat in the dining cars on the southern railroads, which he couldn’t do prior to a year or two ago.24 I traveled all over the South, and I’ve many times gone hungry because they wouldn’t let me in the dining car. Now I wish the Federal Government would see fit to really apply the Interstate Commerce Act and wipe out the Jim Crow cars. That’s the great disgrace, I think, of traveling now.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. The gentleman here.

Charles Schoen: Mr. McWilliams. What is the solution to lowered real-estate values resulting from Negro purchase of homes in established white communities?

Mr. Denny: Not in the real estate business are you? (Laughter.)

Mr. McWilliams: The answer to that question, I think, is this: An actual examination of the facts will show that when Negroes move into a new territory or new neighborhood in which they have not previously lived, that territory, in the first place, has begun to disintegrate as a neighborhood before they moved into the territory, and in the second place, the initial effect is to lower, in some cases, property value, but over a period of time property values will rise in that neighborhood because of the great demand of Negroes for housing.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. I hope you understand that you can send a bill to that man for professional advice. (Laughter.) All right.

Mrs. J. M. Golden: Mr. Graves. If you agree with Mark Ethridge that not all the armies in the world can change the southern racial attitude, are you not still reckoning without reference to the forces of history, of international change, of our own progressive labor unions that have already brought Negro and White workers together in the South?25

Mr. Denny: Thank you. Do you agree with Mark on all that? That’s condensing one of his speeches.

Mr. Graves: It’s true that one of the advances the Negro has made in the South has been his admission to labor unions. One-third of the CIO members in Alabama are Negroes, but there is segregation within the labor unions.

Mr. Denny: All right. Take the gentleman in the balcony.

Fred Saddy: Mr. McWilliams. Aren’t disturbances like the Detroit incident a dangerous reaction to a too immediate release of excess freedom which will in the long run make the problem even greater?26

Mr. McWilliams: If I understand the question, I’m being asked whether I think that the trouble in Detroit was due to an excess of freedom. I certainly do not. I think the trouble in Detroit was a result of two years’ agitation of this question in very large part by fifth-column elements for the express purpose of interfering with the war and the war effort. (Applause.)

Mr. Denny: All right, we’ll take this young man right here.

Ray Lewis: Mr. Hughes. Do you think the race problem of America can be solved if it’s not solved throughout the world, as in Africa or India?

Mr. Hughes: Well, I think we can do a great deal towards solving it here within our own country without solving it elsewhere. As I’ve tried to indicate, the Soviet Union is not the whole world, but it seems to be pretty well solved there. Brazil is not the whole world but Brazil doesn’t have the problems we have.

Mr. Denny: All right.

Man: Mr. Graves. Don’t you believe as the Bible says, that “God hath made of one blood all the peoples of the earth”?

Mr. Denny: Is that the correct quotation from the Scripture? Mr. Graves, perhaps you’re a better authority on the Bible than I am; go ahead.

Mr. Graves: Yes, I know more of the Bible than that, because the Bible says, “God hath made of one blood all the peoples of the earth,” and to conclude that verse, “and hath set apart unto them the bounds of their habitation.” (Applause and laughter.)

Mr. Denny: All right. Anybody want to take him up on the Bible? The young man right here. Quiet, please.

Mr. Albert Malkin: Dr. Shepard. What is the Negro in the South fighting for?

Dr. Shepard: He’s fighting for everything for which you are fighting; that is, that democracy may obtain in the world—true democracy.

Mr. Denny: All right. The man right here in front of me.

Man: Mr. Graves. Wouldn’t it be better for the race question in general to refer to such great poets as Langston Hughes as Americans, not American Negro?

Mr. Denny: Well, that question wasn’t directed to me, was it? (Laughter.) All right, go ahead. I just thought he was taking a crack at the Moderator for introducing Mr. Hughes as a Negro poet because we haven’t television here. Go ahead.

Mr. Graves: Why, of course, I think Langston Hughes is an American, and it’s a fact about him, in addition, that he is a Negro. I don’t see any objection to either statement.

Mr. Denny: I should think the Negroes would be proud of him, myself. All right. The young lady right down here.

Elaine Hornick: Mr. Hughes, do you believe that abolishing the Jim Crow laws would completely solve the problems of Negro and White relations in the South?

Mr. Hughes: No, it would not. I think that a great many more things would be needed. The Negro and White people would need to be educated to live and work together. The whole economic status of the South would have to be built up, and a lot of other things would be needed.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. The man in the balcony there.

Irwin H. Cawley: Mr. McWilliams. Do you think there should be separate Negro schools with Negro faculties, and if you don’t think so, why not? (Laughter.)

Mr. Denny: That’s what’s known as a leading question.

Mr. McWilliams: I’m unalterably opposed to segregation in the public school system. It has very harmful effects upon Negro students and also upon White students.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. The gentleman there in the balcony.

William Hyman: Mr. Graves. How can you expect the states down south to handle the Negro problem when these states are in the hands of men who don’t represent the people? (Applause.)

Mr. Denny: Quiet, please. Sounds like there are some authorities on the South here in the audience. I think that’s a loaded question that’s hardly fair, Mr. Graves; I’m not going to let you answer that. (Shouts of Yes.) All right, go ahead. He said, “How do you expect to have the”— well, repeat it yourself.

William Hyman: How can you expect the states down south to handle the Negro problem when these states are in the hands of men who don’t represent the people?

Mr. Denny: Well, the reason I wanted to rule the question out, and I don’t see why it shouldn’t be ruled out, is because you are assuming that the South doesn’t have democracy and doesn’t have proper elections. Do you want to comment on it, Mr. Graves?

Mr. Graves: It’s quite true that not all of the people are represented in the South. I admit that. I think you’re quite right. It’s a limitation on democracy there. The thing has come about through long years, and there’s a history behind it which isn’t always understood or comprehended. But be that as it may, we do have this fact there which cannot be gotten away from.

Mr. Denny: What fact do you refer to?

Mr. Graves: This fact of two great populations having to live side by side, with profound feelings on the part of each one of them, one representing 30 million; the other, 10 million. That constitutes a problem which can’t be settled simply by saying democracy this or that. It has grown up through long history and it’s going to take more history to settle it. In the long run I hope we will have a real democracy in the South and everywhere else.

Mr. Denny: Thank you, Mr. McWilliams.

Mr. McWilliams: I’d like to comment on that question. The facts show that the Negro minority in the South is declining decade by decade. The point that I would like to raise in connection with this matter is simply this, how far does that percentage have to decline before Mr. Graves thinks that full democracy might be available in the South?

Mr. Denny: All right, Mr. Graves.

Mr. Graves: As Dr. Shepard pointed out, 70 thousand Negroes vote in North Carolina. Governor Arnold of Georgia told me just before I left that 36 thousand are voting in Georgia. In Virginia, seven or eight per cent of the total Negro adult population is voting. Those percentages are small, but they do represent progress. The minority is not decreasing, it is increasing.

Mr. Denny: All right, Mr. McWilliams, come along.

Mr. McWilliams: I have still a further comment. If it would be desirable to reduce the Negro minority in the Southern States, how do you account for the fact that under Public Law 45, which was primarily enacted by the Southern bloc in Congress, and in the Emigrant Agency Acts throughout the Southern States, the Southern States attempt to prohibit the free mobility of Negro labor and to hold in the South that proportion of the minority which now resides in the South.

Mr. Denny: Mr. Graves, you are talking to a lawyer.

Mr. Graves: Well, I’ll be careful by saying that I have no sympathy with southern efforts by law to keep Negro minorities or anybody else in the South.

Mr. Denny: All right, thank you. Now the young lady in the balcony.

Mrs. Laura Quinn Lovelar: Dr. Shepard. Even though North Carolina has recently raised its appropriation for Negro education, does that fact, coming after almost 50 years, lead you to believe that we can depend on North Carolina to amply solve its race question?

Dr. Shepard: I think you absolutely can do so. We believe in cooperation and in conferences around the table, rather than in law making a person do.

Mr. Denny: All right. Mr. McWilliams. Come on.

Mr. McWilliams: I would like to call attention to the fact that a legal authority from the South has said that Jim Crow regulations in the South are not relaxing, they’re not abating, they’re becoming more rigorous, more detailed, and more inclusive year after year, right at the present time.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. Mr. Graves, do you have a comment?

Mr. Graves: It undoubtedly is true that within the past few years the insistence upon segregation has been intensified in the South. My feeling is that that results from southern suspicion and fear of federal interference and to what it may be leading.

Mr. Denny: All right. Thank you.

Alphonse Heninburg: John Temple Graves. Please show what steps are now being taken in the South to guarantee the fullest use of Negro skilled manpower in the war.

Mr. Denny: Now, that would take a long time.

Mr. Graves: I think, if you have in mind that the steps are inadequate, that you are quite correct. I don’t sympathize with any southern efforts to prevent Negroes entering the skilled trades and being given the amplest economic opportunity.

Mr. Denny: All right.

Alice Ruhin: Mr. Hughes. How may the Soviet Union solution to minority problems be applied to the United States?

Mr. Hughes: Well, of course, their solution is due to the fact that they have an entirely different social system. However, if we don’t want to change our social system—and I presume we don’t, right now—we can take certain points out of their solution. One point is that they have, in the Soviet Union, universal prodemocratic education. Every school child that I was able to meet and talk to in the various parts of the Soviet Union—and I went almost all over it—knew more about the problems of minority groups, about the Indians, Negroes, the problems of people in other parts of the world, than most white school children here know about their own Negro problem. The school children were taught that all of us were brothers, and that there was no difference, and that they were all of one blood and one family, and should treat each other so. We can adopt their educational platform. Then, also, if we really meant well by our minorities, we could have a federal law that nobody could hurt or insult or Jim Crow anybody else, and we could enforce that law. That’s what the Soviet Union does.

Mr. Denny: Thank you. The gentleman in the balcony.

Man: Mr. McWilliams. What practical suggestion appears toward removal of the poll tax? It has met up against a stone wall of Congress over and over again and it almost seems to be a hopeless task.

Mr. McWilliams: The bill to outlaw the poll tax in federal elections will pass in Congress—not necessarily in this session, but I predict it will pass in the very near future.

Mr. Denny: All right. Thank you, very much, Langston Hughes, Carey McWilliams, John Temple Graves, and Dr. James E. Shepard, for your frank and forthright statements and your answers to the equally frank and forthright questions.


I hope that all of you agree that this has been a constructive and useful approach to one of the major questions before the American people. If you, our listening audience, feel that we have been successful in dealing with this question, then I’m sure we need not fear to apply Town Meeting principles to any of our common problems that we face in this country, and in the world for that matter, today.

Emblazoned on our Town Meeting banner here on the stage behind us are these three words, “Tolerance,” “Reason,” and “Justice.” It is well for us to remember that early New England Town Meetings helped the founders of our country, in a spirit of mutual tolerance, to reason together, and hammer out on the anvil of honest discussion an American philosophy based on justice for all.

We invite you then to use your Town Meeting, “America’s Town Meeting of the Air,” today to help us find the right answers to our problems in the twentieth century. Next week we tackle another rather large one.

Announcer: What do you think should be America’s role as a world power after the war? Should we join a world federation, an alliance of the “big four,” or should we simply cooperate with other nations, maintaining complete independence of action?

If you’re interested in this question, and of course you are, you’ll want to hear it discussed on next week’s Town Meeting under the title, “Is a World Federation Government Desirable and Possible Now?” The affirmative will be upheld by the distinguished author of the much-discussed Culbertson Plan, Mr. Ely Culbertson, who, although best known as a bridge expert, is in point of fact an economist, a sociologist, and author of the book, Total Peace. On the negative will be Mr. John T. Flynn, author of the new book entitled, As We Go Marching, also a sociologist, economist, and a former columnist of the Scripps-Howard newspapers.

The following week, Jay Allen, author and foreign correspondent, and Demaree Bess, associate editor of the Saturday Evening Post, another foreign correspondent, will lock horns on the question, “Can Our Foreign Policy Be Democratic in Wartime?”

If you want to attend these broadcasts and take part in these discussions, possibly winning a five-dollar Town Hall membership, send your request to Town Hall, New York 18, New York. Your comments on tonight’s question, as well as your bulletin orders, should be sent to the same address. Listen in again next week for the sound of the crier’s bell, same time, same station.






“Hughes Speaks on Racial Works—Tells of His Observations of Minority Problems in Other Nations”



Arizona Daily Star, April 6, 1944, p. 6. © 1944 Arizona Daily Star. Reprinted by permission.


Racial relationships in other countries of the world and the work of groups trying to further better understanding between minority groups in this country were discussed last night in the Safford School auditorium by Langston Hughes, Negro poet. Hughes was presented as a guest speaker by the Tucson Committee for Interracial Understanding.

Hughes spoke informally of his own travels and experiences, particularly in Mexico, the United States, Russia, China and Japan. He pointed out that wherever there is fascism, totalitarian techniques are used to enforce racial discrimination, suppress all minorities, enforce censorship and hold a country’s intellectual leaders in contempt.


Compares Attitudes


Contrasting and comparing attitudes concerning race observed in the countries named, Hughes said that he was expelled from Japan all of 10 years ago because the Japanese government knew he had just visited China and Russia. He said that in China and in Russia he had been received with great courtesy, since in neither of those countries is discrimination practiced, but that in Fascist Japan he was not welcomed. The Japanese hold Koreans in contempt, he said, speaking of them as only fit for menial labor, even though Koreans and Japanese are of the same color.

The writer told of going to Russia on contract to assist with the scenery for a film about Negroes planned about 10 years ago. The film was never made, he said, largely because the Russians had so many misconceptions about the relationships between Negroes and Caucasians here, could not understand the nature of common discriminations. Questioned concerning the controlled press in Russia, Hughes said it was undeniable, but added that at least it does not advocate and encourage racial discrimination.


Better Understanding


Speaking of other groups now working to further racial understanding in the United States, Hughes mentioned the practical work being done by organizations in Morgantown, W. Va., where the white membership of one group is larger than the Negro; in Pittsburgh, Kansas City and other centers. He said too many groups try to do too much too fast, attempt to settle all the major problems overnight. He urged sensible concentration on immediate problems.

The writer also said he believed too many groups limited their efforts to breaking down prejudices about the Negroes. Other groups suffer discriminations, he pointed out. He urged those of his race to broaden their interests, to help where Mexicans and Indians or Filipinos are segregated or need help.


Particularly Dangerous


Hughes stressed the fact he believes discrimination against any minority group is particularly dangerous at this time, when it acts as a boomerang hitting back at the democracies. Discrimination in this country, in the army, in war plants—is used as enemy propaganda, he said, to prove that democratic protestations are nothing but hypocrisy.






“Poetry to Be Appreciated Must ‘Come Easy’—Langston Hughes”



Lincoln Star (Lincoln, Nebraska), April 28, 1944, p. 10. Reprinted courtesy of the Lincoln Star.


“I write by ear,” said Langston Hughes, noted negro author in an interview here Friday.

“Musicians play by ear, I write by mine,” he said in his casual and very affable way. “You can’t write poetry by working on it, it must come easy and natural in order to be expressive,” he said, and that he practices what he says is proved by his poetry, beautifully simple.


Songs of His People


Mr. Hughes takes his subjects from everything, but the songs of his people seem to hold a fascination for him. In his latest book, “Shakespeare in Harlem,” he writes about the blues, and the ballads of the negro.27 In his preface to this volume he says, “Blues, ballads, and reels to be read aloud, crooned, shouted, recited and sung. Some with gestures, some not—as you like. None with a far-away voice.”

Although this is Hughes’s first visit to Lincoln, he knows the state well since he was a great follower of the Kansas-Nebraska football games. “Somehow, Nebraska always managed to come up on top,” he recalled.

Not limiting his writing to just poetry, Hughes has written plays, prose volumes, lyrics to songs, and “most everything connected with writing.” He now writes a column, “Here to Yonder,” for the Chicago Defender, which includes “anything I happen to want to write about.”28


Works with USO


Another honor came to Hughes this week when he received his button signifying 50 hours of USO work. “When I’m in New York, I work as a bus boy in the Stage Door Canteen on Sunday night,” he said.29 He does not confine his war activities to USO and canteen shows, for he is a member of the Music War Board and on the advisory council of the Writers War Board.

“Freedom’s Plow,” a poem in free verse was written by Hughes in 1943 and presented by Paul Muni on the radio. The author used a line from an old Negro spiritual, “Keep Your Hand on the Plow! Hold On” in this poem, and it is repeated throughout.

Hughes has a busy summer lined up for him for he will start the second volume of his autobiography, “The Big Sea.”30 He will present a recital of his poems Friday at the Urban League.






William A. Caldwell, “Decay of an Idea: II”



Bergen Evening Record (Hackensack, New Jersey), January 16, 1945, p. 18. © William A. Caldwell—USA TODAY NETWORK. Reprinted by permission.


Editor’s Note: The journalist George Sokolsky, in his popular syndicated column published on October 23, 1944, in the New York Sun and elsewhere, called attention to Hughes’s communist ties and impious poem, “Goodbye, Christ,” resulting in several schools cancelling scheduled appearances by Hughes during a major reading tour organized by the Common Council for American Unity (Hughes published frequently in the CCAU’s Common Ground magazine during the 1940s). On January 15, 1945, William A. Caldwell had appealed to the Ridgewood, New Jersey Board of Education in his column for the Bergen Evening Record, “Decay of an Idea: A Case History,” to deny a petition by the Ridgewood Unit of Republican Women that called for the Board to forbid “radical” speakers such as Hughes from addressing local high school students at assemblies. In the following companion piece, “Decay of an Idea: II,” published the following evening, Caldwell discusses with Hughes “Goodbye, Christ” and the poet’s radical past. On January 25, 1945, the Bergen Evening Record reported that the Ridgewood Board of Education had voted against the petition to prevent Hughes from speaking.


A de feet o’ Jesus

At yo’ feet I stand.

O, ma precious Jesus,

Please reach out yo’ hand.
 
At de feet o’ Jesus,

Sorrow like a sea.

Lordy, let yo’ mercy

Come driftin’ down on me.

Langston Hughes31



The usual charge by sweaty reactionaries against Langston Hughes—as differentiated from the charge of Communism brought against him by the Ridgewood Unit of Republican Women—is that he is irreligious. It is based on the quotation by Sokolsky—whose column got Hughes banned in East Orange and Summit, inspired adults’ threats of a school strike in Cranford, and preceded the present effort in Ridgewood to compel an ordinance against like speakers in the future—of a poem Hughes wrote 10 to 12 years go entitled “Goodbye, Christ.”

It is a pretty bitter poem. Mr. Hughes has been asked to explain it. He has done so—twice.

“It was written,” he said in October, “against the people who at that time (the early ’Thirties) I felt were misusing religion. It mentioned Aimee McPherson by name; so she dug it up from somewhere a couple years ago, put it on handbills, and distributed it before a hotel where I was booked to read my verses in Pasadena, blocked traffic, had the whole police force out, and staged a big confusion directed by her publicity man, who got arrested. She sent the poem to the Saturday Evening Post and all around the country to the various reactionary groups; so, ever since, somebody pops up every so often and either pickets me (like Gerald L. K. Smith in Detroit last spring in Wayne University) or otherwise tries to prevent me from speaking.32

“That is indeed their right and privilege, but those same people never picket to open up a factory to Negro workers or to force passage of the antilynching bill. So I figure it isn’t just the poem they don’t like. It’s Negroes too. And liberals. Aimee said the devil appears in various guises; now a black devil had come among us! The poem itself I meant to be a kind of ironical satire on religious racketeering, but, being one of my less expert verses, it might seem to some folks, I can see, like an out-and-out dead-serious antireligious poem. Most poems, I reckon, need footnotes. Those based on the spirituals in ‘The Weary Blues’ and ‘The Dream Keeper,’ I thought, would explain my sympathy for true religious feeling.”

The footnotes turned up just the other day.

“In ‘Goodbye, Christ’,” he said, “I did characterize the extreme Right as seen by the extreme Left. At the moment I wrote it they seemed to be together in bidding Christ goodbye, just as at this moment they seem to be together in praying for their success at arms.

“But I have written many poems characterizing many kinds of people. In ‘Shakespeare in Harlem’ is a poem called ‘Ku Klux’ in which a Klansman speaks. But I am not a Klansman … .”

And, summing up, said Langston Hughes:

I am not now an atheist, and have never been an atheist, although I must say that I do not believe in an anti-Jewish, anti-Negro, anti-Soviet Union, anti-Spanish Republican, anti-Roosevelt, anti-labor God.

But perhaps this is not squarely on the Unit’s point.


Question of Credibility


The Unit’s point is that Langston Hughes is a Communist and that it wants no more persons such as Langston Hughes permitted to address the Ridgewood High School student body, even if they’re great.

Mr. Hughes:

“I am not a member of the Communist Party now, and I have never been a member of the Communist Party.

“The Dies Committee33 and Mr. George Sokolsky have stated that I belonged to 49 subversive organizations. I am curious to know what they are, since they are not repeated in the press which published this charge. I am also curious to know why the F.B.I. has not looked me up.34

“I have in the past belonged to the John Reed Club, the American League against War and Fascism, and the League of American Writers, none of which is now in existence.” (Other members of these: Vincent Sheean, Dorothy Parker, Ernest Hemingway, Heywood Broun.)

This denial resolves the question into one of credibility, of course.

It seems to me relevant that the Ridgewood Unit should reject the evidence, which is given frankly, of the defendant, and should accept the hearsay and innuendo of his traducers. It seems to me that what is established primarily by such conduct is a highly unwholesome predisposition.


The Symbols We Live By


And here, I think, ends my catechism. If it be true that before freedom can come to the lives of men there must be the image of freedom in men’s minds, then the converse too is true. Before fascism, before tyranny and terror and in the end the gestapo by night at the door can come to us, repression must shape itself in our minds; it must be the image and the symbol by which we live.

I think that the Ridgewood Unit in organizing—by that incredible unanimous vote—this posse against the poet Hughes has undertaken the persecution of all academic and intellectual liberty. It has furthered the development of the surveillance state which in all modern history has been the precursor of the police state. It has abandoned what Thorstein Veblen called the commitment to freedom in favor of a commitment to political and economic oppression.35

I think that it misrepresents its community, that it should be denounced, that it should be formally notified by the Board of Education, to which it has petitioned for police power over education, that the crucial freedom is the freedom of ideas and at the center of that cross is the freedom of the incompatible idea.

We are fighting the makers of robots, fighting for a free mankind. It is a world war. We may as well fight it right here.






Stella Kamp, “Langston Hughes Speaks to Young Writers”



Opportunity: Journal of Negro Life, vol. 24, no. 2, April–June 1946, p. 73. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


There are many theories on the how of getting material published. Langston Hughes, outstanding American poet, offers a new solution. “Give your work away.” It’s startling advice from a writer who has done successful novels, books of poetry, including the well-known “Shakespeare in Harlem” and the recent play, “The Sun Do Move,” his second attempt at playwriting since the sensational “Mulatto.”

“I became a writer by accident,” confessed Mr. Hughes, “and was confronted by the usual problem of bringing my work before the public. I found ‘little’ magazines helpful. In other words, I gave my work away just for the stimulation it brought me to see the material published. That’s why I say to the unknown writer, don’t be ashamed to give your work away at first. Editors will see what you can do and soon begin to ask for material. That was how I started. After the experimental magazines, ‘New Republic’ and other magazines began to ask for and publish my poetry and so it went, until publication was no longer a problem.”

How is a poem created? Does the writer seek the muse at dawn or sunset? Does he need an exotic or picturesque environment? One of Mr. Hughes’ memorable sonnets, as he tells it, began to sing in his mind in the commonplace setting of the kitchen, one night as he was drinking a glass of milk.

“There is no use waiting for a mood to strike. Write yourself into a mood. Take this case for example. I’d always wanted to write sonnets. Some two years ago, when I was in California, I had access to a fine library, and for a while steeped myself in the sonnets of Elizabeth Barrett Browning and William Shakespeare. New Year’s Eve found me in the kitchen alone, feeling blue and downcast the way one does late at night with no one about to chat with and thinking to myself … ‘here I sit with a bitter old thought.’ The phrase kept running through my mind, and finally I began to type and kept at it until dawn. When it was done, I had the rough draft for a series of poems. Later I eliminated a good deal, but kept the opening line, ‘Here I sit with a bitter old thought.’36 I didn’t wait for those sonnets to come to me, I worked myself into the mood.”

This is good advice to young writers who slant their first literary attempts at the high-priced slick markets and for those who shut themselves into an ivory tower waiting for inspiration to tap them on the shoulder.






Mary Harrington, “Jim Crow Can’t Keep a Poet Down”



New York Post, April 10, 1947, p. 39. Reprinted by permission of the New York Post.


“It’s every day and all the time,” says Langston Hughes. “It’s every street in every town.”

The poet talks of anti-Negro bias, which no Negro ever has been able to escape.

And Hughes, one of the country’s best poets, has a cold to show for that bias. He flew here recently from Atlanta, where he is a visiting professor of creative writing at Atlanta University. The night was dismal and rain grounded all planes. He stood at the airport for seven hours. No taxicab would take a Negro back to town, and he couldn’t even buy a cup of coffee at the lunch counter.

A man of dignity and humility, the 43-year-old poet, novelist and author of the lyrics of the Broadway opera, “Street Scene,” is five-feet-five, well-built, with a shyness which, once broken, reveals a natural story-teller. He has a neat black mustache, and he talks with a cigaret in his mouth. Somehow he manages to keep the cigaret from bobbing as he speaks.

When talking, he stalks across a room, gesturing broadly with graceful, strong hands. He wears no jewelry but a large gold ring with a black stone, made by a friend in a WPA workshop.


There’s a Black Renaissance Again—and It’s Different


“I haven’t had a bad time,” he says. “In my autobiography ‘The Big Sea,’ (a big success) I wrote of the black renaissance which ended in the 1930’s. Now it’s started again, only this time it’s different.”

When Hughes was “taken up” by society in the 20s, the renaissance was a “phony” thing. People came to Harlem like they’d go to Chinatown, for the sights, he says.

“I think now there’s genuine interest,” Hughes thinks. “The participation of Negroes in the arts is a good thing, because it shows we can do something useful in a non-racial way.”

And one of the biggest artistic things ever attempted on Broadway is “Street Scene,” in which Hughes’ chore really was a libretto. He says his thrill of a lifetime came the day Kurt Weill, who set the Elmer Rice play to music, and Rice himself came to ask Hughes to join in writing the operatic version.

Hughes has expressed the doubts, fears and hopes of the Negroes through his poetry. His favorite, in which a child speaks, asks:


Where is the Jim Crow section

On this merry-go-round, Mister,

’Cause I want to ride … ?



One Ancestor Died Fighting with John Brown


Born on Feb. 1, 1902, in Joplin, Mo., Hughes has an enviable family background. One ancestor died fighting with John Brown at Harper’s Ferry. His grand-uncle, John Langston, was a Virginia Congressman and U.S. Minister to Haiti.

His mother and father separated after his father, James Nathaniel, moved to Mexico to flee the color-line. By the time Langston was in eighth grade his literary gift had been recognized. He was class poet then in Lincoln, Ill., and again in high school in Cleveland.

He says his most devastating experience came at 13, when he was taken to a revival, where he hoped to “see” Jesus and be converted. All the other children soon were saved, but Langston never “saw” a thing.

“It took me a long time to figure that out,” he says.

In high school, he began reading poetry, particularly that of Carl Sandburg, and started writing poems like the Chicago bard’s.

“I wrote of love, about the steel mills where my stepfather (mother’s husband) worked, the slums where we lived and the brown girls from the South,” he says.


Stuck to His Determination to Earn Living by Writing


In 1919 he went to Mexico to stay with his father, who promised him a college education, but young Hughes was unhappy.

“That’s when I wrote ‘The Negro Speaks of Rivers,’ and the Crisis published it, but the first poems that earned money were in 1923 when Vanity Fair and the New Republic bought some,” Hughes said. “I was always determined to earn my living by writing, though I have never become rich.”

After one year at Columbia University where he says he felt lost and lonely, Hughes became a seaman. He sailed to Europe, Africa, made two trips to Holland on a freighter, and ended up as a second cook in a Paris restaurant.

“That meant I washed the dishes,” he recalls.

Much later, Hughes, who is NOT a Communist, spent a year in Russia, working on a motion picture. In his script writing there he made a strange prophecy. A Negro in the picture was lynched by a mob who announced the lynching beforehand and the time, 2 p.m., in a newspaper. The scene was taken out of the never-completed film, because the director thought it incredible. Exactly one year later a Negro was lynched in that fashion in Florida.37


First Book Keeps Selling: It’s “The Weary Blues”


In 1924,38 Hughes had received a scholarship at Lincoln (Pa.) University, from which he graduated in 1929. His first book of poetry, “The Weary Blues,” published in 1926 and still selling today won him the honor.

“I didn’t have any literary struggles,” Hughes says. “I’ve been very lucky in that regard.”

Vachel Lindsay brought him the luck in 1923.39 Hughes, then a waiter in a Washington, D.C., hotel, gave Lindsay a copy of “The Weary Blues,” and asked for comment. The next day Lindsay read it at a recital instead of his own poems.

“I never saw him again,” Hughes says,” but he sent me two books and a letter saying: ‘Do not let anyone stampede you. Hide and write and study and think.’ So that’s what I do most of the time.”

When in New York, Hughes, a bachelor, lives with his aunt, Toy Harper, a dressmaker, and her husband, a saxophonist in Fletcher Henderson’s orchestra, at 634 St. Nicholas Ave. Because the apartment, with its sewing machines and musical instruments, is noisy, he has a studio, the address of which he keeps secret, just down the street. There he works late at night, from midnight until 3 a.m. The studio is filled with manuscripts, stubby pencils, books. He has a desk and a typewriter.

“When I write, the words just put themselves together,” he says. “My poems are spontaneous, but I re-work and revise. Sometimes they come up complete, though, and I just work them over for an hour or two.”


“Life’s Much Easier If You Keep Busy”


“And when I’m through I like to see small groups of friends. I don’t drink much except socially, then only highballs. I read mostly on trains, and the more I write, the less time I have to read, somehow. I don’t have time for movies, and I’ve just seen ‘Street Scene’ for the first time.”

Last year, in addition to the musical play, his second on Broadway (he wrote “Mulatto,” which appeared several seasons ago) Hughes wrote his fifth volume of poetry, translated two novels, one into English from Spanish, and one from English into French, made a cross country lecture tour, and wrote his weekly column for the Chicago Defender, a Negro newspaper.

“I keep busy,” Hughes says. “Life’s much easier if you’re busy.”

He’s much admired, this man. Ask even the superintendent of the St. Nicholas Ave. apartment for the Hughes menage, and he’ll say:

“You must be a pretty smart person, going to spend time with Langston Hughes.”






Langston Hughes and the Editors, “Some Practical Observations: A Colloquy”



Phylon, vol. 11, no. 4, Winter 1950, pp. 307–311. Reprinted by permission of Phylon.


Editor’s Note: This interview was included in a special issue of Phylon, edited by Mozell C. Hill and M. Carl Holman, on the general subject, “The Negro in Literature: The Current Scene.”


Editors: Mr. Hughes, very few Negro writers in America have chosen, or have felt themselves able to choose, writing as their sole occupation as you have. What has being a Negro meant for you as a writer?

Hughes: Well, for one thing, I think it’s pretty obvious that the bulk of my work stems directly from the life of the Negro in America. Since the major aims of my work have been to interpret and comment upon Negro life, and its relations to the problems of Democracy, a major satisfaction for me has been the assurance given me by my readers that I have succeeded in some measure—especially in those areas lightly touched upon, if at all, by the writers who preceded me.

Editors: You certainly must have been asked this next question before: From this vantage point, and as one of the major figures in the “Negro Renaissance,” what would you say as to the value of the “Renaissance”? Is there any real truth in the suggestion advanced by some that the “Renaissance” was in certain respects actually a harmful thing for the Negro writer?

Hughes: My feeling would be that the “Renaissance” represented a positive value mainly. It certainly helped a great deal by focusing attention on Negro writers and on literature about Negroes for some six or eight years. It provided a springboard for young Negro writers and for those who wanted to write about Negroes. That impetus in many cases has continued into the present.


Now there may have been certain false values which tended at the time to be over-stressed—perhaps the primitivism and that business of the “color” of Negro life was overdone. But that kind of exaggeration is inevitable, and I doubt that any real harm was done. Those of us who were serious about writing weren’t actually affected very much. We knew what we were doing and what we wanted to do. So we went ahead with our work, and whatever false emphasis there was didn’t really disturb us.


Editors: You have behind you well over two decades of varied and substantial achievement. How would you say the general situation has changed for the Negro author in America since you began writing?

Hughes: Oh, in several ways, but the most striking change I would say has occurred in the magazine world. In the past twenty years—and in the case of some publications, in the past five years or so—the field of magazine writing has opened up considerably. For instance, when I first started writing, it was said that the Saturday Evening Post would not accept work written by Negroes. Whether or not the Post actually followed such a policy, it did seem to be true of certain other magazines. Yet in recent years the Post has run pieces by Zora Neale Hurston and Walter White, as well as some of my own work; and, in many major magazines articles and stories which take something other than the Octavus Roy Cohen line now appear frequently.

Editors: Would you say that this is one of the gains which may in part be attributed to the “Renaissance”?

Hughes: I think so—though, of course, there are other factors in the picture, including two which I think are often overlooked in accounting for the increased activity among Negro writers and the widening audience to which these writers may address themselves. But it can hardly be disputed that the “Renaissance” did a great deal to make possible a public willing to accept Negro problems and Negro art.

Editors: You spoke just now of two factors which tend to be overlooked. What are they?

Hughes: The first of these is the international fame which Negroes in fields other than literature have won in the last fifteen years or so. The world renown won by such diverse figures as Joe Louis, Marian Anderson, Duke Ellington, and Ralph Bunche has created greater interest abroad in the American Negro. I think this has helped to bring about the present situation in which we find books by Negro writers in this country being translated into other languages and reaching an international audience.


Another factor which will, I believe, become increasingly important is the growth in the number of good Negro bookshops and efficient booksellers. Negroes operate at least four first-rate bookstores in New York; there is at least one such bookstore in Atlanta run by Negroes, and this is true of other cities. This, in my opinion, is one of the healthiest developments which could have occurred for the Negro writer and for the Negro reading public.


Editors: We are inclined to agree with you on that—though as difficult to analyze statistically as the influence of the labor and liberal movements in this country—the factors you cite must undoubtedly be recognized as gains for the Negro writer. Granted these and other gains and the access to a wider reading public, in which literary areas would you say Negroes have done the best work in recent years?

Hughes: In the novel and in poetry, I should think. We’ve had Wright, and Motley, and Ann Petry, and Yerby in the novel. And in addition to the older poets still writing there is a promising group coming along in Bruce McWright, Myron O’Higgins, Margaret Walker, and M. Carl Holman. And, of course, Gwendolyn Brooks, the Pulitzer poet.40 But here I’m thinking mainly of poets who haven’t yet published books. There are three or four good young poets in this category, like Russell Atkins, whose work appeared in The Poetry of the Negro.41


And in fiction, among those who haven’t yet brought out books, there is a really significant talent in Ralph Ellison.


Editors: What about the theatre? You probably have done as much in the theatre as any other contemporary Negro writer. Why haven’t there been more plays by Negro authors?

Hughes: We’ve had some plays, of course. There’s Theodore Ward, whom you know of—though he hasn’t had any real “success” yet. And George Norford, who had a comedy done by the Group Theatre last year. We haven’t made too much progress as writers in the theatre—mainly because it’s pretty hard to have professional contacts. Such contacts are indispensable to success in modern playwriting and it’s difficult to make headway when the opportunities for achieving the contacts are so limited.

Editors: The lag then, if we may call it that, in playwriting seems due to this difficulty in getting “inside”—a problem which does not seem to be restricted to Negro playwrights alone. The difference may be one of degree.


But are there any other points at which the Negro writer seems not to be making any significant contribution?

Hughes: Well, let me put it this way: it seems to me that there is a crying need for good literary criticism. I can’t give the reasons for it, but our great deficiency is this dearth of really good critics. We have almost no books of literary criticism—certainly not recent, competently-done books.

And it’s not just literary essays, and books of criticism which are lacking. There is a need for good journalistic articles and for non-fiction works in many fields. In history and in sociology the record is better than elsewhere. Frazier, John Hope Franklin, Cayton, Drake, and others, have done fine work here. I hope to see more good writing in these and other fields.


Editors: The almost inevitable question in any discussion of this kind makes its appearance now: Are there any special problems which face the Negro writer here in America which the white writer is not likely to encounter?

Hughes: I think so. It’s pretty clear by now, for example, that the Negro writer has to work especially hard to avoid the appearance of propaganda. Then there is the hypersensitivity arising from the Negro’s situation in this country which causes him to take offense at certain realistic portrayals of Negro life.

Editors: There are those problems arising from his materials and his audience, then. But what of marketing problems? It has been suggested, for example, that Negro authors sometimes meet with special difficulties in selling manuscripts. It has even been charged that publishers have insisted on editing of the kind which was, in effect, censorship based on prejudice, or on the willingness to kowtow to the prejudiced reader in the interest of sales.

Hughes: That the Negro writer marketing the fruits of his talent meets with problems which the white writer does not face, I would agree. I would not agree that the field of book publishing is actually involved. Other experienced Negro writers would testify, I believe, that when a writer has done a good book, the publisher usually tends not to alter or limit it in any way—and certainly not with racial considerations in mind.

Editors: If the book publishers deserve a clean bill of health, then where does the Negro writer meet with his “special problems?”

Hughes: The real limitations are in the “tributary” fields where race is definitely a handicapping factor. Hollywood is the Number One example of this, using practically no Negroes as writers. Radio also is a very limited field for the author who happens to be a Negro. Television, while newer, seems no more likely to be hospitable to Negro writers.


All this means, of course, that unless he is fortunate enough to produce best-sellers the Negro who wishes to write must usually supplement his writing by some occupation which is generally not very closely related to writing. If Negro publications could be, or would be, more generous in the fees paid (or which they should pay) Negro writers, there would be an improvement in the quality of these publications and more Negro writers would be able to earn a living from writing, rather than from teaching and other activities. Failing that, the Negro writer turns in vain to the editorial staffs of other American magazines and of publishing houses. These almost never hire Negroes. Negro book reviewers—even for such publications as the Times, the Herald-Tribune, and the Saturday Review of Literature—are limited by the fact that they are usually given only books about Negroes or by Negroes to review.

Another important source of income for most authors—that of lecturing—is severely limited if the author happens to be a Negro. Only the most liberal women’s clubs care to have Negro lecturers—so about seventy-five or eighty per cent of this field is closed. And you can count on your hands the white colleges in the southern and border states of this country which will invite Negroes to lecture.


Editors: What you have just said is good strong medicine. And it is certainly not with any desire to palliate it that we pose our final question: As you consider the Negro writer in the field of contemporary letters, what do you find most heartening?

Hughes: There are, as I think I have indicated by some of the things I said earlier, many encouraging aspects which were not present twenty, or ten, or even five years ago. The most heartening thing for me, however, is to see Negroes writing works in the general American field, rather than dwelling on Negro themes solely. Good writing can be done on almost any theme—and I have been pleased to see Motley, Yerby, Petry and Dorothy West presenting in their various ways non-Negro subjects. Dunbar, of course, and others, wrote so-called “white” stories, but until this particular period there have not been so many Negroes writing of characters not drawn from their own race.


Edna Ferber originally wrote stories of Jewish life, but she broadened her perspective and went on to write So Big, Show Boat and Cimarron. I think we are headed in the direction of similar and perhaps superior achievement.






Langston Hughes, “Ten Ways to Use Poetry in Teaching,”



Speech at the Public Meeting of the College Language Association’s Eleventh Annual Conference, Morgan State College, Baltimore, Maryland, 1951, CLA Journal, vol. 11, no. 4, June 1968, pp. 273–279. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


CLA Journal Note: An address delivered at the Public Meeting of The College Language Association’s Eleventh Annual Conference, Morgan State College, Baltimore, Maryland, Friday evening, February 23, 1951. Reprinted from the CLA Bulletin, VII, 2 (Spring, 1951), pp. 6–7. The CLA Bulletin preceded the CLA Journal as the official publication of The College Language Association. Since its circulation was very limited, it seems desirable, for many reasons, to reprint this interesting and significant little essay, at this time.

CLA Journal Editor’s Note: The late Langston Hughes had many friends in The College Language Association, and he was frequently invited to attend, and to participate officially in the Annual Conventions of this organization. Because of his busy schedule, it was not always possible for him to come as often as he was asked, but whenever he could arrange to do so, he graciously accepted these invitations, and, in addition to contributing immeasurably to the meaningful success of the programs, he thoroughly enjoyed himself, chatting with old friends, and freely participating in the discussions following the reading of papers in the various sessions. Occasionally, when it happened that he was lecturing in a city close to the CLA Convention site, he arranged to drop in on the meeting before continuing his lecture tour, or before returning to New York. A specific instance of this occurred on Saturday, April 9, 1960, when Langston Hughes appeared just in time for the Closing Luncheon Session of the Twentieth Annual Conference held at the North Carolina College at Durham.

It was Mary McLeod Bethune who, way back in the early 1930’s, first set me to reading poetry to students. She asked, “Why don’t you bring your poems to the young people of the South? So many artists and writers seem to forget us down here. We like culture, too.”

With Mrs. Bethune’s encouragement and the aid of the Rosenwald Fund, I got a Ford car and set out to carry poetry to the high schools and colleges of the South. My tour began at Hampton in October, and I intended to extend it as far as Mrs. Bethune’s campus in Florida, ending my trip by Christmas. But bookings continued to come in. Shortly my commitments included Mississippi and Louisiana, Arkansas and Texas. And by spring my tour had extended all the way to Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle, including the University of California at Berkeley. But mostly my audiences had been entirely Negro—Edward Waters College, Fort Valley and Albany, Georgia, Fisk, Alcorn, Piney Woods, Prairie View, as well as high schools, grammar schools, and country schools—with age groups ranging all the way from kindergarten to Meharry medical students.

Since then, for almost twenty years now I have been reading my poems to young people all over America. During the war I visited the high schools of Milwaukee for the National Conference of Christians and Jews. I spent a week in Philadelphia appearing at senior and junior high schools for the Philadelphia School Board. And, for the Common Council for American Unity, I read my poems at thirty high schools’ assemblies in the New York-New Jersey area where there had never been a Negro assembly speaker before. In recent years I have been a Writer-in-Residence at Atlanta University and at the University of Chicago’s Laboratory School working with young people through poetry. On these experiences I base the materials I shall discuss here.

Before considering ten ways to use poetry in teaching, let’s investigate certain reasons for using poetry at all, as distinguished from other forms of literary art, in the classroom. There comes to mind immediately the fact that since many poems are brief, concise, and to the point—literary time-savers—often more can be done with a poem in a limited classroom period than with a story or an essay.

Poems employ rhythm, often rhyme. These two devices help greatly to fix in the mind what is being said. Long after school days are passed, a line or two, or a verse of poetry learned and loved will remain in the memory. As one of my poems for children states:


To make words sing

Is a wonderful thing—

Because in a song

Words last so long.42


Therefore, new words learned in poetry are more apt to remain clear in the mind longer than the unusual word in prose. Poetry can be a vocabulary builder.

Poetry is rhythm—and, through rhythm, has its roots deep in the nature of the universe; the rhythms of the stars, the rhythm of the earth moving around the sun, of day, night, of the seasons, of the sowing and the harvest, of fecundity and birth. The rhythms of poetry give continuity and pattern to words, to thoughts, strengthening them, adding the qualities of permanence, and relating the written word to the vast rhythms of life.

Poetry can be used to bridge the often imagined gulf between literature and life. To achieve this, the contemporary poets and particularly the poets of one’s own country are most useful—poets writing about things we live and know. Then there will be no time or language gulf between poetry and life. Starting with today as introduction it will be easier for students to take the road back to the great poets of other ages.

Poetry can be made an exciting game—a game of exploration to find, beneath the surface of words and phrases, the deeper moods and meanings at the heart of a poem. A poem is often the distilled essence of experience, the concentrated flavor of an emotion. Set the student to seeking its fully expanded meanings—and you will find that young people are often as intrigued as they would be with a riddle, a new crossword puzzle, or a quiz show.

Poetry can be used to stimulate students to start a mental search. At the Laboratory School of the University of Chicago, I found that teenagers were often more excited by the adventure of digging into the on-the-surface hard to grasp poems of E. E. Cummings, Gertrude Stein, or the esoteric young Negro poet, Russell Atkins, than they sometimes were in reading the simpler, easier-to-understand-immediately poets. Young people love the challenge of exploration and conjecture which much modern poetry offers.

Read for its sheer sensuous beauty poetry, from the Psalms to Countee Cullen, can be used to acquaint young people with the musical and esthetic value of words used carefully and precisely.

Lastly, poetry can be used as a steppingstone to the other literary arts—to the poetry-in-prose of all great writers, from Homer to Willard Motley. Now, for ten ways to use poetry in teaching: Given the broadest possible student base—young people from cultured homes, from uncultured homes, from big cities, from rural areas, with good reading habits or bad reading habits, mature or immature—everybody these days, unless deaf, listens to the radio, television, or jukebox. As a point of departure then for inculcating a taste for poetry one might begin with:

1. THE POETRY OF THE POPULAR SONG: Here there would be a wide area of immediate understanding. There is at least one good text available, the “Lyrics” of Oscar Hammerstein as published by Simon and Schuster, containing the words of the songs from Oklahoma, Show Boat, and South Pacific. And students can buy their own song-sheets on any newsstand for a dime. Questions for the teacher to raise: when is a song lyric a poem and when is it just a jingle? What gives Bali Ha’i a true lyrical quality as contrasted to a song like Music, Music, Music, which is mere rhyming? Why do the words of The Tennessee Waltz have a poetic quality? What makes W. C. Handy’s St. Louis Blues a fine poem even without music? From the popular songs it is but a step to:

2. THE POETRY OF THE FOLK SONGS—particularly those of America and the Negro people. Often the folk song tells a story, John Henry, Casey Jones, Frankie and Johnnie, and so they are doubly appealing to young people. Along with the folk songs there are:

3. FOLK VERSES—the anonymous poems of the people, often humorous and amusing. From the Negro people, to be found in Talley’s book of folk rhymes43 are such gems as these:


What a wonderful bird the frog are!

When he sit he stand almost.

When he hop he fly almost.

He ain’t got no sense hardly.

He ain’t got no tail hardly neither

Where he sit almost.


Children often make up their own folk poems, chanting over and over their rhymes, which is no doubt the way many children’s games were born. This brings us up to:

4. CHORAL SPEECH OR THE VERSE CHOIR as a means of interesting young people in poetry. This group participation device has great possibilities. Particularly with the richness and clarity of the Negro voice, amazing results can be obtained. Many of the poems of Walt Whitman with their long oratorical lines, lend themselves well to choral speech. And the poems of Paul Laurence Dunbar are often particularly lovely done with group voices. My own poem, “Freedom’s Plow,” has often been performed this way. Sometimes students are interested in hearing:

5. RECORDINGS OF POETS READING THEIR OWN POEMS. The late James Weldon Johnson recorded his God’s Trombones. Vachel Lindsay’s The Congo is available, as well as the readings of Carl Sandburg and other distinguished American poets. I have made an album of some of my poems. And the Library of Congress has recorded many living American poets.

6. HAVING STUDENTS SELECT AND READ POEMS ALOUD IN CLASS, however, is more often more fun than listening to recordings. Let the class choose a theme a week, then find poems illustrating the theme—adventure, nature, love, morality, or death—whatever it may be. This method was used with interesting results at the Chicago Laboratory School, some students thereby discovering a compatible poet and reading most or all of his work afterwards at home.

7. THE POETRY QUIZ PARTY is also a competitive way of arousing interest in poetry—having each student read a poem aloud, not giving the author or the title or the national origin of the poem, then letting the class guess what country it is from, what form, what it is really about, and who wrote it. If, by then, the title is not yet known, let the members of the class give it a title of their own choosing—and see how near they come to the title given the poem by the author. There is also:

8. THE POETRY COSTUME PARTY in which folks come dressed as “The Ancient Mariner,” or “Hiawatha” and recite each his own poem—which gives an added incentive to the memorizing of poetry.

9. And for poetry in English, there is lastly, THE SIMPLE CUSTOM OF READING IT ALOUD frequently to students, simply, plainly, and clearly, with understanding—but unless one is good at it, not with dramatics. Dramatics and “the faraway voice” sometimes alienate young people from poetry. The simpler poetry can be made, the better.

10. Finally, as an incentive toward the study of foreign languages, American poems in French or Spanish or German translations might be studied, with the original at hand. The Dudley Fitts Anthology of Contemporary Latin-American Poetry, with the Spanish on one page and the English on the other is particularly good for this.44 Various editions of Federico García Lorca are published in this way, too, as are the Edna St. Vincent Millay translations of Baudelaire. For Negro students it is particularly interesting to see their own writers in another language. Almost all recent foreign anthologies of American or world poetry now contain some poems by our American Negro poets. Here is a recent Puerto Rican translation of a poem of my own as published in Bayoan45:





WONDERFUL WORLD


Wonderful bed—

That is nothing but bed—

With no question about its

Being bed.

Wonderful clock

That alarms promptly at eight,

Neither Democrat or Republican,

Titoist or Stalinist.

Wonderful light

That always turns on

Except when the bulb’s burnt out.

Wonderful world

That is always world—

Come what may!






MUNDO DE PRODIGIOS


Lecho maravilloso

no más que simple lecho,

sin la mínima duda

de ser tan solo éso.

Reloi maravilloso,

punctual siempre a las ocho,

Republicano ni Democrata,

Stalinista o Titoísta.

Maravillosa luz

que siempre brilla aquí,

excepto que se funda la bujía.

Mundo marvilloso,

que es siempre mundo,

¡no importa lo que pase!


In excellent English translations published in this country, one may find the poems of the Cuban Negro poet, Nicolás Guillén, in a volume called Cuba Libre; and the astonishing poems of the great Martinique Negro poet, Aimé Césaire, published with the French on one page and the English on the opposite in a beautiful edition by Brentano’s under the title, Memorandum on My Martinique.

Here then are ten possible ways of using poetry in the teaching of our own or other languages. Any resourceful teacher can devise other, and perhaps even more exciting methods. My contention is that poetry will be liked, even loved, by students if presented to them in a fresh and contemporary fashion.


Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes. Christopher C. De Santis, Oxford University Press. © Christopher C. De Santis 2022. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192855046.003.0003
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Hughes Faces McCarthyism



Testimony of Langston Hughes (Accompanied by His Counsel, Frank D. Reeves)



Tuesday, March 24, 1953, Executive Sessions of The Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Committee on Government Operations, vol. 2, Eighty-Third Congress, First Session, 1953, pp. 972–998.


Editor’s Note: On March 21, 1953, a United States marshal served Hughes with a subpoena to appear in Washington, D.C., on March 23 before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, chaired by Senator Joseph R. McCarthy. No explanation was offered for the summons, and when Hughes asked for a one-week extension to secure legal representation, he was granted an additional twenty-four hours. Hughes actually testified twice before the subcommittee, once at an executive session on March 24 and again at a public session on March 26. The transcript of the executive session was made public in January 2003 and is included here in its entirety. Figure 3.1, below, depicts Hughes testifying before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations.
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Figure 3.1 Langston Hughes testifying before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. Photographer/Artist: Bettmann/Getty Images. Used by permission.






Senator Dirksen: Mr. Hughes, will you come forward, please? Will you stand and be sworn?

Mr. Hughes: Do you put your hand on the book?

Senator Dirksen: It is not necessary at this time. Do you solemnly swear that the testimony you are about to give is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?

Mr. Hughes: I do.



Testimony of Langston Hughes (Accompanied By His Counsel, Frank D. Reeves)



Senator Dirksen: Will you identify yourself for the record, please?

Mr. Reeves: My name is Frank D. Reeves.

Senator Dirksen: You are here as counsel to Mr. Hughes?

Mr. Reeves: That is right.

Senator Dirksen: Where do you reside?

Mr. Reeves: In the District of Columbia, 1901 11th Street.

Senator Dirksen: And you are an attorney at law, and a member of the District Bar?

Mr. Reeves: That is correct.

Senator Dirksen: Has this always been your home?

Mr. Reeves: For the last twenty years or more.

Senator Dirksen: And you came originally from where?

Mr. Reeves: I was originally born in Montreal, Canada.

Senator Dirksen: So since that time you have been here?

Mr. Reeves: Yes, and I was naturalized.

Senator Dirksen: How long have you been a member of the District Bar?

Mr. Reeves: Since 1943.

Senator Dirksen: Mr. Hughes, will you state your name for the record?

Mr. Hughes: James Langston Hughes.

Senator Dirksen: Do you always use that name, James Langston Hughes?

Mr. Hughes: In writing I use simply Langston Hughes, but friends know both names.

Senator Dirksen: Where were you born?

Mr. Hughes: Joplin, Missouri.

Senator Dirksen: If it is not too personal, how old are you now?

Mr. Hughes: 51; I was born in 1902.1

Senator Dirksen: Is Missouri still your home?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, New York City is my home.

Senator Dirksen: How long have you been residing in New York City?

Mr. Hughes: I would say with any regularity for ten years, but I have been going in and out of New York for the last twenty-five.

Senator Dirksen: I assume you travel and lecture?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I do.

Senator Dirksen: From coast to coast?

Mr. Hughes: In fact, I first came to New York in 1921, but off and on I have not lived there.

Senator Dirksen: You have a family?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I don’t.

Senator Dirksen: You are a single man?

Mr. Hughes: I am.

Senator Dirksen: Have you done college work at any time?

Mr. Hughes: I did a year at Columbia, and I finished my college at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania, and graduated in 1929.

Senator Dirksen: You hold a degree?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I do. I have also an honorary degree.

Senator Dirksen: Other than writing, have you had some kind of occupation or profession?

Mr. Hughes: No, not with any regularity. I have been a lecturer, of course, all the forms of writing. I had one Hollywood job years ago.

Senator Dirksen: Are you attached to the faculty of any school or any university?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I am not, but I was about to tell you that I have been a writer in residence at the University and at Chicago Laboratory School.2

Senator Dirksen: Other than writing, you do not pursue any other occupation?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir.

Senator Dirksen: That is your occupation?

Mr. Hughes: Not with any degree of regularity, no.

Senator Dirksen: Have you ever worked for the government of the United States?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, not so far as I know, unless you would consider—I don’t think one would consider USO appearances during the war—

Senator Dirksen: Did you appear for the USO?

Mr. Hughes: Yes. Or writing scripts, but those were unpaid.

Senator Dirksen: Did you lecture for the USO?

Mr. Hughes: I made a number of USO appearances, yes, sir.

Senator Dirksen: In this country or abroad?

Mr. Hughes: In this country.

Senator Dirksen: And have you lectured abroad?

Mr. Hughes: I have, but not under any government auspices.

Senator Dirksen: No, I mean privately.

Mr. Hughes: Privately I have. I would not say professionally really, but I have been asked to give speeches abroad, or have spoken or read my poems, usually my poems.

Senator Dirksen: Now, with respect to your travels have you traveled recently in the last ten or fifteen years?

Mr. Hughes: In the country?

Senator Dirksen: Outside.

Mr. Hughes: No, sir. I have not been out of the country if my memory is correct since 1938 or 1939.3

Senator Dirksen: Would you care to tell us whether you have traveled to the Soviet Union?

Mr. Hughes: I have, sir, yes.

Senator Dirksen: For an extended period?

Mr. Hughes: I was there for about a year.

Senator Dirksen: Just there, or were you lecturing or writing?

Mr. Hughes: Well, I went to make a movie, or to work on a movie, rather. I should not say make, myself. I went to work on a picture. The picture was not made, and I remained as a writer and journalist, and came back around the world.

Senator Dirksen: That I assume was a Soviet-made movie.

Mr. Hughes: It was to have been. It was not made.

Senator Dirksen: As I recall, all movies in the Soviet Union are government products, really, are they not?

Mr. Hughes: This was a disputed point at that time. But I would think so. At any rate, the film company was called Meschrabpom Film.

Senator Dirksen: How do you spell that?

Mr. Hughes: I am sorry I can not tell you. I don’t read Russian.

Senator Dirksen: Your chief reputation lies in the fact that you were a poet. Would that be a correct statement?

Mr. Hughes: I think in most people’s minds that would be correct, although I have written many other kinds of things, yes, stories, and plays as well.

Senator Dirksen: This will be a direct question, of course, but first I think I should explain to you the purpose of this hearing, because I believe witnesses are entitled to know.

Mr. Hughes: I would appreciate it, sir.

Senator Dirksen: You see, last year Congress appropriated $86,000,000 against an original request of $160,000,000 for the purpose of propagandizing the free world, the free system, and I think you get the general idea of what I mean, the American system. In that $86,000,000, about $21,000,000 was allocated to the Voice of America. Some was allocated to the motion pictures. Some funds were used.

Mr. Hughes: I am sorry, I did not understand that.

Senator Dirksen: Motion pictures and the Voice of America, did you get that?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I did.

Senator Dirksen: And then some funds were used to purchase books to equip libraries in many sections of the world, the idea being, of course, that if people in those countries have access to American books, which allegedly delineate American objectives and American culture, that it would be useful in propagandizing our way of life and our system. The books of a number of authors have found their way into those libraries. They were purchased, of course. The question is whether or not they subserve the basic purpose we had in mind in the first instance when we appropriated money or whether they reveal a wholly contrary idea. There is some interest, of course, in your writings, because volumes of poems done by you have been acquired, and they have been placed in these libraries, ostensibly by the State Department, more particularly, I suppose I should say, by the International Information Administration. So we are exploring that matter, because it does involve the use of public funds to require that kind of literature, and the question is, is it an efficacious use of funds, does it go to the ideal that we assert, and can it logically be justified. So we have encountered quite a number of your works, and I would be less than frank with you, sir, if I did not say that there is a question in the minds of the committee, and in the minds of a good many people, concerning the general objective of some of those poems, whether they strike a Communist, rather than an anti-Communist note. So now at this point, I think probably Mr. Cohn, our counsel, has some questions he would like to ask.

Mr. Hughes: Could I ask you, sir, which books of mine are in the libraries?

Senator Dirksen: They are here, and I think we will probably refer to a number of them.

Mr. Hughes: I see, because I could not quite know otherwise.

Mr. Cohn: We will refer you from time to time to specific ones. Let me ask you this: Have you ever been a Communist?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I am not. I presume by that you mean a Communist party member, do you not?

Mr. Cohn: I mean a Communist.

Mr. Hughes: I would have to know what you mean by your definition of communism.

Mr. Cohn: Have you ever been a believer in communism?

Mr. Hughes: I have never been a believer in communism or a Communist party member.

Mr. Cohn: Have you ever been a believer in socialism?

Mr. Hughes: My feeling, sir, is that I have believed in the entire philosophies of the left at one period in my life, including socialism, communism, Trotskyism. All isms have influenced me one way or another, and I can not answer to any specific ism, because I am not familiar with the details of them and have not read their literature.

Mr. Cohn: Are you not being a little modest?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir.

Mr. Cohn: You mean to say you have no familiarity with communism?

Mr. Hughes: No, I would not say that, sir. I would simply say that I do not have a complete familiarity with it. I have not read the Marxist volumes. I have not read beyond the introduction of the Communist Manifesto.

Mr. Cohn: Let us see if we can get an answer to this: Have you ever believed in communism?

Mr. Hughes: Sir, I would have to know what you mean by communism to answer that truthfully, and honestly, and according to the oath.

Mr. Cohn: Interpret it as broadly as you want. Have you ever believed that there is a form of government better than the one under which this country operates today?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I have not.

Mr. Cohn: You have never believed that?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir.

Mr. Cohn: That is your testimony under oath?

Mr. Hughes: That is right.

Mr. Cohn: Have you ever attended a Communist party meeting?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I have not.

Mr. Cohn: And if witnesses said you did, they would be lying?

Mr. Hughes: They would be lying, and as far as I know, I was never to a Communist meeting.

Mr. Cohn: Could it happen that you have been?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, it could not.

Mr. Cohn: You would know if you were at a Communist party meeting?

Mr. Hughes: Not necessarily.

Mr. Cohn: Were you ever at any meeting about which you have doubt now that it might have been a Communist meeting?

Mr. Hughes: That is why I would like a definition of what you mean by communism, and also what you would call a Communist party meeting. As you know, one may go to a Baptist church and not be a Baptist.

Mr. Cohn: I did not ask you that. I asked you whether or not you ever attended a Communist party meeting. I did not say if you were a Communist party member attending a Communist party meeting. So your analogy about a Baptist does not hold water. The only question now is: Have you ever attended a Communist party meeting.

Mr. Hughes: As far as I know, not. That is the best I can say.

Mr. Cohn: Were there any meetings you now think might have been Communist party meetings?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, there are not.

Mr. Cohn: Were you ever a believer in socialism?

Mr. Hughes: Well, sir, I would say no. If you mean socialism by the volumes that are written about socialism and what it actually means, I couldn’t tell you. I would say no.

Mr. Cohn: You would say no?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I would say no.

Mr. Cohn: You want to tell us you have never been a believer in anything except our form of government?

Mr. Hughes: As far as government goes, I have not.

Mr. Cohn: What do you mean, as far as government goes?

Mr. Hughes: I mean to answer to your question.

Mr. Cohn: Do you have some reservation about it?

Mr. Hughes: No, I have not. Would you repeat your question for me?

Mr. Cohn: Let us do it this way. Did you write something called Scottsboro Limited?4

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I did.

Mr. Cohn: Do you not think that follows the Communist party line very well?

Mr. Hughes: It very well might have done so, although I am not sure I ever knew what the Communist party line was since it very often changed.

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Hughes, when you wrote Scottsboro Limited, did you believe in what you were saying in that poem?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, not entirely, because I was writing in characters.

Mr. Cohn: It is your testimony you were writing in character and what was said did not represent your beliefs?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir. You cannot say I don’t believe, if I may clarify my feeling about creative writing, that when you make a character, a Klansman, for example, as I have in some of my poems, I do not, sir.

Mr. Cohn: How about Scottsboro Limited, specifically. Do you believe in the message carried by that work?

Mr. Hughes: I believe that some people did believe in it at the time.

Mr. Cohn: Did you believe in it?

Mr. Hughes: Did I?

Mr. Cohn: Did you personally believe? You can answer that. Let me read you, “Rise, workers and fight, audience, fight, fight, fight, fight, the curtain is a great red flag rising to the strains of the Internationale.” That is pretty plain, is it not?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, indeed it is.

Mr. Cohn: Did you believe in that message when you wrote, it?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir.

Mr. Cohn: You did not believe it?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir.

Mr. Cohn: It was contrary to your beliefs, is that right?

Mr. Hughes: Sir, I don’t think you can get a yes or no answer entirely to any literary question, so I give you—

Mr. Cohn: I am trying, Mr. Hughes, because I think you have gone pretty far in some of these things, and I think you know pretty well what you did. When you wrote something called “Ballads of Lenin,” did you believe that when you wrote it?5

Mr. Hughes: Believe what, sir?

Mr. Cohn: Comrade Lenin of Russia speaks from marble:


On guard with the workers forever—

The world is our room!





Mr. Hughes: That is a poem. One can not state one believes every word of a poem.

Mr. Cohn: I do not know what one can say. I am asking you specifically do you believe in the message carried and conveyed in this poem?

Mr. Hughes: It would demand a great deal of discussion. You can not say yes or no.

Mr. Cohn: You can not say yes or no?

Mr. Hughes: One can if one wants to confuse one’s opinions.

Mr. Cohn: You wrote it, Mr. Hughes, and we would like an answer. This is very important. Did you or didn’t you?

Mr. Hughes: May I confer with counsel, sir?

Mr. Cohn: Surely.


[Witness conferred with his counsel.]

Mr. Hughes: Would you ask me the question again, sir?


[Question read by the reporter.]

Mr. Hughes: My feeling is that one can not give a yes or no answer to such a question, because the Bible, for example, means many things to different people. That poem would mean many things to different people.

Mr. Cohn: How did you intend it to mean?

Mr. Hughes: I would have to read and study it and go back twenty years to tell you that.

Mr. Cohn: Read it right now. Is it your testimony that you can not recall it?

Mr. Hughes: I could not recite it to you, no, sir. I can not.


That, sir, in my opinion is a poem symbolizing what I felt at that time Lenin as a symbol might mean to workers in various parts of the world. The Spanish Negro in the cane fields, the Chinese in Shanghai, and so on.


Mr. Cohn: Is that what it meant to you at that time?

Mr. Hughes: That is what it meant to me at that time.

Senator Dirksen: Mr. Hughes, let me ask, are you familiar with an organization known as the International Union of Revolutionary Writers?

Mr. Hughes: Yes. If I am not mistaken that was the international format to which the League of American Writers was affiliated.

Senator Dirksen: That was a Soviet organization, I take it, was it not?

Mr. Hughes: My understanding of it, sir, was that it was an international organization.

Senator Dirksen: Did it have its headquarters in the Soviet Union?

Mr. Hughes: That, sir, I am sorry I can’t tell you. I don’t know.

Senator Dirksen: This goes back now to 1940, and I am not unmindful of course that one does not always have a pinpoint recollection of things that happened a long time ago. But in November 1940, you did recite one or more of your poems at the Hotel Vista de la Royal in Pasadena, California. Does that occur to you?

Mr. Hughes: Could you tell me more about it?

Senator Dirksen: It was known as an author’s luncheon, and it was the Vista de la Royal Hotel in Pasadena, California. On the same program was one George Palmer Putnam.

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I remember that. I was prevented from reading my poems there by a picket line thrown around the hotel by Amy Semple McPherson.6

Senator Dirksen: They referred to you as author of the poem and member of the American section of Moscow’s International Union of Revolutionary Writers. I presume you were familiar with the hand bill advertising it and that it also carried one of your poems?

Mr. Hughes: Sir, I would be inclined to say perhaps that was the handbill put out by the picket line, rather than the sponsors of the luncheon.

Senator Dirksen: Is that statement correct that you were a part of the American section of Moscow’s International Union of Revolutionary Writers?

Mr. Hughes: I would say with the word “Moscow” eliminated it would be correct. I was a member of the League of American Writers which was affiliated with the international.

Senator Dirksen: Was that an organization that required dues of its members? Did you pay dues at all?

Mr. Hughes: I do not believe so, sir. I had been at that period in my life very often a kind of honorary member or a member that they just had.

Senator Dirksen: Are you fifty-three now?

Mr. Hughes: I am fifty-one, sir. I was born in 1902.

Senator Dirksen: Fifty-one?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir.

Senator Dirksen: That was thirteen years ago, so you were 38 years old, and that would doubtless be the age of discretion, certainly, would it not?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I would say, sir, that I certainly was a member of the League of American Writers, but I have no recollection of paying any regular dues.

Senator Dirksen: You know, Mr. Hughes, I was very curious when you asked, “Do you put your hand on the book” in taking the oath, and the reason for the curiosity was that poem that you wrote at that time, and that you read at that meeting in Pasadena, and its title is “Goodbye, Christ.”7

Mr. Hughes: There are misstatements in your statement. The poem was not written at that time. It was not read at that meeting, and I can’t quite remember what the other was, but I think you have three wrong statements.

Senator Dirksen: My statement may be an inaccuracy, but I have before me here the Saturday Evening Post for December 21, 1940, and here is what it recites: “Here is a photograph of a circular distributed here early in November.”

Mr. Hughes: Distributed where?

Senator Dirksen: In Pasadena. And in a box where it is boldly set out, and it is photographed, the first line is, “Attention Christians” with two exclamation points. “Be sure to attend the book and author luncheon at Vista de la Royal Hotel, Pasadena, California.”8 Can you hear me?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I can hear you.

Senator Dirksen: “Friday, November 15, 1940, at 12: 15 promptly. Hear the distinguished young Negro poet, Langston Hughes, author of the following poem, and member of the American Section of Moscow’s International Union of Revolutionary Writers,” and the title is “Goodbye, Christ.”

Mr. Hughes: Yes.

Senator Dirksen: The reason I was curious about your asking for the book on which to hold your hand and may I say, sir, from my familiarity with the Negro people for a long time that they are innately a very devout and religious people—this is the first paragraph of the poem:



Listen, Christ, you did all right in your day, I reckon

But that day is gone now.

They ghosted you up a swell story, too,

And called it the Bible, but it is dead now.

The popes and the preachers have made too much money from it. They have sold you to too many.9


Do you think that Book is dead?


Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I do not. That poem, like that handbill, is an ironical and satirical poem.

Senator Dirksen: It was not so accepted, I fancy, by the American people.

Mr. Hughes: It was accepted by a large portion of them and some ministers and bishops understood the poem and defended it.

Senator Dirksen: I know many who accepted the words for what they seem to convey.

Mr. Hughes: That is exactly what I meant to say in answer to the other gentleman’s question, that poetry may mean many things to many people.

Senator Dirksen: We will put all of it in the record, of course, but I will read you the third stanza.



Goodbye, Christ Jesus, Lord of Jehovah,

Beat it on away from here now

Make way for a new guy with no religion at all,

A real guy named Marx communism, Lenin Peasant, Stalin worker, me.10


How do you think the average reader would take that?


Mr. Hughes: Sir; the average reader is very likely to take poetry, if they take it at all, and they usually don’t take it at all, they are very likely often not to understand it, sir. I have found it very difficult myself to understand a great many poems that one had to study in school. If you will permit me, I will explain that poem to you from my viewpoint.

Senator Dirksen: Of course, when all is said and done a poem like this must necessarily speak for itself, because notwithstanding what may have been in your mind, what inhibitions, whether you crossed your fingers on some of those words when you wrote them, its impact on the thinking of the people is finally what counts.


May I ask, do you write poetry merely for the amusement and the spiritual and emotional ecstasy that it develops, or do you write it for a purpose?


Mr. Hughes: You write it out of your soul and you write it for your own individual feeling of expression.

First, sir, it does not come from yourself in the first place. It comes from something beyond oneself, in my opinion.


Senator Dirksen: You think this is a providential force?

Mr. Hughes: There is something more than myself in the creation of everything that I do. I believe that is in every creation, sir.

Senator Dirksen: So you have no objective in writing poetry. It is not a message that you seek to convey to somebody? You just sit down and the rather ethereal thoughts suddenly come upon you?

Mr. Hughes: I have often written poetry in that way, and there are on occasions times when I have a message that I wish to express directly and that I want to get to people.

Senator Dirksen: Do you know whether this poem was reprinted in quantities and used as propaganda leaflets by the Communist party?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, it was not. It was reprinted in quantities as far as I know, and used as a propaganda leaflet by the organizations of Gerald L. K. Smith and the organization of extreme anti-Negro forces in our country, and I have attempted to recall that poem.11 I have denied permission for its publication over the years. I have explained the poem for twenty-two years, I believe, or twenty years, in my writings in the press, and my talks as being a satirical poem, which I think a great pity that anyone should think of the Christian religion in those terms, and great pity that sometimes we have permitted the church to be disgraced by people who have used it as a racketeering force. That poem is merely the story of racketeering in religion and misuse of religion as might have been seen through the eyes at that time of a young Soviet citizen who felt very cocky and said to the whole world, “See what people do for religion. We don’t do that.” I write a character piece sometimes as in a play. I sometimes have in a play a villain. I do not believe in that villain myself.

Senator Dirksen: Do you think that any twelve-year-old boy could misunderstand that language, “Goodbye Christ, beat it away from here now”?12

Mr. Hughes: You cannot take one line.

Senator Dirksen: We will read all of it.

Mr. Hughes: If you read the twelve-year-old the whole poem, I hope he would be shocked into thinking about the real things of religion, because with some of my poems that is what I have tried to do, to shock people into thinking and finding the real meaning themselves. Certainly I have written many religious poems, many poems about Christ, and prayers and my own feeling is not what I believe you seem to think that poem as meaning.

Senator Dirksen: I do not want to be captious about it, and I want to be entirely fair, but it seems to me that this could mean only one thing to the person who read it.

Mr. Hughes: I am sorry. There is a thousand interpretations of Shakespeare’s Sonata.13

Senator Dirksen: Was this ever set to music?

Mr. Hughes: No.

Senator Dirksen: Do you know Paul Robeson?

Mr. Hughes: Yes.

Senator Dirksen: Do you know him well?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I do not, not at this period in our lives.

Mr. Cohn: Did you ever know him well? You say “not at this period of my life.” Was there ever a period in your life when you knew Paul Robeson well?

Mr. Hughes: Before he became famous when we were all young in Harlem, I knew him fairly well, and at that time he was quite unknown and so was I. Since his rise to fame, I have not seen him very often.

Mr. Cohn: Did you know he was a Communist when you knew him very well?

Mr. Hughes: I would not be able to say if he ever was a Communist.

Mr. Cohn: You still do not know he is a Communist?

Mr. Hughes: I still do not.

Mr. Cohn: Are you a little bit suspicious?

Mr. Hughes: I don’t know what you mean by suspicious.

Mr. Schine: Mr. Hughes, you are entitled to interpret your poems in any way you want to, and others will interpret your poems in the way they want to.

Mr. Hughes: That is true.

Mr. Schine: I also should say that you should be entitled to consider the seriousness of not telling the truth before this committee.

Mr. Hughes: I certainly do, sir. The truth in matters of opinion is as Anatole France said, like the spokes of a wheel, and my opinions are my own, sir.

Mr. Schine: Mr. Hughes, you know many witnesses come before a committee, and they are not guilty of a crime, and then to avoid embarrassment or for reasons that they may not understand themselves, they do not tell the truth. They are entitled to refuse to answer on the grounds of self-incrimination, but sometimes they do not take that privilege, and when they have left the room they are guilty of perjury. I think you should reconsider what you have said here today on matters of fact before you leave this room, because perjury is a very serious charge.

Mr. Hughes: I am certainly aware of that, sir.

Mr. Schine: You do not wish to change any of your testimony?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I do not.

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Hughes, is it not a fact now that this poem here did represent your views and it could only mean one thing, that the “Ballads to Lenin” did represent your views? You have told us that all of these things did, that you have been a consistent supporter of Communist movements and you have been a consistent and undeviating follower of the Communist party line up through and including recent times. Is that not a fact?

Mr. Hughes: May I consult with counsel, sir?

Mr. Cohn: Surely.


[Witness conferred with his counsel.]

Mr. Cohn: Can you answer my question?

Mr. Hughes: May I ask the chairman of the committee if it is possible to break that question down into specific and component parts?14

Mr. Cohn: Surely. I personally do not think it is necessary. You say you do not understand the question?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I do not say I do not understand the question. It is not a question. It is a series of questions.

Mr. Cohn: Let us do it this way: Is it not a fact that you have been a consistent follower of the Communist line?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I have not.

Mr. Cohn: Tell me in one respect in which you have differed from the Communist line up through 1949.


[Witness conferred with his counsel.]

Mr. Cohn: Sir?

Mr. Hughes: I am sorry, I have forgotten your last question.

Mr. Cohn: The last question was, tell us one respect in which you differed from the Communist line through the year 1949.

Mr. Hughes: Sir, I don’t know what the Communist line was in 1949.

Mr. Cohn: Did you know what it was when you came out and urged the election of the Communist party ticket in 1932?15

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I did not know what it was.

Mr. Cohn: Why did you come out and do it that way?

Mr. Hughes: Just as a lot of people urged the election of the Democrats without knowing what the platform was.

Mr. Cohn: Did you know what you were doing on February 7, 1949, when you gave a statement to the Daily Worker defending the Communist leaders on trial and saying that the Negro people too are being tried?

Mr. Hughes: Could I see that statement, sir?

Mr. Cohn: Did you ever hear of something called the Chicago Defender?

Mr. Hughes: I certainly have.

Mr. Cohn: Did you write in the Chicago Defender, “If the 12 Communists are sent to jail, in a little while they will send Negroes to jail simply for being Negroes, and to concentration camps just for being colored.”16

Mr. Hughes: Could I see it?

Mr. Cohn: My first question is did you say it?

Mr. Hughes: I don’t know.

Mr. Cohn: Could you have said it? That is a pretty serious thing to say in 1949. Do you have to look at it to see if you said something in that substance?

Mr. Hughes: I would have to see it to see if it is in context.

Mr. Cohn: I do not have the original. I will get the original for you.

Mr. Hughes: Please do.

Mr. Cohn: In the meantime I would like to know whether or not you can tell us whether you said it.

Mr. Hughes: I do not know whether I said it or not.

Mr. Cohn: Did you believe in 1949, “If the 12 Communists are sent to jail, in a little while they will send Negroes to jail simply for being Negroes, and to concentration camps just for being colored.” Did you say that?

Mr. Hughes: The—

Mr. Cohn: Did you believe that? That is the question.

Mr. Hughes: May I consult with counsel, sir?


[Witness conferred with his counsel.]

Mr. Cohn: Did you believe that? That is the question.

Mr. Hughes: Sir, I do not believe in any kind of literary work or writing you can take a thing out of context. Whatever the whole thing is, if I wrote it, of course I did write it.

Senator Dirksen: Mr. Hughes, let us get at it this way. Have you at any time contributed to the Chicago Defender?

Mr. Hughes: I do a regular weekly column for it.

Senator Dirksen: Is it likely that you did a column or article for the Defender in 1949?

Mr. Hughes: I have been writing for the Defender for, I think, sir, about ten years.

Senator Dirksen: So it is fair to assume that in 1949 which is within the last ten years, you probably did one or more articles for the Chicago Defender.

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I did more[,] nearly fifty-two articles a year.

Senator Dirksen: Do you have in mind a reasonably clear picture of that period when the Communist leaders were on trial in New York? You remember generally, I think, do you not, that they were on trial?

Mr. Hughes: I remember some of them were on trial according to the papers, yes.

Senator Dirksen: If you know it no other way, you probably saw it in the newspapers, like I did, because I did not attend the trial, but there was every reason to believe from the press dispatches they were on trial. So you probably had an idea they were on trial. You probably had an idea they were on trial back in 1949.

Mr. Hughes: Well, sir, I can not say the date or time, but if you are correct, I would say yes.

Senator Dirksen: That is four years ago.

Mr. Hughes: Yes.

Senator Dirksen: Surely you would have a recollection as to whether or not you made some written comment in the course of your column on the Communist trial.

Mr. Hughes: I very well may have, sir.

Senator Dirksen: Would you not be reasonably sure whether you had?

Mr. Hughes: I would like to see the column, sir.

Senator Dirksen: You would have to see the column?

Mr. Hughes: I would have to see the column and the context, because if it is quoted from some other source, it very well may be misquoted.

Mr. Cohn: Let us forget what that says. I want to know whether that was your belief.

Mr. Hughes: I have forgotten now what you read.

Mr. Cohn: What I asked was if the quote that appears in the Daily Worker from your article is a statement by you, “If the 12 Communists are sent to jail, in a little while they will send Negroes to jail simply for being Negroes, and to concentration camps just for being colored.” Did you believe that in February 1949?

Mr. Hughes: Sir, the entire article and the entire column—

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Hughes, did you believe that in 1949? I think you are fencing.

Mr. Hughes: One can not take anything out of context.

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Hughes, did you believe that in 1949? I think the chairman is very patient. I think you are being evasive and unresponsive when being confronted with things which you yourself wrote. I want to know, did you believe that statement in 1949.

Mr. Hughes: May I consult with counsel?


[Witness conferred with his counsel.]

Mr. Hughes: If that statement is from a column of mine, as I presume it probably is, I would say that I believed the entire context of the article in which it is included.

Mr. Cohn: Do you believe that today?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I would not necessarily believe that today.

Mr. Cohn: When did you change your views?

Mr. Hughes: It is impossible to say exactly when one changes one’s views. One’s views change gradually, sir.

Mr. Cohn: Have you ever written any attack on communism?

Mr. Hughes: I don’t believe I have ever written anything you would consider an attack, no, sir.

Mr. Cohn: Are you pretty much familiar with the investigations of the un-American activities by congressional committees?

Mr. Hughes: No, I am not, sir.

Mr. Cohn: You have written on the subject, have you not?

Mr. Hughes: I have written from what I have read in the newspapers.

Mr. Cohn: Pardon me?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I have written as other columnists do from what one reads in a newspaper.

Mr. Cohn: You wrote something that is called, “When One Sees Red.”17

Mr. Hughes: I remember.

Mr. Cohn: Do you remember that part called “When One Sees Red”? I think it appeared first in the New Republic.

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, you are wrong.

Mr. Cohn: Yes?

Mr. Hughes: It would have appeared first in the Chicago Defender.

Mr. Cohn: You do recall the piece?

Mr. Hughes: I recall the title. If you read a portion of the piece—

Mr. Cohn: Do you remember writing this: “Good morning, Revolution. You are the very best friend I ever had. We are going to pal around together from now on.”18

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I wrote that.

Mr. Cohn: Did you write this, “Put one more ‘S’ in the USA to make it Soviet.19 The USA when we take control will be the USSA then.”20

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I wrote that.

Mr. Cohn: Were you kidding when you wrote those things? What did you mean by those?

Mr. Hughes: Would you like me to give you an interpretation of that?

Mr. Cohn: I would be most interested.

Mr. Hughes: Very well. Will you permit me to give a full interpretation of it?

Mr. Cohn: Surely.

Mr. Hughes: All right, sir. To give a full interpretation of any piece of literary work one has to consider not only when and how it was written, but what brought it into being. The emotional and physical background that brought it into being. I, sir, was born in Joplin, Missouri. I was born a Negro. From my very earliest childhood memories, I have encountered very serious and very hurtful problems. One of my earliest childhood memories was going to the movies in Lawrence, Kansas, where we lived, and there was one motion picture theater, and I went every afternoon. It was a nickelodeon, and I had a nickel to go. One afternoon I put my nickel down and the woman pushed it back and she pointed to a sign. I was about seven years old.

Mr. Cohn: I do not want to interrupt you. I do want to say this. I want to save time here. I want to concede very fully that you encounter oppression and denial of civil rights. Let us assume that, because I assume that will be the substance of what you are about to say. To save us time, what we are interested in determining for our purpose is this: Was the solution to which you turned that of the Soviet form of government?

Mr. Hughes: Sir, you said you would permit me to give a full explanation.

Mr. Cohn: I was wondering if we could not save a little time because I want to concede the background which you wrote it from was the background you wanted to describe.

Mr. Hughes: I would much rather preserve my reputation and freedom than to save time.

Mr. Cohn: Take as long as you want.

Mr. Hughes: The woman pushed my nickel back and pointed to a sign beside the box office, and the sign said something, in effect, “Colored not admitted.” It was my first revelation of the division between the American citizens. My playmates who were white and lived next door to me could go to that motion picture and I could not. I could never see a film in Lawrence again, and I lived there until I was twelve years old.


When I went to school, in the first grade, my mother moved to Topeka for a time, and my mother worked for a lawyer, and she lived in the downtown area, and she got ready for school, being a working woman naturally she wanted to send me to the nearest school, and she did, and they would not let me go to the school. There were no Negro children there. My mother had to take days off from her work, had to appeal to her employer, had to go to the school board and finally after the school year had been open for some time she got me into the school.

I had been there only a few days when the teacher made unpleasant and derogatory remarks about Negroes and specifically seemingly pointed at myself. Some of my schoolmates stoned me on the way home from school. One of my schoolmates (and there were no other Negro children in the school), a little white boy, protected me, and I have never in all my writing career or speech career as far as I know said anything to create a division among humans, or between whites or Negroes, because I have never forgotten this kid standing up for me against these other first graders who were throwing stones at me. I have always felt from that time on—I guess that was the basis of it—that there are white people in America who can be your friend, and will be your friend, and who do not believe in the kind of things that almost every Negro who has lived in our country has experienced.

I do not want to take forever to tell you these things, but I must tell you that they have very deep emotional roots in one’s childhood and one’s beginnings, as I am sure any psychologist or teacher of English or student of poetry will say about any creative work. My father and my mother were not together. When I got old enough to learn why they were not together, again it was the same thing. My father as a young man, shortly after I was born, I understand, had studied law by correspondence. He applied for permission to take examination for the Bar in the state of Oklahoma where he lived, and they would not permit him. A Negro evidently could not take the examinations. You could not be a lawyer at that time in the state of Oklahoma. You know that has continued in a way right up to recent years, that we had to go all the way to the Supreme Court to get Negroes into the law school a few years ago to study law. Now you may study law and be a lawyer there.

Those things affected my childhood very much and very deeply. I missed my father. I learned he had gone away to another country because of prejudice here. When I finally met my father at the age of seventeen, he said “Never go back to the United States. Negroes are fools to live there.” I didn’t believe that. I loved the country I had grown up in. I was concerned with the problems and I came back here. My father wanted me to live in Mexico or Europe. I did not. I went here and went to college and my whole career has been built here.

As I grew older, I went to high school in Cleveland. I went to a high school in a very poor neighborhood and we were very poor people. My friends and associates were very poor children and many of them were of European parentage or some of them had been brought here in steerage themselves from Europe, and many of these students in the Central High School in Cleveland—and this story is told, sir, parts of it, not as fully as I want to tell you some things, in my book, The Deep [sic] Sea, my autobiography21—in the Central High School, many of these pupils began to tell me about Eugene Debs, and about the new nation and the new republic. Some of them brought them to school. I became interested in whatever I could read that Debs had written or spoken about. I never read the theoretical books of socialism or communism or the Democratic or Republican party for that matter, and so my interest in whatever may be considered political has been non-theoretical, non-sectarian, and largely really emotional and born out of my own need to find some kind of way of thinking about this whole problem of myself, segregated, poor, colored, and how I can adjust to this whole problem of helping to build America when sometimes I can not even get into a school or a lecture or a concert or in the South go to the library and get a book out. So that has been a very large portion of the emotional background of my work, which I think is essential to one’s understanding.

When I was graduated from high school, I went to live with my father for a time in Mexico, and in my father I encountered the kind of bitterness, the kind of utter psychiatric, you might say, frustration that has been expressed in some Negro novels, not in those I have written myself, I don’t believe. A man who was rabidly anti-American, anti-United States. I did not sympathize with that viewpoint on the part of my own father. My feeling was this is my country, I want to live here. I want to come back here. I want to make my country as beautiful as I can, as wonderful a country as I can, because I love it myself. So I went back after a year in Mexico, and I went to Columbia.

At Columbia University in New York City where I had never been before, but where I heard there was practically no prejudice, by that time wanting to be a writer and having published some papers in Negro magazines in this country, I applied for a position on the staff of the Spectator newspaper, I think that they had at the time, and I think they still do. Our freshman counselor told us the various things that freshmen could apply for and do on the Columbia campus, and I wanted to do some kind of writing, and I went to the newspaper office. I was the only Negro young man or woman in the group. I can not help but think that it was due to colored prejudice that of all the kinds of assignments, and there were various assignments, sports, theater, classroom activities, debating, of all the various assignments they could pick out to assign me to cover was society news. They very well knew I could not go to dances and parties, being colored, and therefore I could bring no news, and after a short period, I was counted out of the Spectator group at my college.

When I went into the dormitory my first day there, I had a reservation for a room. It had been paid for in the dormitory—the correct portion was paid for—it was Fardley Hall. I was not given the room. They could not find the reservation. I had to take all of that day and a large portion of the next one to get into the dormitory. I was told later I was the first to achieve that. In other words simple little things like getting a room in a university in our country, one has to devote extraordinary methods even to this day in our country in some parts.

I am thinking of the early 1920’s. I did not stay at Columbia longer than a year due in part to the various kinds of little racial prejudices that I encountered.


Senator Dirksen: I think, Mr. Hughes, that would be adequate emotional background.

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, that would not explain it all, how I arrive at the point that Mr. Cohn, I believe, has asked me about.

Mr. Cohn: Could you make it briefer, please?

Senator Dirksen: Do you think we need more background to tell what you meant by USSA?

Mr. Hughes: I think you do, sir. Because a critical work goes out of a very deep background, it does not come in a moment. I am perfectly willing to come back and give it to you later, if you are tired.

Mr. Cohn: No, we will sit here as long as you want to go on. But you are missing the point completely. What we want to determine is whether or not you meant those words when you said them.

Mr. Hughes: Sir, whether or not I meant them depends on what they came from and out of.

Mr. Cohn: Did you desire to make the United States Soviet, put one more “S” in the USA to make it Soviet. “The USA, when we take control, will be the USSA.”

Mr. Hughes: When I left Columbia, I had no money. I had $13.

Mr. Cohn: Did you mean those words when you spoke them? We know the background. I want to know now, did you mean the words when you spoke them? I am not saying you should not have meant them. I am asking you—

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, and you gave me the permission to give the background.

Senator Dirksen: That answers the question.

Mr. Hughes: I did not say “Yes” to your question. I said you gave me the chance to give you the background to the point.

Senator Dirksen: We have had enough background.

Mr. Cohn: Would you tell us whether or not you meant those words?

Mr. Hughes: What words, sir?

Mr. Cohn: “Put one more ‘S’ in the USA to make it Soviet. The USA, when we take control, will be USSA then.”

Mr. Hughes: Will you read me the whole poem?

Mr. Cohn: I do not have the whole poem. Do you claim these words are out of context?

Mr. Hughes: It is a portion of a poem.

Mr. Cohn: Do you claim that these words distort the meaning?

Mr. Hughes: That is a portion of a poem and a bar of music out of context does not give you the idea of the whole thing.

Mr. Cohn: At any time in your life did you desire to make the United States of America Soviet?

Mr. Hughes: Not by violent means, sir.

Mr. Cohn: By any means.

Mr. Hughes: By the power of the ballot, I thought it might be a possibility at one time.

Mr. Cohn: Did you want to do it? Did you desire that by the ballot, not by violent means? Would you give us a yes or no answer to that?


Mr. Hughes, you say you have changed your views. You say you no longer feel the way you did in 1949 when you made that statement in defense of the Communist leaders, and said the things we read you. Will you give us some evidence of that and be frank with this committee?


Mr. Hughes: Evidence of what, sir?

Mr. Cohn: Will you be frank with this committee and give us some straightforward answers? Did you ever in your life desire the Soviet form of government over here? That is a very simple question, Mr. Hughes, for a man who wrote the things you did, and we have just started.

Mr. Hughes: You asked me about the poem, and I would like to hear it all.

Mr. Cohn: I would like to know right now whether you ever desired the Soviet form of government in this country, and I would like it answered.

Mr. Hughes: Would you permit me to think about it?

Mr. Cohn: Pardon me? Mr. Hughes, you have belonged to a list of Communist organizations a mile long. You have urged the election to public office of official candidates of the Communist party. You have signed statements to the effect that the purge trials in the Soviet Union were justified and sound and democratic. You have signed statements denying that the Soviet Union is totalitarian. You have defended the current leaders of the Communist party. You have written poems which are an invitation to revolution. You have called for the setting up of a Soviet government in this country. You have been named in statements before us as a Communist, and a member of the Communist party.


Mr. Hughes, you can surely tell us simply whether or not you ever desired the Soviet form of government in this country.


Mr. Hughes: Yes, I did.

Mr. Cohn: The answer is yes. I think if you were a little more candid with some of these things, we would get along a little better, because I think I know enough about the subject so I am not going to sit here for six days and be kidded along. I will be very much impressed if you would give us a lot of straightforward answers. It would save us a lot of time. I know you do not want to waste it any more than we do. We know every man is entitled to his views and opinions. We are trying to find out which of these works should be used in the State Department in its information program.


In the course of finding that out, we want to know whether you ever desired the Soviet form of government in this country. I believe you have said just a minute ago your answer to that is yes, is that right?


Mr. Hughes: I did desire it, and would desire—

Mr. Cohn: That is an answer. That is what we want. I believe your statement before was that you desired it, but not by violent means, is that right?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir. That would be correct.

Mr. Cohn: What did you mean when you said “Good morning, Revolution, you are the very best friend I ever had. We are going to pal around together from now on.”


Does not revolution imply violent means?


Mr. Hughes: Not necessarily, sir. I think it means a change like the industrial revolution.

Mr. Cohn: That is an answer. When you used the word “revolution” you were using it in a very broad sense, and meaning a change, is that right?

Mr. Hughes: That is right, sir.

Mr. Cohn: When did you stop desiring the Soviet form of government for this country? When did you come to the conclusion that was not the solution.

Mr. Hughes: As I grew older, at that point I think I was about twenty years old, possibly, I began to see not only an increasing awareness of the seriousness of our racial situation in America on the part of many people—

Mr. Cohn: Could you fix a time for us?

Mr. Hughes: Sir?

Mr. Cohn: Could you fix an approximate time? You cannot tell the exact date, or maybe not even the exact year, but can you fix the approximate time when you changed your view?

Mr. Hughes: Yes. When I began to see social progress accelerating itself more rapidly, Supreme Court decisions, FEPC.22

Mr. Cohn: About when was that?

Mr. Hughes: I would say certainly about the early 1940s and from that point on.

Mr. Cohn: What were your views in 1949 when you said, “If the 12 Communists are sent to jail, in a little while they will send Negroes to jail simply for being Negroes and to concentration camps just for being colored.” You have told us you do not feel that way today. When did you change that particular view?

Mr. Hughes: You asked two questions. sir. That view point I think grew out of what I had read about Germany, how they began with the Communists, and they went on to Jews, and they went on to Negroes, and we had Hitlerism, and that has been a general feeling on the part of some people.

Mr. Cohn: You say you changed, that view. When did you change that view. This was February 1949. You say you do not feel that way today.

Mr. Hughes: The view that Negroes may be sent to jail if Communists are?

Mr. Cohn: Yes. As a consequence of the conviction of the Communist party leaders. In other words, a chain set off by the conviction of the Communist party leaders.

Mr. Hughes: Well, it has not happened as yet, and therefore my hope is and my belief is that we can keep it from happening.

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Hughes, this is very important now that we have had witnesses down here under oath: Are you sure that you were never a member of the Communist party?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir.

Mr. Cohn: Have you ever attended a Communist party meeting? I ask this again because perjury is a very serious crime.

Mr. Hughes: Not to my knowledge.

Mr. Cohn: Have you ever knowingly participated in any Communist party activities?

Mr. Hughes: Just a moment, please.

Mr. Cohn: Surely.


[Witness conferred with his counsel.]

Mr. Hughes: Could you be specific about the activity?

Mr. Cohn: No.

Mr. Hughes: No.

Mr. Cohn: I asked you a question. I would like an answer. Could we have the question read?


[Question read by the reporter.]

Mr. Hughes: Not to my knowledge in any activities that were exclusively and solely and wholly Communist party activities, no, sir.

Mr. Cohn: Let me ask you this before we leave this point. During that period of time, say up to the 1940s when you thought the Soviet form of government was desirable, until you came to change your views, you say, because you saw progress was being made under our form of government, do you think it is a wise thing for the State Department Information Program, trying to carry a true picture of the American way of life, to use your early writings, such as this “Ballad to Lenin” and the Scottsboro thing, and the curtain in the form of the red flag, and the singing of the Internationale, to use that in the information centers of foreign countries, and put on the shelves for people, who expect to get a view of American life, to read today?

Mr. Hughes: I doubt very much, sir, they are there.

Mr. Cohn: I am telling you for a fact they are there. Do you think it is a good thing to have them there?

Mr. Hughes: I would think, sir, that it would be a good thing for anyone to know all about the literature of any country written in all forms so they can really judge it.

Mr. Cohn: You changed the views you expressed then. Are you particularly proud of the views you expressed then?

Mr. Hughes: The word “proud” disturbs me because one cannot go back and change anything one has done in the past.

Mr. Cohn: I think one can admit one was wrong.

Mr. Hughes: One can admit one was wrong. One can say “I think differently now.”

Mr. Cohn: Saying as you do that you think differently now, and have been candid about that, do you think that those of your works which should be used are those representing this period prior to your change of views? Do you think that is helpful to this country?

Mr. Hughes: The works which you have named, sir, are not very representative of my literary career.

Mr. Cohn: Without fencing, do you think if you were going to make a selection of works to give a true picture of American way of life, would you place in there the Scottsboro thing and this poem, “Ballad to Lenin”?

Mr. Hughes: If I were a librarian doing it, I would place in there—

Mr. Cohn: I am not talking about a librarian. This is not done by librarians. This is done under a specific program of the State Department to give people in foreign countries a true view as to the American way of life, and the objectives we seek to achieve in this country.

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir. They certainly should have a view of the objectives we seek racially, and therefore they should know something about the—

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Hughes, we are not talking on the same plane at all. Certainly they might have a view as to what we seek racially and all that. But the question is, should they have poems which call for the Soviet form of government, poems which idealize Lenin, a poem which calls for everybody to get up and sing the Internationale?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I think they should, because it indicates freedom of press in our country, which is a thing we are proud of.

Mr. Cohn: I do not think you understand it at all. Those are not in there to indicate freedom of the press in our country. Those are in there because people in those countries depend on what is given to them for an accurate picture of the objectives which this country seeks to achieve in its fight against Communists.

Mr. Hughes: Yes. You want them to know we have freedom of the press.

Mr. Cohn: No. These poems are not in there to illustrate the fact we have freedom of press. They are put in there as part of a program to show the objectives of this country, and to show our beliefs in the fight against communism. Do you think something which calls for an espousal of the Soviet form of government aids us in fighting communism? Think before you answer that question, Mr. Hughes.

Mr. Hughes: I have answered your first question, have I not? The other one has been answered, yes, indicating freedom of press. My answer would be yes.

Mr. Cohn: You think it is a good thing.

Mr. Hughes: Yes, to show we have a very wide range of opinion in our country, yes, I do.

Mr. Cohn: We have an awful lot of your writings we want to go over. Just let me ask you about this one thing here. You are concerned about minority rights in this country, is that right?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I am.

Mr. Cohn: You are concerned about the rights of Jews as well as the rights of Negroes?

Mr. Hughes: Yes.

Mr. Cohn: Did you write a poem called “Hard Luck”? “When hard luck overtakes you, nothing to offer, nothing for you to do, When hard luck overtakes you, nothing to offer, nothing to do, Gather up your fine clothes and sell them to the Jew.”23 Did you write that?

Mr. Hughes: Yes.

Mr. Cohn: Do you think that is respectful of the rights of the minority known as the Jews?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I do.

Mr. Cohn: In what respect?

Mr. Hughes: Because in common parlance among a certain poorer class of Negroes—at least when that poem was written—on a Monday morning when they were broke and had to pawn something, it was a part of the slang with no disrespect meant on their part certainly, to say, “I will take my coat to Uncle or my clock to the Jew,” and the racial connotation was not disrespectful there.

Mr. Cohn: As much concern as you have on the rights of Negroes, do you think this is a good poem to have in foreign information centers?

Mr. Hughes: I think the title of the book is bad. I think the poem is a good poem to have anywhere.24

Mr. Cohn: How about the poem, “Goodbye to [sic] Christ,” that is a good poem to have anywhere?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, from my interpretation.

Mr. Cohn: How about the book [sic], “Put One ‘S’ in USA?”25 Do you think that is a good book against communism?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, because I think people would see it is absurd.

Mr. Cohn: You do not think you are a Communist today?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I am not.

Mr. Cohn: When did you stop being a Soviet believer?

Mr. Reeves: That is like the question, “When did you stop beating your wife?”

Mr. Cohn: Do you want to testify?

Mr. Reeves: No, I don’t.

Mr. Cohn: Under the rules of the committee, the witness can consult with you, but you are not here to testify, because if you were, you would have to be sworn and give testimony. Mr. Hughes is free to consult with you—and the chairman can correct me if I am wrong—the rule of the committee is that the witness is free to consult with you any time he wishes, but you are not here to give testimony.

Mr. Reeves: May I ask a question of the chairman?

Mr. Cohn: Certainly.

Mr. Reeves: My only concern was that the rapid fire process of these questions frequently does not even permit of an answer, and that particular question, as a lawyer, is of the type that in a rapid fire of questioning—as I said, I am interested in protecting the rights of my client—it may very well be he might not have the opportunity in that series to answer.

Mr. Cohn: If the questions are given too rapidly, I suggest, Mr. Chairman, that he turn to his counsel and his counsel can advise him, and the witness can tell us that I am going too fast, and “I did not understand the question” and we will stop. But I do not think counsel ought to testify.

Mr. Hughes: May I say if we agree on the principle of communism as meaning the Communist party, I will answer once and for all I have never been a member of the Communist party.

Mr. Cohn: Have you ever been a Communist without having formally joined the party?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir, I have not.

Mr. Cohn: Do you think it is possible to desire the Soviet form of government in this country and not be a Communist?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir, I do.

Mr. Cohn: How do you make the distinction?

Mr. Hughes: That requires of course a definition of Communist, and my definition of it is the Communist party.

Mr. Cohn: I am saying disregard the formal membership in the Communist party. I am talking about a change in our form of government, and a substitution of the form of government that is in the Soviet Union, the Soviet form of government.

Mr. Hughes: Your question was how can one believe that and not be a Communist, and we have to agree upon what you mean by Communist.

Mr. Cohn: You have said it is possible. Now, you tell me what a Communist means to you.

Mr. Hughes: A Communist means to me a member of the Communist party who accepts the discipline of the Communist party and follows the various changes of party line.

Mr. Cohn: Good. Now, you take my definition of a Communist as one who is a believer in communism, a believer in the Soviet form of government, and tell me whether or not you have ever been a Communist.

Mr. Hughes: A believer in the Soviet form of government?

Mr. Cohn: Yes, sir.

Mr. Hughes: For the Soviets or for whom?

Mr. Cohn: A believer in the Soviet form of government for everybody.

Mr. Hughes: From my point it doesn’t matter what the form of government is if the rights of the minorities and the poor people are respected, and if they have a chance to advance equally—

Mr. Cohn: What I want to know is this: You have conceded here that you desired the Soviet form of government in this country.

Mr. Hughes: Not desire, sir.

Mr. Cohn: That you have desired the Soviet form of government.

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir.

Mr. Cohn: Was that not your testimony here?

Mr. Hughes: In the past, yes, sir.

Mr. Cohn: I think you said up to the early 1940s. I want to know how it is possible to desire the Soviet form of government and not believe in communism?

Mr. Hughes: One can desire a Christian world and not be a Baptist or Catholic.

Mr. Cohn: You were a non-Communist who nevertheless desired the Soviet form of government for this country?

Mr. Hughes: That is right, sir.

Mr. Cohn: In what respect did you not believe in communism during that period that you desired a Soviet form of government for this country?

Mr. Hughes: In several respects, sir.

Mr. Cohn: What?

Mr. Hughes: I will again answer your question, if I may have the time to answer it, in my own way.

Mr. Cohn: I think you might just outline to us briefly point by point the points of difference between you and communism at the period of time when you wanted a Soviet government in the United States.

Mr. Hughes: Again I repeat, sir, that communism to me did not mean the rule book or Manifesto or the laws of the Soviet Union, which I have never read, and my knowledge of it certainly came possibly from very shallow sources, largely from reading magazines and newspapers. My disagreement with what I read about them, which is in force now, too, and has been since I began to think about it at all seriously, maybe twelve or more years ago, or fifteen years ago, or even longer than that, to tell the truth, has been first that the literary artist or an artist of any kind cannot accept outside discipline in regard to his work or outside force or suggestions and my understanding was that Communist party writers accepted the dictates of the party in regard to their work.

Mr. Cohn: Under the Soviet form of government, is not that true? You will agree that as to the Soviet form of government as it existed in the Soviet Union at the time you wrote this, the Communist party was certainly in control?

Mr. Hughes: The Communist party was in control and that is one point [on which] I would disagree with the Communist party.

Mr. Cohn: In other words, when you desired the Soviet form of government in this country, you desired it with certain modifications?

Mr. Hughes: With many modifications.

Mr. Cohn: You express that in any place in writing?

Mr. Hughes: I have not finished your question.

Mr. Cohn: I want to know whether you have expressed that in writing.

Mr. Hughes: You said in different ways.

Mr. Cohn: You have given the first way. Have you expressed in writing any place your disagreement with the Soviet form of government as to that one point which you just made?

Mr. Hughes: Of that I can not be sure. I have certainly expressed it verbally.

Mr. Cohn: To whom?

Mr. Hughes: Ivy Litvinov.26

Mr. Cohn: To whom?

Mr. Hughes: To Mrs. Litvinov in Russia. We had a lot of arguments.

Mr. Cohn: I do not think the Litvinovs are available. To anybody in the United States?

Mr. Hughes: My relatives who heard me talk on the subject.

Mr. Cohn: You have not written anything on it?

Mr. Hughes: I may have. I would have to search and see.

Mr. Cohn: Will you go to point two?

Mr. Hughes: You do not desire me to answer other points where I disagree?

Mr. Cohn: I have just asked you that.

Mr. Hughes: Yes. I gathered from shortly after I returned from the Soviet Union and therefore was a bit more interested in what the actual programs for the Negro in America of the Communist party was that they had a program for the self determination of the Black Belt. As nearly as I could ever understand it, it meant a separate Negro state or states. I did not agree with that, and have in all my writing, as far as I know, if you take it in its entire context and each piece as a whole, urged and suggested the complete unification of the Negro people with all the other people in America. So I never went along with that program.

Mr. Cohn: Point three.

Mr. Hughes: Yes. I am getting up to it.

Mr. Cohn: Very well.

Mr. Hughes: I don’t suppose this is part of the Communist party program, but the Communist party press, that is, the Masses and the more literary portions of the press that I read rather intensively at one time in my life, had a way of attacking Negro leadership, and also a way at one period of attacking the church in general, both Negro and white, and I did not and have never gone along with those attacks on Negro leaders of prominence, and I have never myself repeated them or taken part in them, and I have opposed them at times, and have written very favorably myself about people under attack sometimes by the party press.27

Mr. Cohn: While they were under attack?

Mr. Hughes: While they were under attack. I have also written any number of poems and articles expressing sympathy and interest and encouragement to religious groups and to religion in general with which many people more left than myself have disagreed with, and asked me, “Why do you write about the church, and write poems, ‘At the Feet of Jesus,’ sung by Marian Anderson, at the time they were antireligious.”

Mr. Cohn: Would you call this poem, “Goodbye Christ” a sympathetic dealing with religion?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I would. I could cite other poems but I think that is sufficient to show you that I could not over a long period of years, and never agree with some of the presumed main points of what I understand to have been Communist party programs.

Mr. Cohn: Do you not think that a reasonable person reading this poem, “Goodbye Christ” would not share your interpretation of it?

Mr. Hughes: Sir, a poem may be interpreted in many ways and many people have not understood that poem, and many people have chosen not to understand it deliberately to sell it to foment race discord and hatred.

Mr. Schine: Mr. Hughes, I think it is only fair to reemphasize to you the danger that you face if you do not tell the truth to this committee, and to ask you to reconsider as to whether you wish to change any of your testimony here. Do you wish to change it?

Mr. Hughes: No. sir, I do not. I have never been a member of the Communist party, and I wish so to state under oath.

Mr. Schine: I am not just talking about that testimony. I am talking about your entire testimony before this committee.

Mr. Hughes: May I consult with counsel, sir?


[Witness conferred with his counsel.]

Mr. Hughes: The truth of the matter is, sir, that the rapidity with which I have been questioned, I don’t fully recollect everything that I might have said here. If a complete review of the testimony were given me, it might be possible that I would want to change or correct some.

Mr. Schine: Let me ask you a question. Will you give the committee at this time the names of some Communist party member whom you know?

Mr. Hughes: I do not know anyone to be a member of the Communist party, sir. I have never seen anyone’s party card.

Mr. Schine: You have never talked with anyone who is a member of the Communist party?

Mr. Hughes: I wouldn’t say that. I say I do not know who is a Communist party—

Mr. Schine: You are quite sure of that?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, I am quite sure of that, sir.

Mr. Schine: Do you think Mrs. Litvinov is a member of the Communist party?

Mr. Hughes: I rather think she was not from what they said about her in Moscow.

Mr. Schine: What about Mr. Litvinov?

Mr. Hughes: I think perhaps he was.

Mr. Schine: Did you talk with him?

Mr. Hughes: No, I did not. I never met him.

Mr. Schine: You were in Russia?

Mr. Hughes: I was in Russia.

Mr. Schine: And you do not think that you talked to any members of the Communist party while you were in Russia?

Mr. Hughes: I would certainly think I must have, but I do not ask people even in Russia whether they are.

Mr. Schine: Do you not think it is important when you are asked a question concerning your conversations with Communist party members that you try to be accurate?

Mr. Hughes: I am trying to be as accurate as I know how, sir. May I consult with counsel?

Mr. Schine: Certainly.

Senator Dirksen: Mr. Hughes, I think we will suspend for the evening, and could you oblige by returning at 10:15 on Thursday morning? The hearing will be an open public hearing.

Mr. Hughes: Would you tell me, sir, about expenses?

Senator Dirksen: About expenses?

Mr. Hughes: Yes, sir. They are covered by the committee while I am here?

Senator Dirksen: Under the rule the transportation is paid and there is an allowance of $9 a day while you are here.

Mr. Hughes: From whom do I get it here?

Senator Dirksen: From the Treasury.


The committee will be in recess until 2:00 p.m. tomorrow.

[Thereupon at 5:10 p.m., a recess was taken until Wednesday, March 25, 1953, at 2:00 p.m.]






Public Testimony of Langston Hughes (Accompanied by His Counsel, Frank D. Reeves)









March 26, 1953, State Department Information Program—Information Centers, Hearing before the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Committee on Government Operations, United States Senate, 83d Congress, 1st Session, Pursuant to S. Res. 40, A Resolution Authorizing the Committee on Government Operations to Employ Temporary Additional Personnel and Increasing the Limit of Expenditures, March 24, 25, and 26, 1953, Part 1, pp. 73–83.


Editor’s Note: Until January 2003, when Hughes’s testimony during the executive sessions of the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Committee on Government Operations was made available to the public, Hughes scholars relied on the following public testimony in assessing Hughes’s apparent break from the radical left. In her 1983 biography of Hughes, Faith Berry called Hughes’s capitulation to the Subcommittee’s questioning “complete, from beginning to end,” and Arnold Rampersad noted in 1986, the year the first volume of his biography of Hughes was published, that Hughes’s “virtual surrender before Senator Joseph McCarthy’s committee lingers uncomfortably in the mind.”28 With access to both the executive and public sessions, scholars now have a more complete context through which to analyze this period of Hughes’s career. As David Chinitz noted in 2013, “In a blistering closed session, Hughes was sufficiently troublesome as to draw warnings of contempt charges from Roy Cohn and David Schine.”29


Mr. Cohn: The next witness will be Langston Hughes.

The Chairman: Mr. Langston Hughes.


Mr. Hughes, will you raise your right hand? In this matter now in hearing before the committee, do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?


Mr. Hughes: I do.

The Chairman: I understand you are accompanied by a lawyer, also, Mr. Hughes?



TESTIMONY OF LANGSTON HUGHES, ACCOMPANIED BY HIS COUNSEL, FRANK D. REEVES



Mr. Hughes: By counsel, yes, sir.

The Chairman: Will you identify your counsel?

Mr. Reeves: Frank D. Reeves, member of the Bar of the District of Columbia.

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Chairman, I would like to advise the Chair first of all that the State Department information centers are now using approximately 16 of the collected works of Langston Hughes in approximately 51 information centers throughout the world.

The Chairman: In other words, 16 different books in 51 different information centers?

Mr. Cohn: That is correct, Mr. Chairman.

The Chairman: Do they have all 16 in each information center?

Mr. Cohn: No; they don’t.

The Chairman: They have varying numbers.

Mr. Cohn: They have varying numbers in varying information centers. The number of copies in use is approximately 200, a total of 200, for all 16.


Now, you reside in New York, Mr. Hughes?


Mr. Hughes: Yes; I do.

Mr. Cohn: And you are Langston Hughes, the well-known poet. It that right?

Mr. Hughes: That is correct, sir.

Mr. Cohn: And for how long a period of time have you been writing poetry and prose, Mr. Hughes?

Mr. Hughes: Since the eighth grade. I would have been at that time perhaps 14.

Mr. Cohn: And ever since that time, you have been writing poetry and prose. It that right?

Mr. Hughes: That is right, almost 40 years.

Mr. Cohn: And you are still writing poetry and prose. Is that correct?

Mr. Hughes: That is correct.

Mr. Cohn: And a good many of your works have been published not only in English but in other languages throughout the world. Is that right?

Mr. Hughes: That is correct.

Mr. Cohn: And you have achieved considerable renown as a result of your works. It that a fair statement?

Mr. Hughes: That is a fair statement; yes.

Mr. Cohn: Now, Mr. Hughes, would you tell this committee frankly as to whether or not there was ever a period of time in your life when you believed in the Soviet form of government?

Mr. Hughes: There was such a period.

Mr. Cohn: And when did that period end?

Mr. Hughes: There was no abrupt ending, but I would say, that roughly the beginnings of my sympathies with Soviet ideology were coincident with the Scottsboro case, the American depression, and that they ran through for some 10 or 12 years or more, certainly up to the Nazi-Soviet Pact, and perhaps, in relation to some aspects of the Soviet ideology, further, because we were allies, as you know, with the Soviet Union during the war. So some aspects of my writing would reflect that relationship, that war relationship.30

Mr. Cohn: And, as a matter of fact, when would you say you completely broke with the Soviet ideology?

Mr. Hughes: I would say a complete reorientation of my thinking and emotional feelings occurred roughly 4 or 5 years ago.

Mr. Cohn: About 4 or 5 years ago?

Mr. Hughes: Roughly.

Mr. Cohn: I notice that in 1949 you made a statement in defense of the Communist leaders who were on trial, which was published in the Daily Worker. Would you say that your complete break came thereafter?

Mr. Hughes: I would say that whatever quotation you are referring to, sir, might have been made in a spirit of wishing to preserve our civil liberties for everyone, and in a kind of remembrance of the happenings in Germany and what it had led to for minority peoples there, and a fear on my part that possibly, if we disregarded civil liberties, it might lead to that in relation to the Negro people.

Mr. Cohn: Now, you have changed your views in regard to that? You have not changed your views regarding civil rights, but you have changed your views as to under what system they can best be achieved?

Mr. Hughes: Well, I have certainly changed my views in regard to the fact that one may not get a fair trial in America. I believe that one can and one does.

Mr. Cohn: You now believe that one can and one does get a fair trial in this country?

Mr. Hughes: Speaking by and large. Of course, we have our judicial defects, as does every system or country.

Mr. Cohn: Would you say what you would call your complete change in ideology came about 1950?

Mr. Hughes: I would say certainly by 1950; yes.

Mr. Cohn: All right. Now, could you tell us briefly, Mr. Hughes, just what it was that made you change your thinking from a belief over a period of years to the effect that the Soviet form of government was best for this country, to the present day, when you no longer believe that, and when you are a believer in the American form of government?

Mr. Hughes: Well, there would be two aspects, and I would say, sir, that I have always been a believer in the American form of government in any case, but interested in certain aspects of other forms of government, and I would like to give two interpretations of my feeling about my reorientation and change. The Nazi-Soviet Pact was, of course, very disillusioning and shook up a great many people, and then further evidences of, shall we say, spreading imperialist aggression. My own observations in 1931–32, as a writer, which remained with me all the time, of the lack of freedom of expression in the Soviet Union for writers, which I never agreed with before I went there or afterward—those things gradually began to sink in deeper and deeper. And then, in our own country, there has been, within the last 10 years, certainly within the war period, a very great increase in the rate of acceleration of improvement in race relations. There has been a very distinct step forward in race relations, a greater understanding of the need for greater democracy for the Negro people, and then the recent Supreme Court decisions, which bolstered up the right to vote, the right to travel, and so on, have given me great heart and great confidence in the potentialities of what we can do here.

Mr. Cohn: Have you received any disillusionment recently, concerning the treatment of minorities by the Soviet Union?

Mr. Hughes: Well, the evidence in the press—I have not been there, of course, myself—indicating persecution and terror against the Jewish people, has been very appalling to me.

Mr. Cohn: Mr. Hughes, will you agree that during the time you were a believer in the Soviet form of government, and aspects of it, you wrote some poetry which, in rather plain terms, reflected your feelings during that period of time?

Mr. Hughes: I certainly did, sir.

Mr. Cohn: You wrote one poem, I recall, beginning, “Put another ‘S’ in the USA to make it Soviet,” and so on and so forth.

Mr. Hughes: I did.

Mr. Cohn: And various poems referring to revolution.

Mr. Hughes: Good Morning, Revolution.

Mr. Cohn: Good Morning Revolution.

Senator McClellan: May I inquire of counsel if you are quoting from books or works of the author that are now in the library?

Mr. Cohn: No; this one poem I quoted, “Put another ‘S’ in the USA to make it Soviet,” is as far as we know not in any poems in the collection in the information centers.

Senator McClellan: I think the record should show that. I would not want to be under any misapprehension.

The Chairman: The reason for this type of questioning is to show the type of thinking on the part of this individual at the time he wrote these books.

Senator McClellan: I just wanted to keep the record straight.

Mr. Cohn: Now, as recently as 1950, Mr. Hughes, we have a book entitled “Simple Speaks His Mind.” Do you recall that book?

Mr. Hughes: Yes; I do.

Mr. Cohn: And that is not in poetry, but that is a series of short stories. Is that correct?

Mr. Hughes: Humorous sketches, mainly, and stories.

Mr. Cohn: This book is today, Mr. Chairman, being used by the State Department in its information centers.


Now, I am quoting now from the last paragraph of one of these incidents in this book, entitled, “Something to Lean On.” Do you recall that one?


Mr. Hughes: Not as to facts, but I do recall the title of the chapter.

Mr. Cohn: You do recall the title. I would like you to follow along this. It concludes as follows:



“You figure the Constitution has fallen down on you?” “I do,” said Simple. “Just like it fell down on that poor Negro lynched last month. Did anybody out of that mob go to jail? Not a living soul! But just kidnap some little small white baby and take it across the street, and you will do 20 years. The FBI will spread its dragnet and drag in 40 suspections before morning. And if you are colored, don’t get caught selling a half pint of bootleg licker, or writing a few numbers. They will put you in every jail there is. But southerners can beat you, burn you, lynch you, and hang you to a tree—and every one of them will go scot free. Gimme another beer, Tony! I can lean on this bar, but I ain’t got another thing in the USA on which to lean.”


Is that an accurate quotation?


Mr. Hughes: That is correct.

The Chairman: May I ask counsel: Do you know in what libraries that is contained?

Mr. Cohn: I think we can check that, Mr. Chairman. It is located in Tel-Aviv, Israel, Singapore, Hong Kong, Kuala Lumpur, at the present time.


Now, in that same connection, is there another incident entitled “When a Man Sees Red”?


Mr. Hughes: There is.

Mr. Cohn: And that is a takeoff on an imaginary hearing of an Un-American Activities Committee; is that right?

Mr. Hughes: That is correct.

Mr. Cohn: Which, without going into it in full detail, thoroughly ridicules the activities of the committee and its attempt to expose communism and the motives of those trying to do that. Is that fair?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir; I believe that is not a fair statement of the contents of that chapter.

Mr. Cohn: I want to avoid reading the whole thing, but why do you not tell us?

Mr. Hughes: If you don’t mind, may I glance at it a moment?

Mr. Cohn: Certainly.

The Chairman: I might suggest, Mr. Counsel, that it would be extremely difficult, with our limited staff, to finally fix responsibility and find the people who picked these particular works and had them purchased. I wonder if we could not ask Mr. McLeod if he would not utilize his office to try and find the specific individuals who are responsible for picking all these Communist books and paying for them?31

Mr. Cohn: We can certainly do that, Mr. Chairman. We can probably work out a system whereby we could work along with them.

The Chairman: Otherwise it would be difficult for you to ever run this down to the men.

Mr. Cohn: I might say this, Mr. Chairman. Some suggestion has been made that they came from some old collections. A good many of these books were purchased as recently as 1950, ’51, and ’52; so that argument does not hold water. We will call Mr. McLeod’s office.

The Chairman: I think we should also have in the record the dates of purchase, if we can possibly get them. In other words, I would like to know which of those books were received from OWI and put in the libraries, if any of them, and which have been purchased recently.


 Incidentally, while the witness is examining the work, I understand you have a list of the Lattimore books that have been used.


 Dave, do you have those?

Mr. Schine: Yes, sir.

The Chairman: Have you verified them, first, with the State Department?

Mr. Schine: Yes, this is their list. The State Department prepared the list.

The Chairman: Would you read those into the record?

Mr. Schine: Yes, I will.


 These books are by Owen Lattimore, and they are scattered throughout the Information centers. There are approximately 13 books, 161 copies altogether in 60 Information centers.


 America and Asia; China, As a Short History; China, Yesterday and Today; Inner Asian Frontiers of China; The Making of Modern China; Mongol Journeys; Ordeal by Slander—

The Chairman: I may say that I recognize that name, “Ordeal by Slander.”

Mr. Schine: Pivot of Asia; Situation in Asia; Solution in Asia.


That is the list we have here, Mr. Chairman.


The Chairman: Just from personal curiosity, do you know what libraries the book, Ordeal by Slander, has been placed in? In what parts of the world?

Mr. Schine: We will check that.

Mr. Hughes: I have finished, sir.

Mr. Cohn: Have you read that?

Mr. Hughes: I have looked through it. I remember it now.

Mr. Cohn: Would you want to comment on that, Mr. Hughes?

Mr. Hughes: On “When a Man Sees Red,” the chapter in Simple Speaks His Mind?

Mr. Cohn: Yes.

Mr. Hughes: It is, or was, a newspaper column, and I cannot tell you exactly when it was written, but I can tell you approximately. It was written following the incident as reported in the papers, which I think occurred in the Un-American Committee, where one of the counsel, or one of the members of the committee, if I remember correctly, called a Negro witness a very ugly name. And that went throughout the Negro press and shocked the Negro people very deeply. And many people in Harlem—and this book, incidentally, is about a character who lives in Harlem—many people felt that that indicated that certainly some of the members of that Un-American Committee were unfair to Negroes, and that they shouldn’t be able to call a man the name that this man was called, and which Negroes call “playing the dozens,” or talking about one’s mother.


So this character of mine is a kind of Negro Mr. Dooley, who, for a period of the past 10 years at least, has been commenting in the public prints in a weekly column on the passing happenings. It is a fictional character who comments and editorializes on passing happenings in terms largely of what the average uneducated or not too well educated Negro in a big city might think about them. And the fiction is my own.


Mr. Cohn: What is your own?

Mr. Hughes: The creation of the fictional character is my own, but there is also in these columns another character, who generally presents opposing views. There is an “I,” and there is a simple character.

The Chairman: May I ask you this, Mr. Hughes: Keeping in mind that the information program is supposed to be for the purpose of fighting communism, would you think that placing this book of yours on the shelves of our libraries throughout the world, the book in which you attack the Un-American Activities Committee as being unfair—I am asking what you think as of today; I am not speaking of how you felt then—as of today, do you think that would be an effective way of fighting communism? Or would that tend to put us in a bad light as compared to the Communist nation?

Mr. Hughes: If I may give you an answer in two parts, I think the book probably would be in some ways very confusing to foreign people, and the nuances that are expressed very often in slang, or sometimes even in dialect, would be almost impossible for them to get, and therefore they might be very confused. And the other thing, I think, sir, is this: That if we wanted to look at it from the angle of freedom of the press in our country, and our traditional right to criticize the branches of our Government, and if we wanted to look at that chapter from that standpoint, then it would show, in my opinion, to foreign peoples, that we had freedom of the press intact, that we had kept the right to satirically comment upon a committee of our Government, which certainly some Negro people have felt has not been very fair to them.

The Chairman: Let me ask you this. You appear to be very frank in your answers, and while I may disagree with some of your conclusions, do I understand that your testimony is that the 16 different books of yours which were purchased by the information program did largely follow the Communist line?

Mr. Hughes: Some of those books very largely followed at times some aspects of the Communist line, reflecting my sympathy with them. But not all of them, sir.

The Chairman: Now, let us take those that you think followed the Communist line. Do you feel that those books should be on our shelves throughout the world, with the apparent stamp of approval of the United States Government?

Mr. Hughes: I was certainly amazed to hear that they were. I was surprised; and I would certainly say “No.”

The Chairman: Let me ask you this question. I understand your testimony to be that you never actually joined the Communist Party; that while you were in Russia, you were solicited to join it; that you have for a long period of time been a sympathizer with the Communist cause, and that as of today you definitely are neither a member of the party nor a sympathizer with the cause. Is that correct?

Mr. Hughes: That is correct, sir.

Mr. Schine: Mr. Chairman, I have the places where Ordeal by Slander, by Owen Lattimore, was used in the overseas information centers. Calcutta and Bombay.

The Chairman: Just out of curiosity, they did not put the McCarthy book on the shelves?

Mr. Cohn: On that, Mr. Chairman, we found that before we made any inquiry the State Department themselves had made an inquiry at the master file to see whether they had placed any of your books in the libraries, and there was an entirely negative report on each book.


 Mr. Chairman, in deference to Mr. Hughes, there are a number of writings of his written during this period of time which are being included in the collections of the information centers throughout the world which I frankly think should not be read to the public. Some of them use words and terms that would not be too good. I wonder if we could have them entered into the record. We went into them with Mr. Hughes in executive session.

The Chairman: I think you are right, Counsel. I do not think those passages should be read over the air. But I do think that the passages should be put in the record, so that the record will be complete as to the type of literature that the information program has been putting out.


 I would like to emphasize—and I think we should from time to time—that when we speak of the information program we are speaking of the old administration, and I think Dr. Johnson, the new Administrator, is making very intelligent and sincere attempts to clean it up and make it an American information program.32

Mr. Cohn: Now, Mr. Hughes, the substance of your testimony, then, as I understand it, is that you were quite surprised and disturbed to learn that there are in use now in our information program to fight communism and give a true picture of the American way of life, works of yours written at a period of time when you were a Communist sympathizer?

Mr. Hughes: I am surprised, sir, and I do not know how they became available, at this moment, because they have been long out of print, most of those works, and they are very hard to get anyway.

Mr. Cohn: And it is your frank testimony to the committee that you certainly would not think those early works of yours should be included in a program to fight communism today?

Mr. Hughes: No, I would not. I have made no attempt to get them back into circulation. Some of them have been out of print for at least 12 or 15 years.

Mr. Cohn: Very frankly, you are not particularly proud of them at this stage?

Mr. Hughes: They do not represent my current thinking, nor my thinking for the last, say, 6 or 8 years, at any rate.

Mr. Cohn: And those are not the selections from your writings that you would want included in our information program?

Mr. Hughes: No; I would not. I have more recent books which I would much prefer, if any books of mine are kept on the shelves.

Mr. Cohn: Written after you came to the realization you described to us today, that the answer to the problems which disturb you is to be found in this country and under our form of government?

Mr. Hughes: That is right; published afterward, certainly.

The Chairman: Senator McClellan?

Senator McClellan: I am very much interested in this particular line of questioning and testimony. Do I understand that since you came to the conclusion that you were wrong about communism, and subsequent to the time you wrote these books that are now found in these libraries, you have written other works, other books, that repudiate the philosophy that you expressed in these writings that we now find in the libraries?

Mr. Hughes: I would say that they certainly contradict the philosophy, and they certainly express my prodemocratic beliefs and my faith in democracy.

Senator McClellan: What interests me is that I want to commend anyone who will be as frank about their errors of the past as you are being before this committee and before the public. It is always quite refreshing and comforting to know that any Communist or Communist sympathizer has discovered the error of his ways and beliefs, and changes. But I have always thought that with repentance or reformation comes deeds and action. And I was interested to know whether, since you came to the conclusion that the ideology of communism was wrong, you have, since you are a writer, undertaken to write books or other material that would repudiate your former writings and philosophy.

Mr. Hughes: Could I point out two or three examples which I think do that, if I may?

Senator McClellan: Yes. You are being very sincere, and I was hoping that you would have some real evidence of your change, that you have done and are doing what you can to make amends for whatever damage you may have done by previous writing.

Mr. Hughes: There is a poem of mine called “Freedom’s Plow,” sir, which was written, or rather published, about 10 years ago, but which I have, as nearly as I can, constantly kept in circulation, and which is very much a statement of my belief in American democracy and its potentialities for the Negro people.


There is a story, if we want something much more recent, in my book of short stories, Laughing To Keep From Crying, my last book of adult prose, which came out, I think, a year or more ago, in 1952, which contains a story called “One Friday Morning,” in which I reaffirm, through a dramatic situation, the potentialities of our democracy for a Negro girl who has had a very humiliating Jim Crow experience. And it is pointed out to her that the Irish people went through a period when they were humiliated and segregated and stoned; and the Jewish people have had their difficulties, and that some of those difficulties no longer exist for other former minority groups, and the belief in our potentialities is reaffirmed for this Negro student in this story.

Just very briefly, as to one or two more things of that nature, poems like “Mystery,” in Montage of a Dream Deferred, my last book of poems, and then my very last book, the very last paragraph of my last book, which is about eight lines, if I may read it to you. This book came out 2 months or 3 months ago, and the last paragraph of it goes like this:


Our country has many problems still to solve, but America is young, big, strong, and beautiful, and we are trying very hard to be, as the flag says, one Nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all. Here people are free to vote and work out their problems. In some countries people are governed by rulers, and ordinary folks can’t do a thing about it. But here all of us are a part of democracy. By taking an interest in our Government, and by treating our neighbors as we would like to be treated, each one of us can help make our country the most wonderful country in the world.

That book is called The First Book of Negroes.


Senator McClellan: I certainly commend you for that authorship of those remarks. I think they indicate that you have had a change in your beliefs and convictions about this country, and I wish that these books that are in the libraries, your earlier publications, might be replaced with some of your later works.

Mr. Hughes: I would be very happy if that were to happen.

Senator McClellan: And I am sure that the books were not in the libraries with your consent. You had no knowledge of that.

The Chairman: May I ask counsel: Did the information program buy any of Mr. Hughes’ books after his reversal, when he quit supporting the Soviet system, and started to support ours?

Mr. Cohn: As he has mentioned these books, I have gone through the list and do not find them, but I wouldn’t want to state that conclusively until I have checked with the State Department on that, Senator.

The Chairman: I have been asked to put in the record a poem written by Mr. Hughes while he was, as he says, following the Communist Party line and believing in it, for the purpose of showing the type of material that was written by those who did believe in the Communist cause. I do not believe it is necessary to read it. We will merely insert it in the record. As far as I know, this was not in any of the books purchased by the information program. This is merely included in the record on request, to show the type of thinking of Mr. Hughes at that time, the type of writings which were being purchased. The title, incidentally, is “Goodbye, Christ.”


(The material referred to is as follows:)







GOODBYE, CHRIST




Langston Hughes

Listen, Christ

You did all right in your day, I reckon—

But that day’s gone now.

They ghosted you up a swell story too,

Called it Bible—

But it’s dead now.

The popes and the preachers’ve

Made too much money from it.

They’ve sold you to too many

Kings, generals, robbers, and killers—

Even to the Czar and the Cossacks,

Even to Rockefeller’s church,

Even to the SATURDAY EVENING POST.

You ain’t no good no more.

They’ve pawned you

Till you’ve done wore out.
 
Goodbye,

Christ Jesus Lord God Jehova,

Beat it on away from here now.

Make way for a new guy with no religion

 at all—

A real guy named

Marx Communist Lenin Peasant Stalin

 Worker ME—

I said “ME”!
 
Go ahead on now,

You’re getting in the way of things, Lord,

And please take Saint Ghandi with you

 when you go,

And Saint Pope Pius,

And Saint Aimee McPherson,

And big black Saint Becton

Of the Consecrated Dime.33
 
Move!

Don’t be so slow about movin’!

The world is mine from now on—

Nobody’s gonna sell ME

To a king, or a general,

Or a millionaire.



Mr. Cohn: You no longer hold any of the views expressed in that poem?

Mr. Hughes: No; I do not. It is a very young, awkward poem, written in the late 1920’s or early 1930’s. It does not express my views or my artistic techniques today.

The Chairman: It was written at a time when you were devoted to the Communist cause, and you would not subscribe to it at this time at all?

Mr. Hughes: No, sir; I certainly would not.

The Chairman: Thank you.

Mr. Cohn: No further questions of Mr. Hughes.

The Chairman: Thank you very much, Mr. Hughes.

Mr. Hughes: I am excused now, sir?

The Chairman: Yes.


May I ask you just one question first? We have had so much screaming by certain elements of the press that witnesses have been misused. Now, you have been in contact with my staff for some time. They have interrogated you. Do you feel that you were in any way mistreated by the staff or by the committee?


Mr. Hughes: I must say that I was agreeably surprised at the courtesy and friendliness with which I was received.

The Chairman: In other words, from reading some of the press, you thought you would find the Senators and the staff might have horns, and you discovered that we did not have any horns at all.

Mr. Hughes: Well, Senator Dirksen—is that his name?

The Chairman: Senator Dirksen, yes. He is the other Senator. He is not here today.

Mr. Hughes: He was, I thought, most gracious and in a sense helpful in defining for me the area of this investigation; and the young men who had to interrogate me, of course, had to interrogate me.


Am I excused now?


The Chairman: Thank you very much.

You are excused.






“Langston Hughes Speaks”



Crisis, vol. 60, no. 5, May 1953, pp. 279–280. The Publisher wishes to thank Crisis Publishing Co., Inc., the publisher of The Crisis, the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, for the use of two works by Langston Hughes from The Crisis.


Editor’s Note: The NAACP and its official publication, the Crisis magazine, were integral to Hughes’s career. Some of his finest works, including “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” were published in the Crisis, and it was through the offices of the NAACP that Hughes made his debut as an emerging writer during the Harlem Renaissance as well as important contacts and friendships that would benefit him long after the 1920s. Indeed, shortly after receiving the subpoena to appear before McCarthy’s Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, Hughes consulted his longtime legal adviser, NAACP President Arthur Spingarn, and Lloyd K. Garrison, an official of the NAACP’s National Legal Committee. Garrison advised Hughes on the potential implications of the impending hearing while another lawyer with ties to the NAACP, Frank D. Reeves, actually represented Hughes before the investigating committee. In addition to providing him with legal counsel, the NAACP assisted Hughes with his expenses for the hearing. Perhaps in gratitude to the NAACP for its longtime support for him as a writer, including during this particularly trying period, and perhaps to also retain the good graces of its substantial readership, Hughes again made an offering to the Crisis: “Langston Hughes Speaks.”

During a period in my life coinciding roughly with the beginning of the Scottsboro Case and the depression of the 1930’s and running through to the Nazi-Soviet Pact, I wrote a number of poems which reflected my then deep sympathies with certain of the aims and objectives of the leftist philosophies and the interests of the Soviet Union in the problems of poverty, minorities, colonial peoples, and particularly of Negroes and jim crow. Most of these poems appeared only in booklet form and have long been out of print. I was amazed to learn that some of these outdated examples of my work are today being circulated in our State Department’s overseas libraries. Written, some of them, partially in leftist terminology with the red flag as a symbol of freedom, they could hardly serve to present a contemporary picture of American ideals or of my personal ones.

I am not now and have never been a member of the Communist Party, and have so stated over the years in my speeches and writings. But there is in my family a long history of participation in social struggle—from my grandfather who went to prison for helping slaves to freedom and another relative who died with John Brown at Harpers Ferry to my great uncle, John M. Langston, only Negro representative in Congress from Virginia following the Reconstruction, and who had supported Abraham Lincoln in his recruiting Negro troops, and spoken for freedom on the same platform with Garrison and Phillips. In my own youth, faced with the problems of both poverty and color, and penniless at the beginning of the depression, I was strongly attracted by some of the promises of Communism, but always with the reservations, among others, of a creative writer wishing to preserve my own freedom of action and expression—and as an American Negro desiring full integration into our body politics. These two reservations, particularly (since I could never accept the totalitarian regimentation of the artist nor the communist theory of a Negro state for the Black Belt)—were among other reasons why I never contemplated joining the Communist Party, although various aspects of communist interests were for some years reflected in the emotional content of my writing. But I was shocked at the Nazi-Soviet Pact, just as I am shocked now by the reported persecution of the Jewish people. And I was disturbed by the complete lack of freedom of press and publication I observed in the USSR. In our own country I have been greatly heartened in recent years by the progress being made in race-relations, by the recent Supreme Court decisions relative to Negro education, restrictive covenants, the ballot, and travel. My work of the war years and my latest books have reflected this change of emphasis and development in my own thinking and orientation. This is, I think, clearly and simply shown in the last paragraph of my latest book:

Our country has many problems still to solve, but America is young, big, strong, and beautiful. And we are trying very hard to be, as the flag says, “one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” Here people are free to vote and work out their problems. In some countries people are governed by rulers, and ordinary folks can’t do a thing about it. But here all of us are a part of democracy. By taking an interest in our government, and by treating our neighbors as we would like to be treated, each one of us can help make our country the most wonderful country in the world.34


Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes. Christopher C. De Santis, Oxford University Press. © Christopher C. De Santis 2022. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192855046.003.0004
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The Racial Artist Confronts the Blacklist



Langston Hughes, “Jazz as Communication”



The Langston Hughes Reader, George Braziller, Inc., 1958, pp. 492–494. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: “Jazz as Communication” originated as a panel presentation by Hughes at the Newport Casino Theatre, Newport Jazz Festival, Rhode Island, July 6, 1956. Hughes reviewed the festival itself on July 21, 1956, in the Chicago Defender, marveling at the spectacle of over two thousand fans listening to Count Basie open the festival with a jazz rendition of the national anthem “beneath a sea of water pouring from the skies and flooding the open-air stadium … . The audience paid as great a tribute to art as I have ever seen by remaining in their watery seats all evening long to listen to jazz.”1 On July 28, 1956, Hughes published an initial version of this piece in the Chicago Defender under the title, “Jazz: Its Yesterday, Today and Its Potential Tomorrow.”

You can start anywhere—Jazz as Communication—since it’s a circle, and you yourself are the dot in the middle. You, me. For example, I’ll start with the Blues. I’m not a Southerner. I never worked on a levee. I hardly ever saw a cotton field except from the highway. But women behave the same on Park Avenue as they do on a levee: when you’ve got hold of one part of them the other part escapes you. That’s the Blues!

Life is as hard on Broadway as it is in Blues-originating-land. The Brill Building Blues is just as hungry as the Mississippi Levee Blues. One communicates to the other, brother! Somebody is going to rise up and tell me that nothing that comes out of Tin Pan Alley is jazz. I disagree. Commercial, yes. But so was Storyville, so was Basin Street. What do you think Tony Jackson and Jelly Roll Morton and King Oliver and Louis Armstrong were playing for? Peanuts? No, money, even in Dixieland. They were communicating for money. For fun, too—because they had fun. But the money helped the fun along.

Now; To skip a half century, somebody is going to rise up and tell me Rock and Roll isn’t jazz. First, two or three years ago, there were all these songs about too young to know—but … . The songs are right. You’re never too young to know how bad it is to love and not have love come back to you. That’s as basic as the Blues. And that’s what Rock and Roll is—teenage Heartbreak Hotel—the old songs reduced to the lowest common denominator. The music goes way back to Blind Lemon and Leadbelly—Georgia Tom merging into the Gospel Songs—Ma Rainey, and the most primitive of the Blues. It borrows their gut-bucket heartache. It goes back to the jubilees and stepped-up Spirituals—Sister Tharpe—and borrows their I’m-gonna-be-happy-anyhow-in-spite-of-this-world kind of hope. It goes back further and borrows the steady beat of the drums of Congo Square—that going-on beat—and the Marching Bands’ loud and blatant yes!! Rock and roll puts them all together and makes a music so basic it’s like the meat cleaver the butcher uses—before the cook uses the knife—before you use the sterling silver at the table on the meat that by then has been rolled up into a commercial filet mignon.

A few more years and Rock and Roll will no doubt be washed back half forgotten into the sea of jazz. Jazz is a great big sea. It washes up all kinds of fish and shells and spume and waves with a steady old beat, or off-beat. And Louis must be getting old if he thinks J. J. and Kai—and even Elvis—didn’t come out of the same sea he came out of, too. Some water has chlorine in it and some doesn’t. There’re all kinds of water. There’s salt water and Saratoga water and Vichy water, Quinine water and Pluto water—and Newport rain. And it’s all water. Throw it all in the sea, and the sea’ll keep on rolling along toward shore and crashing and booming back into itself again. The sun pulls the moon. The moon pulls the sea. They also pull jazz and me. Beyond Kai to Count to Lonnie to Texas Red, beyond June to Sarah to Billy to Bessie to Ma Rainey. And the Most is the It—the all of it.

Jazz seeps into words—spelled out words. Nelson Algren is influenced by jazz. Ralph Ellison is, too. Sartre, too. Jacques Prévert. Most of the best writers today are. Look at the end of the Ballad of the Sad Cafe. Me as the public, my dot in the middle—it was fifty years ago, the first time I heard the Blues on Independence Avenue in Kansas City. Then State Street in Chicago. Then Harlem in the twenties with J. P. and J. C. Johnson and Fats and Willie the Lion and Nappy playing piano—with the Blues running all up and down the keyboard through the ragtime and the jazz. House rent party cards. I wrote The Weary Blues:

Droning a drowsy syncopated tune … … etc. … .

Shuffle Along was running then—the Sissle and Blake tunes. A little later Runnin’ Wild and the Charleston and Fletcher and Duke and Cab. Jimmie Lunceford, Chick Webb, and Ella. Tiny Parham in Chicago. And at the end of the Depression times, what I heard at Minton’s. A young music—coming out of young people. Billy—the male and female of them—both the Eckstine and the Holiday—and Dizzy and Tad and the Monk. Some of it came out in poems of mine in Montage of a Dream Deferred later. Jazz again putting itself into words:2


POEMS FROM “MONTAGE”


But I wasn’t the only one putting jazz into words. Better poets of the heart of jazz beat me to it. W. C. Handy a long time before. Benton Overstreet. Mule Bradford. Then Buddy DeSilva on the pop level. Ira Gershwin. By and by Dorothy Baker in the novel—to name only the most obvious—the ones with labels. I mean the ones you can spell out easy with a-b-c’s—the word mongers—outside the music. But always the ones of the music were the best—Charlie Christian, for example, Bix, Louis, Joe Sullivan, Count.

Now, to wind it all up, with you in the middle—jazz is only what you yourself get out of it. Louis’s famous quote—or misquote probably—”Lady, if you have to ask what it is, you’ll never know.” Well, I wouldn’t be so positive. The lady just might know—without being able to let loose the cry—to follow through—to light up before the fuse blows out. To me jazz is a montage of a dream deferred. A great big dream—yet to come—and always yet—to become ultimately and finally true. Maybe in the next seminar—for Saturday—Nat Hentoff and Billy Strayhorn and Tony Scott and the others on that panel will tell us about it—when they take up “The Future of Jazz.” The Bird was looking for that future like mad. The Newborns, Chico, Dave, Gulda, Milt, Charlie Mingus. That future is what you call pregnant. Potential papas and mamas of tomorrow’s jazz are all known. But THE papa and THE mama—maybe both—are anonymous. But the child will communicate. Jazz is a heartbeat—its heartbeat is yours. You will tell me about its perspectives when you get ready.








Langston Hughes, “Humor and the Negro Press”









Speech at the Windy City Press Club Banquet, Chicago, Illinois, January 10, 1957. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/338169. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Although Hughes was the featured speaker at the inaugural awards dinner held by the Windy City Press Club on January 10, 1957, the 200 attendees were also present to honor award winners including Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who was to receive the club’s Man-of the-Year award that evening. King, however, had to cancel his trip to Chicago and rush from Atlanta, Georgia, to Montgomery, Alabama, upon receiving news that four Black churches and the homes of two Black ministers had been bombed in Montgomery by white supremacists early that morning. It is likely, given his emphasis on humor in the remarks below and the fact that he didn’t deviate from his prepared notes, that Hughes didn’t learn of the bombings until just after delivering his keynote address, when Vincent Tubbs, President of the club, joined Hughes at the podium and spoke with a journalist from the Montgomery Advertiser on the telephone about the violence in the southern city.3 Figure 4.1, above, depicts Hughes and Tubbs speaking with Dr. King during the banquet.



[image: image]
Figure 4.1 Langston Hughes and Vincent Tubbs speak with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., to present him with the Windy City Press Club Man-of-the-Year award on January 10, 1957. Photo by Kirn Vintage Stock/Corbis Historical/Getty Images. Used by permission.




I am delighted to be invited to Chicago by the Windy City Press Club which is, I understand, an interracial club—but, from all I can gather, somewhat Negro orientated.4 I live in Harlem, and you can see from looking at me what my orientation is. I went to college in New York, and later to Lincoln University. I have been exposed to lots of literature in my time—but my favorite reading is the Negro press. Perhaps it should be the Iliad, the Odyssey, Shakespeare, or Tolstoy, but it isn’t. It is the Negro press. Every week the Lord sends, if possible, in Harlem I buy the Afro, the Courier, the Amsterdam News, and, of course, the Defender for which I write—so I can read myself. Also I buy whatever local colored papers there are in whatever city I may be when traveling. Whenever I find myself in a town where the colored papers are not available—like Carmel, California, for instance—I feel on week-ends as though I were completely out of this world and have lost contact with my people. Abroad the two things that I miss most are American ice cream and Negro newspapers.

In my time I have been all around the world and I assure you there is nothing printed in the world like the American Negro press. It is unique, intriguing, exciting, exalting, low-down, and terrific. It is also tragic and terrible, brave, pathetic, funny, and full of tears. It’s me and my papa and mama and Adam Powell and Hazel Scott and Daddy Grace and Rev. Martin Luther King, Eartha Kitt, and folks who are no blood relations of mine, but are brothers and sisters in skin. It is also George S. Schuyler.

When I was a child, headlines in the colored papers used to scare the daylights out of me. I grew up in Kansas and for years I was afraid to go down South, thinking—as a result of the Negro press—that I might be lynched the minute I got off the train. Now the colored papers still help to keep me afraid of the Southern white folks. Even on the days when white folks do not do anything bad to me, I read in the papers about what they have just done to others. Democracy as recorded in the Negro press certainly has a woeful record.

However, up to date, America’s traditional freedom of speech finds one of its strongest examples in the Negro press. There the Negro race says just about anything it wishes to say concerning white folks, and democracy, too. The Black Dispatch of Oklahoma City, edited by Roscoe Dungee, has some of the longest, strongest, and most unique editorials against prejudice in the world.

Humor in headlines is also a unique contribution of certain of our race papers. The Baltimore Afro-American and the Los Angeles Tribune are particularly blessed with impish souls in the editorial rooms. (In the case of the Tribune I suspect it is Almena Lomax who is the female Philip Wylie of Negro journalism.) The leading editorial in the Tribune’s pre-Mother’s Day issue once was, THE HAND THAT ROCKS THE CRADLE HAS THE WORLD ALL LOUSED UP. Easterners have not yet forgotten an Afro-American news headline some years ago: GROOM HONEYMOONS WITH BEST MAN. Since then, the Afro has inserted many more laughs into its heads and even more into its news coverage.

But Negro newspapers usually do not intend to be funny—and usually they are not. For a race with so great a sense of humor, however, as that of the Negro people, it is strange that we have no primarily humorous publications. Since we have in our race a number of excellent cartoonists—some unsurpassed in America—and since we have several good writers capable of creating fun on paper, a humorous Negro magazine should be a welcome addition to American cultural life and a happy success from the beginning. For cartoonists there are E. Simms Campbell, kingpin of Esquire; Ollie Harrington, creator of Bootsie; Mel Tapley of the Amsterdam News; and Mary Bell, an artist in Boston who could be a cartoonist if she wanted to be; plus a number of others.

For writers of humor there is the inimitable Zora Neale Hurston who is one of the most amusing and aggravating female scribes living. There is Evelyn Cunningham, Nat Williams, Enoch Waters, and Ted Poston, also George S. Schuyler whose wry satire carries a punch as well as a laugh. There is Dan Burley, the Ring Lardner of the Negro race, and an old past master of Harlem jive talk. There is Arna Bontemps who has a rare sense of humor when he chooses to put his mind to it. And maybe Willie Bryant, Nipsey Russell, Jackie Mabley, or Timmie Rogers could dictate a bit of hot cha for publication now and then.

The serious colored magazines like the Crisis or Phylon do not publish humor even if given to them free. These magazines evidently think the race problem is too deep for comic relief. Such earnestness is contrary to mass Negro thinking. Colored people are always laughing at some wry Jim Crow incident or absurd nuance of the color line. If Negroes took all the white world’s daily boorishness to heart and wept over it as profoundly as our serious writers do, we would have been dead long ago.

Humor is a weapon, too, of no mean value against one’s foes. In the Latin American countries, it is used socially. The humorous magazines there are often more dangerous to a crooked but ambitious politician than the most serious articles in the intellectual press. Think what colored people in the United States could do with a magazine devoted to satire and fun at the expense of the Dixiecrats!5 Since we have not been able to moralize them out of existence with indignant editorials, maybe we could laugh them to death with well-aimed ridicule.

The race problem in America is serious business, I admit. But must it always be written about seriously? So many weighty volumes, long dissertations, cheerless novels, sad tracts, and violent books have been written on race relations, that I would like to see some writers of both races write about integration, segregation, and the racial state of the nation with black tongue in white cheek—or vice versa. Sometimes I try. Simple, with his beer at the bar, helps me. The other day he said to me, “Listen, you know, with my wife’s help—her name is Joyce—I have writ a poem.”


“I know you are determined to read it to me,” I said, “so go ahead.”

“It is about that minister down in Montgomery who has committed a miracle,” said Simple.

“What miracle?” I asked.

“Getting Negroes to stick together,” said Simple.

“I presume you are speaking of Rev. King,” I said.

“I am,” said Simple, “and this is my poem. Listen fluently now! I have writ it like a letter, and it is addressed to the White Citizens Councillors of Alabama. And here it goes:
 
Dear Citizens Councillors:

In line of what my folks say in Montgomery,

In line of what they’re teaching about love,

When I reach out my hand,

Will you take it?

Or will you try to cut it off

And make a nub?
 
Since I found it in my heart to love you,

If I love you like I really could,

If I say, “Brother, I forgive you,”

I wonder, would it do you any good?
 
So long, so long a time

You’ve been calling me all kinds of names,

Pushing me down.

I been swimming with my head deep under water—

And you wished I would stay under till I drowned.
 
Well, I didn’t! I’m still swimming!

Now, you’re mad

Because I won’t ride in the back end of your bus.

When I answer, “Anyhow, I’m gonna love you,”

Still and yet, right now today,

You want to make a fuss.
 
Listen, white folks!

In line with Reverend King in Montgomery—

Also, because the Bible says I must—

I’m gonna love you—

I say, I’m gonna love you!

I’ll be DAMNED if I won’t love you—OR BUST!6







Langston Hughes, “Langston Hughes Speech at the National Assembly of Authors and Dramatists Symposium: ‘The Writer’s Position in America’ ”



Langston Hughes Review, vol. 4, no. 1, Spring 1985, pp. 18–19; Reprinted from Mainstream, July 1957, pp. 46–48. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Biographer Arnold Rampersad notes that Hughes was the only Black person on a panel of writers that had assembled at the Alvin Theatre, New York City, on May 7, 1957, for the National Assembly of Authors and Dramatists Symposium to discuss “The Writer’s Position in America” as it pertained to political censorship. Hughes concluded his talk with a recitation of the poem “Merry-Go-Round,” and among the audience was the playwright Alice Childress, who “looked on as one white woman ‘wept unashamedly’ while he recited his lines about prejudice and the baffled black child.”7

Bruce Catton spoke today of the writer’s chance to be heard. My chance to be heard, as a Negro writer, is not so great as your chance if you are white. I once approached the Play Service of the Dramatists Guild as to the handling of some of my plays. No, was the answer, they would not know where to place plays about Negro life. I once sent one of my best known short stories, before it came out in book form, to one of our oldest and foremost American magazines. The story was about racial violence in the South. It came back to me with a very brief little note saying the editor did not believe his readers wished to read about such things. Another story of mine which did not concern race problems at all came back to me from one of our best known editors of anthologies of fiction with a letter praising the story but saying that he, the editor, could not tell if the characters were white or colored. Would I make them definitely Negro? Just a plain story about human beings from me was not up his alley, it seems. So before the word man I simply inserted black, and before the girl’s name, the words brown skin—and the story was accepted. Only a mild form of racial bias. But now let us come to something more serious.

Censorship, the Black List: Negro writers, just by being black, have been on the blacklist all our lives. Do you know that there are libraries in our country that will not stock a book by a Negro writer, not even as a gift? There are towns where Negro newspapers and magazines cannot be sold—except surreptitiously. There are American magazines that have never published anything by Negroes. There are film studios that have never hired a Negro writer. Censorship for us begins at the color lines.

As to the tangential ways in which many white writers may make a living: I’ve already mentioned Hollywood. Not once in a blue moon does Hollywood send for a Negro writer, no matter how famous he may be. When you go into your publishers’ offices, how many colored editors, readers, or even secretaries do you see? In the book review pages of our Sunday supplements and our magazines, how often do you see a Negro reviewer’s name? And if you do, 9 times out of 10 the Negro reviewer will be given a book by another Negro to review—seldom if ever, The Sea Around Us or Auntie Mame—or Compulsion—and yet a reviewer of the calibre of Arna Bontemps or Ann Petry or J. Saunders Redding could review anybody’s books, white or colored, interestingly. Take Lecturing: There are thousands and thousands of women’s clubs and other organizations booking lecturers that have never had, and will not have, a Negro speaker—though he has written a best seller.

We have in America today about a dozen top flight, frequently published and really good Negro writers. Do you not think it strange that of that dozen, at least half of them live abroad, far away from their people, their problems, and the sources of their material: Richard Wright—Native Son in Paris; Chester Himes—The Primitives in Paris; James Baldwin—Giovanni’s Room in Paris; William Demby—Beetle Creek in Rome; Frank Yerby—of the dozen best sellers, in Southern France; and Willard Motley—Knock on Any Door in Mexico. Why? Because the stones thrown at Autherine Lucy at the University of Alabama are thrown at them, too.8 Because the shadow of Montgomery and the bombs under Rev. King’s house, shadow them and shatter them, too.9 Because the body of little Emmett Till drowned in a Mississippi river and no one brought to justice, haunts them, too.10 One of the writers I’ve mentioned, when last I saw him before he went abroad, said to me, “I don’t want my children to grow up in the shadow of Jim Crow.”

And so let us end with children. And let us end with poetry—since somehow the planned poetry panel for which I was to have been a part did not materialize. So therefore, there has been no poetry in our National Assembly. Forgive me then, if I read a poem. It’s about a child—a little colored child. I imagine her as being maybe six or seven years old. She grew up in the Deep South where our color lines are still legal. Then her family moved to a Northern or Western industrial city—one of those continual migrations of Negroes looking for a better town. There in this Northern city—maybe a place like Newark, New Jersey, or Omaha, Nebraska, or Oakland, California, the little girl goes one day to a carnival, and she sees the merry-go-round going around, and she wants to ride. But being a little colored child, and remembering the South, she doesn’t know if she can ride or not. And if she can ride, where? So this is what she says:


Where is the Jim Crow section

On this merry-go-round,

Mister, cause I want to ride?

Down South where I come from

White and colored

Can’t sit side by side.

Down South on the train

There’s a Jim Crow car.

On the bus we’re put in the back—

But there ain’t no back

To a merry-go-round:

Where’s the horse

For a kid that’s black?11







Martha MacGregor, “Simple Is Back”



New York Post, September 15, 1957, p. M11. Reprinted by permission of the New York Post.


Editor’s Note: Readers of Hughes’s weekly column in the Chicago Defender first met Jesse B. Semple, who became the writer’s most beloved fictional character, on February 13, 1943. “My simple minded friend,” as Hughes referred to him, became a fixture in Hughes’s Defender columns through the early 1960s. Simple Stakes a Claim (1957), which MacGregor references in this interview, was Hughes’s third collection devoted to the character, preceded by Simple Speaks His Mind (1950) and Simple Takes a Wife (1953). Hughes later published two additional collections, The Best of Simple (1961) and Simple’s Uncle Sam (1965). Scholar Donna Akiba Sullivan Harper edited a sixth collection, The Return of Simple (1994), and the following year Harper published a critical study, Not So Simple: The “Simple” Stories by Langston Hughes. Hughes’s musical, Simply Heavenly, co-written with David Martin, had an off-Broadway run at the 85th Street Playhouse in New York and opened on Broadway, at the Playhouse Theatre, on August 20, 1957.

Langston Hughes lives in his Aunt Toy Harper’s rooming-house on East 127th St., where I found him in the front garden. “The garden is a defense,” said Hughes, laughing. “I couldn’t keep the children off it, so I asked them if they’d like to make it a community project. All the youngsters on the block help to plant and weed it.

“This is a rooming-house block and jammed with children. Their families just can’t find housing. It’s a shame—two and three children to a room. And if you apply for an apartment in a project, it takes three years and by that time there are two or three more children.”

Hughes took me up to the top floor and his study at the back of the house, a square comfortable room with the sun shining in the windows through the trees. His new book, “Simple Stakes a Claim” (Rinehart, $2.50) is his 22d. The Simple dialogues (Jesse B. Semple and an “I” who sometimes speaks for Hughes and sometimes doesn’t) have been running in the Chicago Defender for 15 years. “Simply Heavenly,” the current Broadway play, is based on “Simple Takes a Wife.”

“The character originated from a boy I met in a bar. It was in the early days of the war and I asked him where he worked and he said in a war plant and I asked him what they made and he said ‘Cranks.’ ‘What kind?’ I asked. ‘Jeeps, trucks, planes?’

“ ‘Just cranks,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what them cranks cranks. You know white folks don’t tell Negroes what cranks cranks.’

“Most of these things in the Simple books come out of actual incidents. Simple really represents a composite of the not too well educated Negro from the South in the urban community.”

I asked Hughes if Simple would care to make a statement on Gov. Faubus. “Well, not just offhand. My feeling is half amazement, half wonder that people can behave that way. I have the greatest admiration for those Negro parents and particularly for those children, kids who walk through a mob.12 I remember when I was a kid, my first experience in school was not unlike what’s going on now. That was in Topeka, Kansas.

“Just recently I went back to Kansas to visit an aunt and when the train got in I stopped at the counter in the station for breakfast. The hostess came up and said, ‘I have a table for you’ and then took me practically back to the kitchen. I said, ‘I really don’t need this table, I’ll go back to the counter.’ In a drug store when I tried to get a coke at the counter, they handed it to me in a paper container in a bag!

“Yes, that’s in Kansas and it’s that way more or less all over the Middle West. You can’t be sure how you’ll be treated. Some places will take you in and some won’t—you never know.

“In the South there are so many little nuances that are amusing, yet sad. At some of the airports the limousines will take you into town, but in some cities you have to get a taxi—and a Negro taxi, not a white taxi.

“I don’t see why Negroes who can possibly get out stay in the South and that’s God’s truth. I go down South and read my poems and get back to Harlem as fast as I can.

“There are decent people on both sides; the tragedy is they’re being kept apart. I was speaking at a white college down South where I happen to know a Negro writer in the town. I wanted to see her, and the people at the college said they would come along, they would like to meet her.

“So we drive up to this very nice Negro home—beautiful garden—and the students and professor go up on the porch and I introduce them to my friend. She said, ‘How do you do and goodbye.’ Just like that. ‘How do you do and goodbye.’

“Later she told me that she simply could not invite those people into her home. One of the teachers at the college had arranged for a group of white students to visit her and see her library, and it had gotten all over town that she was socializing with whites. Bigots on both sides went into action and her husband almost lost his job and the teacher who brought the students was called on the carpet.”

I asked Hughes what the ordinary well-meaning citizen could do to help. First, he said, be as decent as you can on the personal level. But personal good will is not enough. Do everything you can to support liberal legislation and the kind of candidates who will give us liberal legislation. And we must give money to the NAACP and other civil rights organizations. These injunctions are expensive. “Who has the money to go hire a lawyer every time they can’t ride on a bus? But if you want justice you have to do it.”






Ted Poston, “Closeup: The ‘Simple’ World of Langston Hughes”



New York Post, November 24, 1957, p. M2. Reprinted by permission of the New York Post.


Editor’s Note: Ted Poston, who came to be known as the “Dean of Black Journalists” over the course of a 35-year career at the New York Post, was among the twenty-one young African Americans who joined Hughes on a trip to the Soviet Union in 1932 to make a film about race relations in the United States (as were Henry Lee Moon and Loren Miller, both mentioned in Poston’s piece below). Although Hughes and Poston found themselves on opposite factions among the group as plans for the film fell apart, they remained friendly acquaintances, and Poston encouraged Hughes to continue writing his Simple stories after Hughes considered abandoning the humorous pieces in the context of the highly charged racial climate of the early-1960s.

There is a certain school—peopled mainly by his intimate friends—who insist that no such character as Langston Hughes exists, that he is a figment of their imagination, or a creation of his own.

“For how,” Henry Lee Moon, NAACP publicist once inquired, “could a kid who had never written a poem in his life suddenly be named class poet in grammar school? And then go on from there to become one of America’s best known and most prolific poets?”

“Aw, that was out in Lincoln, Ill.,” Hughes explained the other day. “And I was a victim of a stereotype. There were only two of us Negro kids in the whole class and our English teacher was always stressing the importance of rhythm in poetry.

“Well, everybody knows (except us) that all Negroes have rhythm, so they elected me class poet. I felt I couldn’t let my little white classmates down, and I’ve been writing poetry ever since.”

“But,” Loren Miller, successful West Coast lawyer and newspaper publisher, asks, “how can a guy who can’t carry a tune in a bucket be a member of ASCAP with more than 40 published songs to his credit, not to mention a hit Broadway musical [‘Street Scene’] and opera librettos [‘Troubled Island’ and ‘The Barrier’]?”

“All right,” Hughes admits, “I know I can’t carry a tune and never could. But I like music and I really hooked up with some good musicians. Kurt Weill did the music for ‘Street Scene’; I only did the lyrics. And William Grant Still set the poetic version of my ‘Emperor of Haiti’ to music to make ‘Troubled Island.’

“But I have been listening to and setting down the words of blues and other folk songs as long as I can remember. That was the basis of my first book of poems, ‘Weary Blues.’ ”

*  *  *

“But,” a recent visitor inquired of him in his top floor studio at his aunt’s [Mrs. Toy Harper] rooming house at 20 E. 127th St., “how can an easy-going, fun-loving guy like you find time to turn out two dozen complete and published volumes of poems, novels, history, short stories and two autobiographies—”13

“I’m really just completing my 23d volume by myself,” Hughes murmured modestly, “although I’ve collaborated on a half dozen others with someone else.”

But his visitor ignored the interruption and went on:

“Not to mention several plays, including your current ‘Simply Heavenly,’ which went from off-Broadway to Broadway and now back off-Broadway at the Renata Theater down on Bleecker—”

“I’ve only written about 15 plays,” Langston cut in. “Incidentally, the Harlem YMCA Drama Group is producing my ‘Soul Gone Home’ this week. But all 15 have been produced somewhere, with most of them at Karamu House in Cleveland.”14

And then warming to the subject: “ ‘Mulatto’ just opened at the Teatro de la Farco in Buenos Aires last week—they advertise it as explaining Little Rock. It is already playing in Rio (de Janeiro), and it finally closed a two-year run in Rome. That sort of makes up for all the trouble we had with it on Broadway.”

But the visitor repeated his question, after mentioning the more than two dozen anthologies in which articles, poems or stories by Hughes appear, and even skipping the dozen or so radio shows, the half dozen successful records, Hollywood credits, and other indications of his prodigious output.

“I’ve been called easy-going,” Langston said somewhat petulantly, “and of course I’m fun-loving. But I’m hard-working, too. I start out working every night right after dinner and you’ll find me up here at it until 5 or 7 the next morning.

“I might go out now and then to some neighborhood gin mill, but often as not I’m working there, too. How do you think I met Simple?”

(Mr. Jesse B. Semple is a loquacious beer-drinking creation of the author who can discourse at length—and from the Negro viewpoint—on everything from lynching to lexicography, from intermarriage to international relations.)

Not only have intimates questioned the existence of a real Langton Hughes, strangers have, too. But many people believe that Simple really exists. And Langston confirms this belief. Not only that, he has a snapshot of Simple and Zarita (Simple’s hard-drinking girlfriend before Joyce finally married him in “Simple Takes a Wife,” which followed the highly successful “Simple Speaks His Mind”).

“He used to live right down the street from us when Aunt Toy and I were at 634 St. Nicholas Av.,” Langston said, “and one night I ran into him in a neighborhood gin mill during World War II.

“He was explaining to a drinking companion that he had a good job making cranks in a Jersey war plant. And so I butted in to ask him what kind of cranks—jeeps, trucks or planes? And Simple snorted:

“ ‘Just cranks. I don’t know what them cranks cranks. You know that white folks don’t tell us Negroes what cranks cranks.’ ”

And Hughes, who in addition to everything else is a weekly columnist for the Chicago Defender, a Negro publication, immediately did the first of some 400 columns on Jesse B. Semple, the third volume of which, “Simple Stakes a Claim,” is now between hard covers.

Langston and the real Simple became boon drinking companions (with Hughes picking up the beer check each time), but Simple moved to The Bronx in 1950, just shortly before “Simple Speaks His Mind” was published, and they lost track of each other. He remembers their last meeting with nostalgia.

“I met him at the subway entrance at 135th St. and St. Nicholas Av.,” he recalled, “and he had a big bandage over his head. It seems that he and Zarita had had a big fight the night before over his plans to marry a good girl (Joyce) and Zarita had broken a whisky bottle over his head.

“He told me quite calmly that he was waiting at the subway exit for Zarita so he could kill her. But I don’t think he ever did.”

*  *  *

It would be bad if anything had really happened to Simple or Joyce or Zarita, for Hughes receives daily mail for all of them. There is a matron in Natchez, Miss., who has written the poet-novelist-historian every day for three years. He can afford to answer her only once every three months, but all of her letters are preserved in the archives at Yale University where Langston sends all his original manuscripts and records.15

And last Christmas, this daily Natchez correspondent, obviously upset at Joyce’s refusal to fight fire with fire in her daily rivalry with Zarita over Simple’s attentions, sent an expensive and finely wrapped package to “Miss Joyce Hughes, care of Langston Hughes.”

It contained a handsome handmade brassiere and panty set, with red bedroom slippers. And it was all enclosed in an embroidered silk bedroom bag.

“I hardly know what to do with it,” Langston said, displaying it to his visitor, “I can hardly send it to the boys up at Yale. They might not understand.”

*  *  *

James Langston Hughes, a plump pixy of a man who looks nowhere near his 55 years, was born in Joplin, Mo., on Feb. 1, 1902, the son of James Nathaniel Hughes and the former Carrie Mercer Langston.

History, in a way, had been working for him.

His maternal grandmother’s first husband, Sheridan Leary, had been the first man killed in John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry.

“My grandmother never knew where he had gone until they lent his bloody bullet-ridden shawl back to her at Oberlin, Ohio,” he recalled.

Charles Langston, her second husband and Langston’s grandfather, was jailed in Cleveland prior to the Civil War for operating a station of the “underground Railroad” spiriting Negro slaves North. His maternal granduncle, John Mercer Langston, was one of the first Negro Congressmen from Virginia and later an American minister to Haiti.

His father was unimpressed by the race relations records of his wife’s forebears; in fact, he was tired of being an oppressed Negro. He left his wife and child and went to Mexico to become rich and forget about the Negro problem. He succeeded in his first goal and attempted to achieve the latter, Langston recalls, by hating all Negroes.

*  *  *

The poet-to-be didn’t get around to visiting his father in Mexico for several years, until 1919. He permitted the old man to send him to Columbia University for a short time. But Langston definitely didn’t like his father in life—or even in death, which occurred in 1935.

“But I guess I should be grateful for one thing,” he said. “He married a delightful German woman down there and she taught me German. But when he died, he left nothing either to my mother or to her. He left his not inconsiderable holdings to three wonderful old spinster sisters. But I loved them, too, and felt it was probably just as well.”

Langston also picked up Spanish during his sojourn in Mexico and somehow perfected it during the Civil War in Spain. He was wounded by a dum-dum bullet while serving as a correspondent for the Afro-American, another Negro newspaper, but he learned the language well enough to enable him to translate for publication here the works of the leading Spanish and South American poets and writers. He has also done translations of French, German and the Haitian dialect.

His mother, who had a hard time supporting the son after the father went to Mexico, finally remarried too and settled in Cleveland, where he was graduated from Central HS. Later, in 1929, he took his A.B. from Lincoln University in Pennsylvania. Lincoln gave him an honorary doctorate in literature in 1943.

But in between James Langston Hughes lived so many lives that it has already taken him two autobiographies, “The Big Sea,” and “I Wonder as I Wander,” to describe them.

He was a farm worker, a florist’s assistant, a waiter, a busboy, a seaman and a number of other things before, in the early 1920s, he became the most celebrated (and probably the most cynical) of the products of the “New Negro Renaissance,” during which such Negro artists as Paul Robeson, Countee Cullen, Florence Mills, Josephine Baker and Roland Hayes came to national attention.

*  *  *

Langston Hughes has been around the world a couple of times and has been stranded one time or the other in most of the civilized countries.

“But not in South America,” he added hastily. “I’ve been around Europe, Asia, Africa and the Caribbean islands, but I’ve never been to South America. Maybe I’ll be stranded there next—that is, if the royalties from ‘Mulatto’ fade as all of my royalties seem to do.”

For although Langston Hughes published three successful books last year and now has six new ones under contract, he has never made too much money out of his prolific output.

“I make a living,” he said, “but it can be difficult sometimes running a major career on a minor income. I need, for instance, to get out of here, but I can’t quite afford it.”

And he gestured around his crowded studio where his own output and that of close friends throughout the world are crowding him out. There are some 200 African short stories he has collected for an anthology, scores of books and pamphlets sent by European and African friends, thousands of catalogued but unread letters, two large cabinets devoted to “American integration,” and scores of books, plays and other works of his own.

“I can’t even afford a full-time secretary to keep up with my correspondence,” he said. “It is indeed difficult to keep up a career on no money.”

But somehow James Langston Hughes seems to manage it. And to have a lot of fun doing it.

No wonder his friends insist he’s a myth.






Jim Davis, “F.Y.I.—For Your Information”



Parsons Sun (Parsons, Kansas), October 10, 1958, p. 1. Reprinted courtesy of the Parsons Sun.


Editor’s Note: Following a visit on October 7, 1958, to one of his childhood hometowns, Lawrence, Kansas, where he spoke with students in English and drama classes and recited poems at a poetry-to-jazz performance at the University of Kansas, Hughes was the guest of honor the next day at a banquet in Parsons, Kansas organized by the Kansas Library Association. Hughes’s visit came just three years after the Kansas Supreme Court ruled that Parsons “has no right to refuse the privileges of its municipal swimming pool to a member of the Negro race.”16 Hughes refers to himself as a Kansan in this brief interview, although he doesn’t reveal to the small-town newspaper reporter the indelible mark that racial segregation and discrimination had made on him as a child growing up in Kansas. Recalling in his postscript to Fight for Freedom: The Story of the NAACP the Fourth of July speeches that celebrated “liberty and justice, freedom and democracy” that he heard as a boy, for example, Hughes “knew they did not apply to me because I could not even buy an ice cream soda at the corner drug store where my mother bought the family soap. I could not go to the movies in Lawrence, Kansas, because there was a sign up: COLORED NOT ADMITTED.”17

Langston Hughes sat in the coffee shop of The Parsonian talking about his forthcoming novel, “Tambourines to Glory.”18

“I wrote it first as a play,” he said, “but I couldn’t find a producer so I made a novel out of it.”

He roughed out the plot. In a sense his story is an expose of those who have made a racket out of religion. The New Yorker found plenty of material in Harlem, the setting of the story.

But Tambourines is a lightly told tale. It concerns two women—a good one and a bad one—who found that in the name of religion one could collect money in exciting quantities.

“I had a couple of actresses in mind for the play,” said Hughes. “Mahalia Jackson as the good woman—Pearl Bailey as the bad.” He chuckled. “They would have been great.”

Hughes conceived Tambourines as a musical—filled with Negro spirituals and blues. The novel retains the songs and they will be recorded for issue after the book comes out Nov. 13.

The poet-dramatist-novelist was in Parsons to speak before the convention of Kansas librarians last night. He feels a debt to libraries.

“There wasn’t much money for books when I was a boy,” he said. “I might never have become a writer if I hadn’t been able to go to the libraries in Lawrence and Topeka.”

James Langston Hughes was born in Joplin 56 years ago, but he grew up in Lawrence and Topeka. “I think of myself as a Kansan.”

As a youth he worked as a laundryman, seaman and gardener. In 1924 he was scrubbing pots in a Paris bistro that had a jazz band—and in this atmosphere he began to write his syncopated poetry. Much of his work was later set to music.

By 1925 his work had gained the public’s attention. He toured the country reading his verse to a jazz background. He took his poetry to colleges, country churches—anywhere it was wanted.

“Poetry is for everyone,” he said. “I never think of it as an esoteric medium.”

In 1926 he turned out Weary Blues; in 1932 The Dream Keeper, a collection of verse; in 1940 The Big Sea; in 1942 Shakespeare in Harlem; in 1949 One-Way Ticket; in 1950 Simple Speaks His Mind. In 1946 he wrote the lyrics to songs in the musical version of Elmer Rice’s Street Scene.

His work has established him as one of the foremost Negro writers of his time.

Hughes’s musical, Simply Heavenly, was produced in New York both off and on Broadway last season. An English company presented the show in London, but it didn’t last long.

“I don’t know what was the matter,” Hughes said. “Maybe they didn’t get it.”

During World War II he wrote radio scripts featuring Negroes in the service. Lately he has read poetry on television. Having tried most of the entertainment mediums, he finds that he gets most satisfaction from writing books.

“You show a play to someone,” he said, “and the first thing they want to do is start changing things. In Tambourines I had the bad woman kill her husband in the basement of the church. A prospective producer suggested we have the murder take place at the church altar. Said it would be more dramatic. Well, I couldn’t go along with that.

“But you take a book,” he went on, “and the publishers ask for few revisions. When you get through, the book is yours, really your baby.”

How does Tambourines to Glory come out?

“Oh,” he laughed, “the good woman triumphs in the end. Just as right always triumphs in real life.” He quit smiling and looked serious. “It really does, you know.”






Langston Hughes, “Writers: Black and White”









Speech delivered at The American Society of African Culture’s Conference of Negro Writers, New York City, February 28, 1959. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/348539. Accessed March 27, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s note: Affiliated with the Société de Culture Africaine and emerging from the First International Congress of Black Writers and Artists held in Paris in September 1956, the American Society of African Culture (AMSAC) was formed in December 1956 by a group of African American artists, scholars, and writers to promote intercultural understanding and broaden knowledge of the cultural contributions of Africans and people of African descent. Mary Helen Washington and other scholars have convincingly traced the contested ideological sites and Cold War connections of AMSAC and its activities, including the CIA-funded conference at which Hughes presented this paper.19

Even to sell bad writing you have to be good.

There was a time when, if you were colored, you might sell bad writing a little easier than if you were white. But, no more. The days of the Negro passing as a writer, and getting by purely because of his “Negritude,” are past.20

Even pure Africans find it hard to get published in the U.S.A. You have to be a Nadine Gordimer or an Alan Paton. For the general public, “the blacker the berry the sweeter the juice” may be true in jazz, but not in prose. These days I would hate to be a Negro writer depending on race to get somewhere.

To create a market for your writing you have to be consistent, professional—a continuing writer—not just a one-article or a one-story or a one-book man. Those expert vendors, the literary agents, do not like to be bothered with a one-shot writer. No money in them. Agents like to help build a career, not just light a flash in the pan. With one-shot writers, literary hucksters cannot pay their income taxes. Nor can publishers get their money back on what they lose on the first book. Even if you are a good writer, but not consistent, you probably will not get far. Color has nothing to do with writing as such. So I would say, in your mind don’t be a colored writer even when dealing in racial material. Be a writer first. Like an egg: first egg, then an Easter egg, the color applied.

To write about yourself, you should first be outside yourself—objective. To write well about Negroes, it might be wise, occasionally at least, to look at them with white eyes—then the better will you see how distinctive we are. Sometimes I think whites are more appreciative of our uniqueness than we are ourselves. The white “black” artists—dealing in Negro material—have certainly been financially more successful than any of us real Negroes have ever been. Who wrote the famous “Negro” (in quotes) music? George Gershwin, who looked at Harlem from a downtown penthouse, while Duke Ellington still rode the A train. Who wrote the best-selling plays and novels and thereby made money’s mammy? White Eugene O’Neill, white Paul Green, white Lillian Smith, white Marc Connelly, and Du Bose Heyward: Emperor Jones, In Abraham’s Bosom, Strange Fruit, Green Pastures, Porgy. Who originated the longest running Negro radio and TV show? The various white authors of the original AMOS AND ANDY scripts, not Negroes. Who wrote all those Negro and interracial pictures that have swept across the Hollywood screen from Hallelujah to Anna Lucasta, from Pinky to Porgy and Bess? Not Negroes. Not you, not I, not any colored-body here.

Our eyes are not white enough to look at Negroes clearly in terms of popular commercial marketing. Not even white enough to see as Faulkner sees—through Mississippi-Nobel-prize-winning-Broadway eyes in his play Requiem for a Nun. There his “nigger dope-fiend whore” of a mammy, Nancy Manningoe, “cullud,” raises the curtain with three traditional, “Yas, Lawd’s,” and when asked later by a white actor, “What would a person like you be doing in heaven?” humbly replies, “Ah kin work.” Since Faulkner repeatedly calls Nancy “a nigger dope-fiend whore,” all I can add is she is also a liar—because the last thing a Negro thinks of doing in heaven is working. Nancy knows better, even if Faulkner doesn’t.

Nigger dope-fiend Nancy, Porgy’s immoral Bess, Mamba’s immoral daughter, street-walking Anna Lucasta, whorish Carmen Jones! Lawd, let me be a member of the wedding! “White folks, Ah kin work!” In fact, yas, Lawd, I have to work because—


You’ve done taken my blues and gone—

Sure have! You sing ’em on Broadway,

And you sing ’em in Hollywood Bowl.

You mixed ’em up with symphonies,

And you fixed ’em so they don’t sound like me.

Yep, you done taken my blues and gone!

You also took my spirituals and gone.

Now you’ve rocked-and-rolled ’em to death!

You put me in Macbeth,

In Carmen Jones, and Anna Lucasta,

And all kinds of Swing Mikados

And in everything but what’s about me—

But someday somebody’ll

Stand up and talk about me,

And write about me—

Black and beautiful—

And sing about me,

And put on plays about me!

I reckon it’ll be me myself!

Yes, it’ll be me.21


Of course, it will be a long time before we finance big Broadway shows or a seven-million-dollar movie like Porgy and Bess on which, so far as I know, not a single Negro writer was employed. The Encyclopaedia Britannica terms Porgy and Bess “the greatest American musical drama ever written.” The Encyclopaedia Britannica is white. White is right. So shoot the seven million! 7 come 11! Dice, gin, razors, knives, dope, watermelon, whores—7-11! Come 7!

Yet, surely, Negro writing, even when commercial, need not be in terms of stereotypes. The interminable crap game at the beginning of Porgy and Bess is just because its authors could not see beyond the surface of Negro color. But the author of the original novel did see, with his white eyes, wonderful, poetic human qualities in the inhabitants of Cat Fish Row that made them come alive in his book, half alive on the stage, and I am sure, bigger than life on the screen. Du Bose Heyward was a writer first, white second, which you have got to be, too: writer first, colored second. That means losing nothing of your racial identity. It is just that in the great sense of the word, anytime, any place, good art transcends land, race, or nationality, and color drops away. If you are a good writer, in the end neither blackness nor whiteness makes a difference to readers.

Greek the writer of Oedipus might have been, but Oedipus shakes Booker T. Washington High School. Irish was Shaw, but he rocks Fisk University. Scotch was Bobby Burns, but kids like him at Tuskegee. The more regional or national an art is in its origins, the more universal it may become in the end. What could be more Spanish than Don Quixote, yet what is more universal? What more Italian than Dante? Or more English than Shakespeare? Advice to Negro writers: Step outside yourself, then look back—and you will see how human, yet how beautiful and black you are. How very black—even when you’re integrated.

As to marketing however, blackness seen through black eyes may be too black for wide white consumption—unless coupled with greatness or its approximation. What should a Negro writer do, then, in a land where we have no black literary magazines, no black publishers, no black producers, no black investors able to corral seven million dollars to finance a movie? Sell what writing you can, get a job teaching, and give the rest of your talent away. Or else try becoming a good bad writer, or a black white writer, in which case you might, with luck, do as well as white black writers do. If you are good enough in a bad way, or colored enough in a good way, you stand a chance perhaps, maybe, of becoming even commercially successful. At any rate, I would say, keep writing. Practice will do you no harm.

Second, be not dismayed! Keep sending your work out, magazine after magazine, publisher after publisher. Collect rejection slips as some people collect stamps. When you achieve a publication or two, try to get a literary agent—who will seek to collect checks for you instead of rejection slips. See along the way how few editors or agents will ask what color you are physically if you have something good to sell. I would say very few or NONE. Basically they do not care about race, if what you write is readable, new, different, exciting, alive on the printed page. Almost nobody knows Frank Yerby is colored. Few think about Willard Motley’s complexion. Although how you treat the materials of race may narrow your market, I do not believe your actual race will. Certainly racial or regional subject matter has its marketing limitations. Publishers want only so many Chinese books a year. The same is true of Negro books.

However, if you want a job as a free-lance writer in Hollywood, on radio, or in TV, that now is sometimes possible—in contrast to the years before the War. But in the entertainment field, regular full-time staff jobs are still not too easy to come by if you are colored. Positions are valuable in the U.S.A., so commercial white culture would rather allow a colored writer a book than a job, even fame rather than an ordinary, decent, dependable living. But if you are so constituted as to wish a dependable living, with luck you might possibly nowadays achieve that too, purely as a writer. I hope so—because starving writers are stereotypes. And a stereotype is the last thing a Negro wants to be.

But you can’t be a member of the Beat Generation, the fashionable word at the moment in marketing, unless you starve a little. Yet who wants to be “beat”? Not Negroes. That is what this conference is all about—how not to be “beat.” So don’t worry about beatness. That is easy enough to come by. Instead, let your talent bloom! You say you are mired in manure? Manure fertilizes. As the old saying goes, “Where the finest roses bloom, there is always a lot of manure around.”

Of course, to be highly successful in a white world—commercially successful—in writing or anything else, you really should be white. But until you get white, write.






Langston Hughes, “Langston Hughes’ Acceptance of the Spingarn Medal”









NAACP Convention, St. Paul, Minnesota, June 26, 1960. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/348560. Accessed 28 January 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: The Spingarn Medal was created by NAACP Chairman of the Board Joel Elias Spingarn in 1915 to recognize distinguished merit and achievement by African Americans. Chosen by the selection committee for being “generally recognized in the United States, Europe, Asia, Africa, Central and South America as a major American writer and considered by many the poet laureate of the Negro race,” Hughes was awarded the medal by his longtime friend and President of the NAACP, Arthur B. Spingarn.22 Hughes was elated to receive this award, which he had long coveted. Indeed, his sincere gratitude to and admiration of the NAACP would be reflected on nearly every page of his official history of the Association, Fight for Freedom: The Story of the NAACP, which he published two years after the award ceremony.

To the NAACP, the Members of the Spingarn Medal Committee, and to Arthur Spingarn for his genial presentation, my thanks. But it would indeed be of the utmost conceit were I to accept this Medal in my name alone; or in the name of literature, which is my field. I can accept it only in the name of the Negro people who have given me the materials out of which my poems and stories, plays and songs, have come; and who, over the years, have given me as well their love and understanding and support.

Without them, on my part, there would have been no poems; without their hopes and fears and dreams, no stories; without their struggles, no dramas; without their music, no songs.

Had I not heard as a child in the little churches of Kansas and Missouri, “Deep river, my home is over Jordan,” or “My Lord, what a morning when the stars begin to fall,” I might not have come to realize the lyric beauty of living poetry.

Had I not listened to a blind guitar player on a Kansas City street corner singing, “Going down to the railroad, lay my head on the track—but if I see the train a-coming, I’ll jerk it back,”—had I not listened to songs like these, the laughter and sadness of the blues might never have become a part of my own poetry.

Had I not heard as a child such folk verses as:


What a wonderful bird the frog are;

When he hop he fly almost.

When he sit he stand almost.

He ain’t got no sense hardly.

He ain’t got no tail hardly neither

Where he sit—almost.


Had I not heard these, I might not have grasped the humor of the absurd incasing human as well as animal behavior.

Had I not listened to the old folks’ memories of slavery told on front porches of a summer evening, there might not have been “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” written before I was twenty:


I’ve known rivers:

I’ve known rivers ancient as the world

And older than the flow of human blood

In human veins.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.

I built my hut near the Congo

And it lulled me to sleep.

I looked upon the Nile

And raised the pyramids above it.

I heard the singing of the Mississippi

When Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans,

And I’ve seen its muddy bosom

Turn all golden in the sunset.

I’ve known rivers:

Ancient, dusky rivers.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.


In the years following my childhood, had I not listened to the State Street stories, the Vine Street anecdotes, the Central Avenue complaints, Paradise Valley comments, the fun of South Street jokes whose humor is deeper than fun, and the Lenox Avenue tales and observations that eventually combined to create a composite character—born in the South but urbanized in the North—there would have been no Simple stories, no “Simple Speaks His Mind,” or “Simply Heavenly,” or “Simple Dreams a Mighty Dream.”

There is so much richness in Negro humor, so much beauty in black dreams, so much dignity in our struggle, and so much universality in our problems, in us—in each living human being of color—that I do not understand the tendency today that some American Negro artists have of seeking to run away from themselves, of running away from us, of being afraid to sing our own songs, paint our pictures, write about ourselves—when it is our music that has given America its greatest music, our humor that has enriched its entertainment media for the past 100 years, our rhythm that has guided its dancing feet from plantation days to the Charleston, the Lindy Hop, and currently the Madison. Our problems have given intriguing material to writers from “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” to Faulkner, from “The Octoroon” to Eugene O’Neill. Yet there are some of us who say, “Why write about Negroes? Why not be just a writer?” And why not—if one wants to be “just a writer?” Negroes in a free world should be whatever each wants to be—even if it means being “just a writer.”

Some quite famous Americans of color are “just writers,” their pages reflecting nothing of their ethnic background. Well and good! On the other hand, there is such a wealth of untapped material for writing in the Negro group, that it would be a shame were most of us to become “just writers.” It would be an even greater shame if such a decision were made out of fear or shame. There is nothing to be ashamed of in the strength and dignity and laughter of the Negro people. And there is nothing to be afraid of in the use of their material.

Could you possibly be afraid that the rest of the world will not accept it? Our spirituals are sung and loved in the great concert halls of the whole world. Our blues are played from Topeka to Tokyo. Harlem’s jive talk delights Hong Kong and Paris. Those of our writers who have most concerned themselves with our very special problems are translated and read around the world. The local, the regional can—and does—become universal. Sean O’Casey’s Irishmen are an example. So I would say to young Negro writers, do not be afraid of yourselves. You are the world.

A very local literary character of mine, Jesse B. Semple, has gone from the corner of 125th and Lenox in Harlem to speak his mind around the world. He’s read in Johannesburg, recited on the London radio, recreated on European stages by white actors in languages Simple himself never heard of. A Harlemite—from a very specific locale, in a very specific corner of a very specific city, and of a very specific color—black—is accepted in foreign lands thousands of miles away from the corner of 125th and Lenox as a symbol of the problems of the little man of any race anywhere.

I did not create Simple. He created himself. I merely transcribed him on paper. He is his own literature. In the South today—where children are going dangerously to school and teen-agers are sitting on stools before counters where no food is served them except the bitter herbs of hate—there is great material for literature. I hope there will soon be writers who will make great use of this material. Certainly in time, out of the Negro people there will come a great literature. Perhaps today the capital P with which some of us spell problem, is larger than the capital A with which others would spell art. Nevertheless, I think it permissible that a poem pose a problem. In the case of many of my poems, the problem is that which the NAACP is seeking to solve. Once I presented it through the eyes of a child in a poem called “Merry-Go-Round.”

When I wrote it, I imagined a little colored girl perhaps six or seven years old, born in the Deep South where segregation is legal. When she was about school age, her parents moved to a Northern or Western city, perhaps looking for better jobs, or a better school for their child. At any rate, in this new town—maybe a town like Newark, New Jersey, or Oakland, California, or even St. Paul or Minneapolis—one day this little girl goes to a carnival and she sees a merry-go-round going around. She wants to ride. But, being a very little girl, and colored, remembering the Jim Crowisms of the South, she doesn’t know whether colored children can ride on merry-go-rounds in the North or not. And if they can, she doesn’t know where. So this is what she says:


Where is the Jim Crow section

On this merry-go-round,

Mister, cause I want to ride?

Down South where I come from

White and colored

Can’t sit side by side.

Down South on the train

There’s a Jim Crow car.

On the bus we’re put in the back.

But there ain’t no back

To a merry-go-round:

Where’s the horse

For a kid that’s black?


Our country is big enough and rich enough to have a horse for every kid, black or white, Catholic or Protestant, Jewish or Gentile—and someday we will. Meanwhile:


I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother.

They send me to eat in the kitchen

When company comes,

But I laugh

And eat well

And grow strong.

Tomorrow,

I’ll be at the table

When company comes

Nobody’ll dare

Say to me,

“Eat in the kitchen,”

Then.

Besides,

They’ll see how beautiful I am

And be ashamed—

I, too, am America.23







“Langston Hughes, Writer (No Date)”



The Church Awakens: African Americans and the Struggle for Justice, https://www.episcopalarchives.org/church-awakens/items/show/319, accessed September 9, 2021. Reprinted by permission of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary Society of the Protestant Episcopal Church USA.


Editor’s Note: The text below is the abridged version of Rev. Dana F. Kennedy’s interview with Langston Hughes on December 10, 1960, as featured in the online exhibit, The Church Awakens: African Americans and the Struggle for Justice. The complete transcript of the interview, which was not authorized for reproduction in this volume, is available in The Archives of the Episcopal Church, Austin, Texas.


Mr. Kennedy:Your name please?

Mr. Hughes:Langston Hughes.

Mr. Kennedy:And your profession?

Mr. Hughes:Author—primarily (in the eyes of the public, at least) a poet.


[In the unabridged interview, Hughes discusses the importance of bringing poetry “directly to the people” and his election as “class poet” by his eighth-grade classmates in Lincoln, Illinois.]

Mr. Kennedy:What is the special talent that makes a man or a woman a poet?

Mr. Hughes:Well, a quality of rhythm in one’s sensitivity in the use of words, I would say, and I think that’s what caused the students to elect me that day because the teacher said, “a poem has to have rhythm.” And, in stressing rhythm, you know there’s a kind of conventional belief in our country that all Negroes have a sense of rhythm, because we can sing and dance, which is not a hundred percent true either, but my little white classmates, I suppose, connecting up poetry-rhythm, looking around seeing me, picked me out, otherwise, I’ll never know exactly why they did. But I’m glad they did. I’m glad I became the class poet in the eighth grade in Lincoln, Illinois, because that started my writing career.

Mr. Kennedy:Well, in addition to rhythm, is there something else that makes a person a good poet?

Mr. Hughes:I would think that one needs a very deep sensitivity to the problems of the average human being. I think perhaps one reason contemporary poetry is not held in too high a repute in our country, or not too widely read, is that it is so often too very personal, just about the poet’s own problems. I think the great poets, American and otherwise, Carl Sandburg, Walt Whitman, Robert Frost, have been poets whose sensitivity extended over a very wide area, and whose poems encompassed the emotions and problems of many people, not just themselves alone.


[In the unabridged interview, Hughes discusses writing “by ear” rather than approaching a new poem with a particular form in mind. He offers the example of his poem, “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” the thought of which came to him in the lines, “I’ve known rivers / I’ve known rivers ancient as the world.”]

Mr. Kennedy:What sort of things through your life come to a focus when you start writing this poem?

Mr. Hughes:That particular poem came about by childhood memories—the confusion of hearing my grandmother talk about being sold on the Mississippi in slavery times was one of the worst things that could happen to a Negro—by hearing a little about Africa in my childhood and the greatness of the African kingdoms in ancient Africa. And so, I was on a train going to Mexico where my father lived after I graduated from high school, and the train went across the Mississippi River just outside St. Louis, and it was evening time—dusk. And looking out the window at this great muddy river flowing down toward the heart of the South, I thought about these things I’ve just said, and sort of personalizing it all, making myself the “I” for the Negro people—the lines came “I’ve known rivers … .” And most of my poems are short. This one is not more than twelve lines. So I put it down on the back of my father’s letter I had in my pocket—and it was written perhaps in ten or fifteen minutes.

Mr. Kennedy:Mr. Hughes, do you find that religious faith of any kind influences your work?

Mr. Hughes:Yes, I would think very much so. I grew up in a not very religious family, but I had a foster aunt who saw that I went to church and Sunday school quite a deal in my childhood, and I was very much moved, always, by the, shall I say, the rhythms of the Negro church, the rhythms of the spirituals, the rhythms of those wonderful old time sermons that they used to preach in sort of poetic intonation, you know? And when I began to write poetry, that influence came through in, oh, quite a number of my poems. For example, in my book “The Dream Keeper” I have a section called “Feet of Jesus.” And this is one of the poems:



At the feet of Jesus,

Sorrow like a sea.

Oh, Lord, let your mercy

Come drifting down on me.

At the feet of Jesus,

At your feet I stand.

Oh, my precious Jesus,

Please reach out your hand.24



That particular one has been set to music and has been sung by Marian Anderson and a number of other singers, and if I may, I’d like to read one more that I can give you the exact background for. There was, in this little church in Lawrence, Kansas, where I grew up, a very old lady who came to church every Sunday morning dressed very neatly and very clean, but quaintly, you know, in an old fashioned shirtwaist with stays up under her chin and dressed with wide ruffles around the bottom. Sometimes some of the younger people in the church were inclined to laugh and giggle a little bit when this old lady came down the aisle. One day someone must have said something that she overheard that hurt her feelings, because she turned around right in the middle of the church aisle and she looked at the group of young people and she says, “That’s all right,” she said, “You all can be stuck up if you wan’a, laugh at me if you wan’a, but my Lord ain’t stuck up.” And with that she turned around and went down to her seat in the amen corner. Well, that line “My Lord ain’t stuck up” remained in my head many years. It later came out in a poem called “My Lord.”



My Lord ain’t no stuck up man.

My Lord, He ain’t proud.

When He goes a-walkin’,

He gives me His hand.

“You my friend,” He allowed.

My Lord knowed what it was to work.

He knowed how to pray.

My Lord’s life was troubled too,

Trouble every day.

My Lord ain’t no stuck up man.

He’s a friend of mine.

When He went to heaven,

His soul on fire,

He told me I was gwine.

He said, “Sure you’ll come with Me

And be my friend through eternity.”25



Mr. Kennedy:That’s very lovely. Do you find that in your poems you try to convey a message?

Mr. Hughes:Oh, I think most of the time I do. This particular poem, I suppose subconsciously I was trying to say that when religion places itself at the service of mankind, particularly the humble people, it can give them something to help sustain them and strengthen them and guide them, and I’m a great believer in the social aspects of religion.

Mr. Kennedy:You don’t confine religion to being a mystical experience that you enjoy all by yourself then?

Mr. Hughes:No, I’m not inclined to feel that way myself. I think there’s great beauty in the mysticism of much religious writing, and great help there—but I also think that we live in a world which is a world of solid earth and vegetables and a need for jobs and a need for housing, and I think you can’t detach the two, really.


[In the unabridged interview, Hughes emphasizes that Black people have not had equal opportunity in the United States, briefly mentioning the impact of segregation on schoolchildren and the lethal violence toward Blacks who try to vote in some parts of the South. He is nevertheless optimistic about the nation’s progress toward equality “in certain fields.”]






“Ministers Protest Poet’s Mills Talk”



Oakland Tribune, February 16, 1961, p. 23. Used with permission of the Oakland Tribune Copyright © 2021. All rights reserved.


Editor’s Note: During a three-day visit to Mills College in Oakland, California, Hughes visited classes in creative writing, drama, and music, spoke with students and faculty, and was, once again, compelled to account for past radical socialist commitments and explain his artistic use of satire as right-wing critics in the community threatened to shut down his participation in the annual New York Mills Club Lecture at the college for women.

Despite a storm of protest, Langston Hughes, a Negro poet, playwright and author, lectured at Mills College yesterday.

Oakland ministers distributed mimeographed protests in front of the Mills Concert Hall where Hughes was to speak. A spokesman for the college said its telephone switchboard was swamped with calls. The incident, she said, was “disturbing … too bad.”

Protests were based on the fact that Hughes was identified in 1952 as having been a member of the communist party. In a subsequent appearance before the Senate Investigations Subcommittee, Hughes denied he had ever been a party member, but conceded that he had formerly been sympathetic to the Soviet form of government.

Hughes’ lecture was confined to an outline of his own problems with racial barriers and a recitation of poems sympathetic to the Negro people’s efforts to obtain economic equality.


Poems Quoted


The ministerial protest quoted two other poems by Hughes. One is “Put one more S in the USA to make it Soviet,” predicting a “communist land” and ending: “The USA when we take control, will be the USSA then.”

The other is titled “Goodbye, Christ.” It starts: “Listen, Christ, you did all right in your day, I reckon, but that day’s gone now. They ghosted you up a swell story, too, called it the Bible, but it’s dead now.”

The poem says: “Christ Jesus Lord God Jehovah, beat it on away from here now. Make way for a guy with no religion at all—a real guy named Marx communist Lenin peasant Stalin worker.” It ends: “Goodbye, Christ, good morning revolution.”26


Claim Blasphemy


The ministers’ statement declared: “These offensive poems constitute a blasphemy which is altogether unworthy of giving the author [an] honored place on the platform of a college devoted to such high religious and cultural ideals as professed by Mills College.”

The protest was signed by 16 ministers: G. Archer Weniger and Donald Watson, Oakland; Bruce Parker, Orinda; Eugene Petersen, Castro Valley; Marvin Jose, Hayward; W. Glen Rhoades, San Leandro; H. LaVern Schafer and Bernard E.Northrup, Pacifica; John Schimmel and George Moore, Walnut Creek; Noel Gover and Kenneth Smith, Fremont; H. O. Van Gilder, El Cerrito; Arno Weniger, Roy H. Austin, and William G. Bellshaw, San Francisco.

Hughes is completing a three-day visit to Mills today, speaking to drama and creative writing classes. He is here under the auspices of the New York Mills Alumni Association.


Worked As Busboy


Some 600 students, faculty members and alumni packed the concert hall yesterday to hear his lecture. He traced his life from birth at Dublin, Mo., about the turn of the century, until his poetic abilities were discovered in Washington, D.C., where he was working as a busboy in the early 1920’s.

Speaking from personal experience with racial barriers, Hughes said the only jobs he had been able to get were as doorman in a night club, dishwasher, and other menial work.

He said he sold his first poem in France for 50 cents a line. “Next time, I made the lines shorter and the check was bigger,” he chuckled.

Hughes said he lost his sympathy with communism after the Hitler-Stalin pact in 1939. “I appeared before Sen. Joseph McCarthy’s committee in 1953 and was given a clearance,” he said.


‘Respects Religion’


He declared he has the greatest respect for religion. Referring to his “Goodbye, Christ,” Hughes said: “What I was saying was that if people make light of religion, and don’t care about the human race, if religion falls into the hands of people like that, we might as well say goodbye to Christ.

“There are some people who choose to ignore the entire body of my work and choose something I regard as satirical and make it sound sacrilegious.”

Hughes said he was “surprised at all the excitement. I haven’t had trouble like this for years.”

He closed with the observance: “It doesn’t hurt a bit to be called a colored boy. But it’s bad to call anyone a red boy.”






Reuben and Dorothy Silver, interviewers, “Langston Hughes, Playwright”



Karamu Theatre, Cleveland, Ohio, May 6 and 7, 1961, transcribed by Susan Duffy, Artist and Influence: The Journal of Black American Cultural History, vol. 13, no. 1, 1994, pp. 106–128. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s note: Reuben and Dorothy Silver were highly influential in Cleveland’s theater scene and led Karamu House, a performing arts center and theater founded in 1915 as an interracial social settlement, from 1955 to 1976. At the time of this interview, Hughes was in Cleveland for a production of his play, Shakespeare in Harlem, which ran at the Karamu Theatre from April 18, 1961, to May 13, 1961. Although the interview is, at times, a bit freewheeling and somewhat disjointed, it offers insights about the history of Black theater in the United States and both Hughes’s and Karamu’s important roles in that history.

Artist and Influence Editor’s note: This interview was transcribed by Professor Susan Duffy of Speech and Communications, California Polytechnic State University and is published with permission of the Harold Ober Agency, New York City and Reuben and Dorothy Silver.

I’m not going to start at any attempt at order. Let me take the points as I’ve noted them down as the questions accumulated over the weeks … . The Harlem Suitcase Theatre—did you found it?

I did, in 1937–39.

Anything we ought to know about it? This whole left-wing business that crops up in here, if you’d rather not talk at all about that we can just drop it. It’s not important to me for the study; I’m fascinated by it as a person.27 The theatre was an attempt to do what?

The theatre was founded to present my play Don’t you Want to be Free? made from my poems, and it was 99 1/2 percent Negro.

By policy was it interracial? Would you have welcomed whites if they had wanted to … ?

Yeah, we would welcome—I welcomed anyone—but it was in the middle of Harlem. There were practically no whites around.

According to this, the first bill was done with Paul Green’s The Man Who Died at 12:00.

Not to my memory.

No? How about a thing called The Slave, for which I don’t have an author.28

I don’t remember that. All I remember is my own material.

It was given thirty-eight performances, it says. Which is pretty damn good, Don’t You Want to be Free?

Not right. Don’t You Want to be Free was 135 performances on weekends.

Presumably not this first run. Well, maybe this is wrong. This is from the People’s World; Meredith Hatcher wrote it up.

Well, that may have been, up to a certain point, but the theatre ran approximately, I believe, two years. And Don’t You Want to be Free? was performed, oh, sometimes three or four times a week, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Sunday matinee. And it has the record of being the longest running play, to anyone’s knowledge, in Harlem.

Now when you say two years, you mean that’s the life-span of the Suitcase [Theatre]?

That was about the life-span of the theatre because I had to go away, and when I went away it was continued for a time in the library, I believe, the 136th Street Library. There was no other run. As you know, the theater is a full-time job.

But you went to Los Angeles and you started a theatre there.

I went to Los Angeles and started the Negro Theatre out there, which did the same play, and I think they probably had about thirty or forty performances of the play out there.29 And Clarence Muse directed it, by the way.

Clarence Muse?

Yes, the movie actor.

But you directed it in New York?

I directed it in New York. We presented some other sketches at times. We did a satire on Imitation of Life called Limitations of Life, I wrote, and that has been recently revived again.

I’d like to read it. Also Hector Jones. [Angelo Herndon Jones]

Yeah, we did a lot of those short skits.

You have copies of all those?

Oh yes, I’m sure I would have them.

Are they worth reading?

Well, they were topical for that time.

How would they stand up?

They were topical. You know, Hitler was ascending in Europe.

But Limitations of Life sounds like it could be broader than all that.

Well, it’s being done again by someone good in New York. I haven’t seen it, so I don’t know how they brought it up to date. But people say it’s still funny. And we did all kind of little satires and we did a blues dance program and things of that nature.

Can you say that the Harlem Suitcase Theatre had impact and significance, and if so, how would you describe that?

Well, it was a sort of forerunner, I think, of the American Negro Theatre. And of the various little theatre groups that sprang up in Harlem in the late ’30s and ’50s. It certainly had some impact, and encouraged a lot [of] young people to try to write for the theatre, and out of it came two or three people who became professional actors. Perhaps the one who has worked most consecutively was Earl Jones, who most recently was in The Iceman Cometh at Circle in the Square for many months. His son is now playing the lead in The Blacks, Earl James Jones Jr., that’s Earl Jones’s son. [Ed. note: Hughes named Robert Earl Jones, and his son, James Earl Jones, as shown]

How about on you as a writer? You’d already written, but the fact that you had a theatre encouraged more, or couldn’t you say that?

No, I don’t think so. I founded the theatre to put on the play I had already written.

But you didn’t do any more writing simply because you had the theatre?

No, I did not.

You’re quoted, Langston, in a couple of places, as drawing an analogy between the Karamu and the Abbey and saying you hoped Karamu would become a kind of Abbey Theatre in America. I was interested in this, but because Ridgley Torrence, who came here in 1939 as a playwright in residence under the Rockefeller grant, had been at the Abbey Theatre and presumably also had a similar point of view. Mrs. Jelliffe [co-founder of Karamu with her husband Russell] says she thinks we’re more social than the Abbey ever was. How do you see this kind of idea now? Does it have any meaning? Is it worth pursuing?

I have never been to the Abbey Theatre. And I only know what I’ve read of it, and some of the plays that I’ve seen that were originally done there. But I suppose my comparison is more on the folk material, and folk material I mean in the broadest sense. I don’t mean a southern Negro dialect material, but material of all of the Negro people. I have a feeling that there is urban folk material as well as rural. I have felt that Karamu was in an enviable position to be the expressive theatre of the Negro people in America, particularly since most of the time there has been no other dramatic theatre functioning anyway, and Karamu, for a long time, was the theatre that presented practically all of the plays that were good about Negroes and by Negroes. And until it became a highly integrated organization and had its new building, it was primarily a Negro theatre really. And then came the period when, to my knowledge, they didn’t do very much except rehashes of Broadway stuff, which I sort of regretted.

You lead me to the very next important question, which is, recognizing that there is an urban folk material, do you regret the turn Karamu has, in a sense, taken?

I think it is a much better field of activity for Karamu as a social settlement house.

Being interracial rather than all Negro?

However, since there is no place in America where primarily the accent is on the presentation of Negro drama and Negro creativity in the theater, I, myself, would have preferred to see Karamu, with its very beautiful plan and its ability to give beautiful expression to the Negro in the theatre, I would, myself, prefer to see it concentrate entirely on that, rather than doing things like Carousel or, what’s the thing you did about the girl who had the abortion?

Oh, I don’t know.

You directed something like that recently, didn’t you.

The girl who had the abortion?

Well, in other words, things that had nothing to do really with Negro life, but simply used Negro artists. And Karamu has been a very great influence in the acting end of the theatre in relation to the Negroes, and many fine actors have come out of Karamu. And as a theatre school, if you want to use that term, it is, indeed, excellent. However there are many, or certainly there are several, very good, young Negro playwrights who are very talented, like William Branch, like Robert Lucas, like Walter Mitchum. And all of them have several scripts, and there are others scattered around the country who, to my mind, would develop in a place to see their work done—would probably develop into something good too, you see? I would like to see this theatre be what a regional theater might be in Texas or Oklahoma or what Paul [Green’s] or the folk theatre was.

For the Negro playwright?

Yes, primarily for the Negro playwright, or for people writing plays about Negro life, or the problem of the Negro in relation to American democracy. Which doesn’t mean that it would be an all-Negro cast all the time. Anyway, I simply see no reason why Karamu or any other theatre primarily in a Negro neighborhood would do rehashes of Broadway plays, which the Playhouse in Cleveland does, which come on tour here. Anyway, what you see … .

I don’t feel that I do rehashes of Broadway plays, and I would really like to pursue that. Now I’m not talking about my dissertation, I’m talking about much more important things.

Well, I’m not talking about you, I’m talking about the theatre in general.

The possibility of doing a new script excites me as much as anything else I can think of. If they’re good enough.

Well, the thing is that playwrights only get good by development … .

All right, good enough as a new playwright, then. All right, I’ll qualify it then. I know the problem.

I don’t know. If I’m not mistaken, for a time in past seasons, Karamu was doing more things that were not original, that were Broadway shows.

Well, you’re right. The number of original plays proportionately is small compared to the other plays. But not the Broadway trash, certainly.

No, I did not say Broadway trash. I simply said that they were plays that had nothing to do with Negro life. They had nothing to do with the life of this community. There is simply no reason why Negroes shouldn’t appear in Shakespeare or Bernard Shaw, or anything else. However, since there is such a scarcity of theaters that concentrate on the subject matter that I, myself, am interested in, leave those things to the other theaters, let them alone. And that is what makes Karamu famous. It’s famous.

Yes, and there are many people who still believe that those are the plays we still do best.

The original function of Karamu seemed to be that, and that is what made it famous. Could we stop it a moment? [Tape stops]

In other words, the direction we should move is back towards a greater concentration on the Negro conflict play.

Yes. I don’t think exclusively by any means. I think it is most interesting that Karamu has done such a variety of productions. But I do feel, for the reasons that I have mentioned, for the lack of such a theatre anywhere else in America, or the world, a theatre that could do superb productions of material primarily American Negro in origin, or orientation … .

Could you get this fellow, Lucas, to send me scripts?

Oh, I’m not really speaking of just personalities, I’m speaking of the general trend … .

All right, any good ones? Would you help us?

Of course I will, of course I will.

That’s important to me. I would like nothing better. I have no reservations on this score whatsoever except, perhaps, the quality of the play. … Let me see if I want to pursue this Abbey and the Karamu idea at all. It’s interesting. The Abbey will not do anything but Irish plays; any other plays that want to be done in Ireland are not done at the Abbey.

I don’t think Karamu should be that way.

No, that would be like rolling back the clock.

Yeah, of course. And then it has three theatres to keep active. It would be very hard to find that much material.

That’s right. All right, can I jump to some biographical [data] on you, Langston? You gave me some very good stuff, but this I don’t have. Is it true that you taught young children art and block prints at the old theatre?

Yeah, I did, for a while, I did … .

So your first contact with Karamu was really as an artist and not as a writer?

Well, I used to come here anyway as a youngster, you know. I lived right around the corner from Karamu for quite a time.

Where did you live?

On Central Avenue near 36th, somewhere in there.

Yes, when you were a student at Central High?

Yes.

You came to the playhouse settlement to do a variety of things?

I just came for fun.

Do you remember what activities?

Oh, not in very particular. And then Mrs. Jelliffe asked me if I would like to teach lettering to the kids because I was taking such a course in high school among others. I had a very wonderful teacher, still living, I think she’s over on Northside. Clara Dieke.

D-y-k-e?

D-i-e-k-e or D-e-i-k-e, I forget the spelling.

She [Mrs. Jelliffe] only remembered Clara and couldn’t remember the last name. She also said you’d remember Walter Solomon from the Council for Educational Alliance with some affection.

Yes, I do, I do.

Did the Jelliffes or Karamu or anybody send you to the Council for Educational Alliance, or was that a … did you go over there for classes?

I don’t remember. I went over there for a time. I’ve forgotten how it happened.

You don’t remember any more. Did you do art work there?

Yeah, and “Young Writers.” I don’t think I went very long or very much. I came more often to Karamu House.

What years are we talking about when you were in high school?

We’re talking about 1917–18.

You were born in 0-2?

I was born in 1902.

Your students were doing lettering and block prints too, then?

Well, I was learning those things myself at the time.

Did you have any talent, do you think?

I suppose a little bit, at least the art teachers at Central thought I had. Yeah. You know I did a number of block prints here, and a couple of them were sold at the Urban League auction. They had an auction of “Art by Well-Known People” some years ago, and I gave them my Karamu block prints.

You know somebody—Elmer Brown, or Skinny Smith, or one of these guys that I keep hearing about—did a block print to illustrate your “Merry-go-round” poem, which has rapidly become just about everyone’s favorite when they hear it, I’m sure. I had it at home for a while. It belonged to Karamu and they knew I had it, so I couldn’t keep it. It’s a beauty, very nice. Who is Ben Haits?

How do you spell that?

H-a-i-t-s.

I don’t know.

He is described somewhere as being a protégé of yours or a student in playwriting or a promising playwright. Mrs. Jelliffe doesn’t know the name.

I don’t know it either.

Before I get to Mule Bone I want to talk about Alain Locke a little bit. You might say that I’ve discovered him, in a sense of late, although I had heard of him and knew about him and vaguely recall someone telling that his family was still in Washington. It was in reading The New Negro, parts of it for the first time, parts of it for the second and third time in connection with this dissertation, that I really got excited about him. I developed in my mind an image of a man—a real intellectual. A very dedicated, in a way—sharp mind. And a lot of the things he’s written in Crisis and in The New Negro. When I talked to Mrs. Jelliffe, she said you knew him pretty well. She described him personally in a way that kind of interested me, and she said you used to enjoy taking him for a walk down Central Avenue, that he was, in appearance, an upper class kind of person, something of a dandy, apparently, and he was somewhat removed, or perhaps [a] great deal removed from what we would loosely call the Central Avenue kind of … .

He wore spats.

What can you tell me about him in terms of his influence on you, or yours on him, or impact on the Negro Renaissance?

He was very influential on many young Negro intellectuals because he was a kind of interpreter of the Negro Renaissance and interpreter of Negro writing and art. And, I believe, he was the first person to bring a really representative collection of Negro African art to America—the Blondiau Collection.30 When would that be? In the late 20s, perhaps. At any rate, he was very well-known and highly respected and widely read among young Negro intellectuals just as James Baldwin is at the moment. He was the person most discussed by younger Negroes who read.

Yeah, the New Negro of today and the new Negro of the late 20s. Was he a true intellectual, Locke, or am I overrating him?

I don’t know what you would mean. He was a Rhodes scholar.

When he makes observations about Negro material and the Negro field in relationship to the arts, is he speaking from theory or from personal experience and contact with these things?

He’s speaking from a study of the arts themselves, certainly.

So he’s sound on that?

I would think so. He certainly read everybody and he had a good deal to do, I guess, in discovering or bringing to public attention some of the young Negro poets and writers.

And Montgomery Gregory was, in a sense, a kind of a Locke disciple.

Yes, and Warren Kinney was, and Jean Toomer. Practically all of the writers who came out of Washington [D.C.].

But not Claude McKay.

Not Claude McKay, because Claude McKay was writing before Alain Locke discovered him, I believe, and writing in Jamaica even before he came to this country.

And writing well. [Referring to books in a used bookstore in Cleveland] I made a little short list that’s in my library—a collection, published in Cleveland, of young Clevelanders, Negro poets, called Dominu or Dom Du. Some kind of little anthology.

Oh really?

Do you know about it at all. I think it’s something you’ll want.

Sort of vaguely. I seem to remember that name.

I don’t know any names in it. The editor published some of his stuff. The rest are all Clevelanders, men and women, Don gu, Dom du? …

Yeah, I sort of remember that name. I would like to see it.

I will buy it for you. It sounds like the sort of thing you’d like to have.

I certainly would.

Now, Mule Bone. I believe we have started on Zora Neale Hurston. She had a Ph.D. from where? [Ed. note: He means a B.A.] Do you remember?

Barnard, I think.

And really sharp.

Oh, she was a very brilliant woman and a wonderful folk collector.

A good one.

A very good one, indeed.

Because the stuff that she writes about, sometimes she’s so wild that I don’t know if it’s all imagination or all truth, or a compound.

[Hughes laughs]

Is it a compound?

What?

Of imagination and fact.

She wrote fiction, really. But her folk material much of it is quite wonderful and 90 percent authentic.

That’s a high percentage. What happened to Mule Bone?

The story is in Big Sea, so why repeat it here?

But I wondered if you could add anything to it?

I don’t think so.

No?

No, I tell the whole story there.

Of course it was never done.

Never. Never done anywhere as far as I know.31

Yeah, well why, because of this feud over royalties?

Because of the dispute over authorship.

And do you think today any attempt to settle it would be fruitful, or is it a dead issue?

Zora Neale Hurston’s dead?32

But I mean in terms of estate, copyright, and so on.

Oh, I don’t imagine there’d be anyone would want to do it. I haven’t read it for years. I don’t know what it would be like. It was never really quite finished. It was a draft that was running around.

Ever since I read it, I wanted to talk further about it, and I thought here I had a great opportunity to see if there’s anything more.

Well, there’s nothing more except a little anecdote that might be amusing. The last time I saw Zora Neale Hurston was in Washington, perhaps five or six years ago, at Georgia Douglas Johnson’s home, and she was staying with Georgia Johnson, which I did not know. The Washington writers, those who were left around, including Mrs. Johnson, were giving a party for me, and it was to be a benefit at Johnson’s home. She [Mrs. Johnson] decided she couldn’t clean up her house, because she’s about seventy-five, and they gave the party somewhere else. Meanwhile, I went to Mrs. Johnson’s home to go to the party with her, and she had gone. And she had told me that day that Zora Hurston was staying there, and she was coming to the party. But when I got to her house they had already gone ahead to get things ready. Now, lying on the living room table, where Ms. Hurston was working and writing, was the script of a play—I’ve forgotten the name of it now, a play, and I saw it sitting there, opened it, looked at it, saw it was by Zora Neale Hurston—and just out of devilment, as she had once rubbed my name off of Mule Bone, I took the page out of the script and put it in the typewriter and typed “And Langston Hughes,” except that I put my name at the top “By Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston.” I put it back in the script, so I never knew what she might have said when she saw it, but I imagined she laughed because she had a very good sense of humor. So, anyway, at the party she was very courteous, and we were very cordial, but we didn’t mention Mule Bone, of course.

Well, those things happen. The wonder is that they don’t happen more. I don’t know the content of it, but if there’s folk material involved perhaps it makes it easier to consider things like that in the public domain, although of course they’re not. I’ve come across the name Willard Richardson …

Willis …

Willis Richardson, a good deal. The only play of his that counted was Compromise, and it was about the second Negro play that they did in 1926. Mrs. Jelliffe describes him as a kind of voice in the wilderness from Howard University, urging the retention of the Negro heritage through the arts. Is this a fair description, and what can you add?

Yes, it would be fair, I think. He still lives in Washington, and he has an anthology of plays, you know, which I believe was published by the Associated Publishers.33 And it seems to me that not too long ago he wrote a new play, three or four years ago. Wrote me about something or other. Anyway, he’s still living; you can write him. Find out what he’s doing.

I will. It will have to wait until this is over. That is important to me. The whole question of opposition to the Negro play and support for it in the history of the Gilpin Players is forming a great part of my study.34 You know it all, I’m sure, in terms of the opposition to Gilpin, and the Emperor Jones, and the Negro press here in town, and from within the group both support and opposition. Here’s a man of letters, presumably, and a member of the faculty at Howard at the time, I guess. [Ed. note: Richardson was not a faculty member.] Is that right? Who was very strong for it? Who, as a Negro, believed in the retention of this past, when a lot of the Negroes were saying “no, don’t remind me of it.” So I wanted to know what you could tell me about it. Anything more biographically that I ought to know?

Now, I don’t know too much about him as a man. I met him several times.

But the books exist.

The books exist.

Is Drums of Haiti just another name for Troubled Island?

I think so. It was called Emperor of Haiti also.

And it’s all the same play. The Emperor of Haiti was just done off-Broadway about a year and a half ago.

Yes, and it was an opera, Troubled Island—music by William Grant Still. It was done at Civic Center. And because it was the opera title, I no longer use that on the play.

Well, there’s a report in the papers of your going to California and stopping in Omaha on the way to give a speech. This was April 25th, 1937; you were en route to collaborate with William Grant Still on an operatic version of his play Drums of Haiti.

On my play?

Yeah, well, I’m quoting from the paper. Your play Drums of Haiti which was then called Troubled Island.

It seems to me that might have been the title used in Detroit on one of the productions. It was in Detroit, perhaps, that I stopped, not Omaha.

“Langston Hughes to Talk Under Urban League Auspices In Omaha, Sunday, April 25th.”

Yes, I probably did.

I wrote it down simply to have the information in case you needed it for memory. The rest is biography. Oh, you got Rosenwald Foundation support.

I got a Guggenheim, too.

Are there any other foundations that you could say helped or influenced in terms of writing a play, or the writing of material that made you a playwright? I want to be able to say that Rockefeller gave Karamu money and so they helped you indirectly by helping the theatre.

Well, I don’t think any of these were given to me for playwriting necessarily, just in general, you know.

Well, that’s all right. I think I can mention these anyway. Sold Away …

Sold Away? I don’t know … .

“Sold Away. A play by Langston Hughes.”

Soul Gone Home is a play by me.

Sold Away. I got several references. Let me see if any of them help at all. In 1941 after the fire burned down the Karamu Theatre, the Karamu group planned a production of a program of three plays: Doomsday Tale, by Owen Dodson, an unnamed comedy by Shirley Graham, which I discovered today was called Track 13, and Sold Away, by Langston Hughes.

Were those full-length plays?

They say a series of three plays … .

Yes, then that was De Sun Do Move. That’s eventually what it was called …

And The Sun Do Move.

De Sun—“D-e.”

De Sun Do Move by Langston Hughes, a full-length play?

A full-length play. The title’s taken from the old John Jasper sermon. The famous old sermon of the Negro minister in Richmond, and it was produced. In fact that’s why I founded the Skyloft theatre in Chicago to get my own play produced. Whenever I want to put on a play and nobody else does, I … . The play was called De Sun Do Move and I founded the Skyloft Players at the Good Shepherd Community House in Chicago in 1941, and the day that the war broke out we were rehearsing De Sun Do Move.

And that killed it, huh?

No. It didn’t kill it at all.

You went on with it?

Of course we went on with it.

How long did that group last?

I think it still goes on, although the community house is no longer there, I don’t believe, but the last I heard the Skyloft Players were sure in existence. They did many plays and went on for a number of years, and still are going on if I’m not mistaken, and the wife of the producer of The Blacks, Madame Mouzon, was my leading lady in De Sun Do Move.

You mean you directed and acted in it?

No, I did not act in it. She was my leading lady. The Blacks, which is now being done in New York, is produced by her current husband, Sidney Bernstein, and she is going to be in The Blacks in London. I understand she’s rehearsing in the London company right now.

Oh boy. Max Finewell is the stage manager, I know. Well that’s brand new to me. But Sold Away, you suspect, was the original title?

I think that it was the original title because it’s about the underground railway and Negro slaves being sold down the river, and so on. And the opening was in some way sponsored by the Rosenwald Foundation. The Rosenwald Foundation was very interested in Horace Cayton, who was director of the Community House at the time, and they helped the Community House with a number of their projects. And the opening was attended by Mr. Embree and numbers of the Rosenwald people, and some of the tickets of the opening were sponsored by them. In a sense, it was the Rosenwald opening.

Do you remember being picked as one of America’s twenty-five most interesting people?

By Mr. Beard? Yeah, Charlie Beard.35

And all through this the references to the Writers’ Conferences in Spain. There’s a guy here in town.

I met him last night. He was in Spain. He was at the theatre.

This fellow is a white lawyer named Sam Handelman. He had arranged to talk to you at City Club in ’37. And he took you to the Carter Hotel to register you and they wouldn’t let you in at the Carter, and he wanted to start a suit. He was a lawyer, and you said “No, forget it.” No, it was the Cleveland Hotel, the Cleveland was where they wouldn’t let you in, and then you went to another hotel—the Carter, and they registered you without any problems. It may be naive of me, Langston, but when I stop and think how recent these things are in Cleveland, it’s not like hearing about it happening way back or someplace else. But ’36 and ’37. Harry Jackson, who’s a judge in town, had the same thing happen to him at a dinner when he was the one Negro in a group of four, five, six people who went to dinner in a downtown hotel twenty years ago, well, twenty-five years ago, and they wouldn’t serve the party.

Yes, that would have been true at that time.

So one hotel would and one wouldn’t, is that it?

But by and large Cleveland was not what you’d call a very prejudiced town, ever. But there were such incidents back in the ’20s and early ’30s.

Oh man. There’s wonderful stuff here about visiting your mother in Oberlin. Things you may have forgotten. This is ’35.

From what?

“Langston Hughes spent several days here last week at the invitation of the Women’s City Club for talks. He visited with his mother at Oberlin, gave several talks, much socializing, leaves for Spain early in ’36 for study and research.”

Study and research! [laughs]

Then, of course, then comes the other article about Spain with Louise Thompson. On the tour with Louise Thompson with the IWO.

Where?

Visit to prison camps and hospitals in the Spanish Civil War.

Yes, I was in Spain as a reporter for The Baltimore Afro-American. Not for study and research.

“Langston Hughes visiting Moorish prisoners formerly in Franco’s army.”

Hmmmm. Very interesting. I had a very interesting time.

I can imagine. Let me just wrap this up. I’m saving one big question on Little Ham, and a couple of minor ones. Oh, Wayne State. Now that was something in ’43, and I’m interested because that’s my college. I got my B.A. from Wayne in Detroit. “American Firsters picket Langston Hughes speech. Call poet a Communist. Address at Wayne State 100 pickets claiming Hughes is an atheistic Communist, a self-confessed Communist, a self-confessed blasphemous poet?”

Mothers of America, they were.36

Were they? And Wayne State University, as you may know, is one of the real liberal …

Yeah, but they had nothing to do with the university, and the university furnished adequate police protection.

The speech went on?

Oh yeah, the speech went on, the hall was crowded, and I was escorted home by two or three police guards.

How were the police? Did they behave all right?

They were nice.

The question about Little Ham runs like this: When it was done there were interviews with you about the Negro drama in which you pointed out that many of the previous Negro plays had been written by white authors and that furthermore, quote “There is little humor in the theatre about the Colored race; most of the plays have been tragedy or fantasy such as Green Pastures.” “There seems to me,” you said, “to be a grand opportunity for someone to write folk comedy about Colored life in the modern city. That was my idea in writing Little Ham.” And later other writers wrote “This is just a funny play, a comedy. There’s no serious purpose. It has no serious reason for being.” I don’t believe that.

Well, one of the critics got quite clearly the serious undertone of Little Ham.

There is one.

Of course there is [a serious tone]. There is in all my plays.

I resented this. Langston, I wrote down one quote after another.

Well, surely there should be one review that got it …

I’ll have to double check. I’ve got the reviews.

 … that mentioned that fact that it was about the numbers and the seamy side of life on Central Avenue South.

But not just that. When you write about people who are poor and still gamble, you’re writing about a philosophy of hope that as long as you might hit tomorrow, you go on living even though life is pretty miserable. Am I putting that right?

That would be partially true, yeah.

There is a serious [review]. See here’s a quote: “No serious reason for being.” Another quote: “It is just for laughs, and in laughing to be happy.”

Well, that’s very good for box office. But not much depth.

All right, this just out of curiosity; it says “Hughes just finished a book for a musical comedy of his race. In all probability Duke Ellington will write the music,” 1936. Do you have any memory of what that might have been?

1936?

That was from a little talk with a guy named Charles Schneider who quoted you. I wondered if anything ever came of it.

Oh yeah, that was a story that a Swedish woman named Kai Gynt had, which I collaborated on with her, and the book and lyrics were to be by myself and Kai Gynt. No, the book was to be by myself and Kai Gynt and the lyrics were to be by me. Duke Ellington did do the music for two or three of the lyrics. Meanwhile, Miss Gynt wanted Paul Robeson for the leading role. Because Paul Robeson at that time was like Harry Belafonte is now. And every play that came up that had a male Negro lead in it was for Robeson. Everybody wanted Robeson—like Sidney Poitier and Harry Belafonte and Nottingham—he got a hundred offers a month, and was very expensive, if I recall correctly, and went to London; or was already in London or about that time went to London, where he became more famous than he already was here, and Robeson was unavailable. Therefore, they could not raise the money for the production without Paul Robeson because there was no other Negro male star of equal stature. Therefore, Mr. Duke Ellington, who was always very busy, went no further with the music. I went no further with the book and Miss Kai Gynt could get no further with her play and for years and years and years she tried to get it put together in one place or another, which is a story of many, many plays.

Did it have a name?

The eventual name was Cock o’ the World, a play on “Cock of the Walk.” It was about a wandering Negro minstrel type who went all around the world, and he was a seaman and a roustabout and a wanderer, and there were various scenes laid in New Orleans, the port of New Orleans, and Hong Kong. It was, I think, very colorful and beautiful.

It drew on your experience a lot on the maritime.

Well, not necessarily. Yes, I could collaborate on it because I had been in many ports, too. But it was her original idea, Kai Gynt, and it was a charming idea. There was one very charming scene in New Orleans for which Duke did some music of the serenade wagons where the musicians rode on wagons—you know, where you get the tailgate trade—trombonists play on the tailgate of the wagon. That would have been quite lovely, and I wonder if Mr. Ellington still has those songs, because the two or three that he did were quite charming. Anyway, Kai Gynt died quite tragically. She had a heart attack in a bathtub a few years ago and drowned. She was a good friend of Greta Garbo’s. In fact, I think she came to America at about the same time.

Miss or Mrs.?

Professionally, Miss. But she was married. She married a singer named Edward Fowler, who had a very beautiful baritone voice. Did some concertizing, got to be fairly well-known … .

She lived in America.

She lived in America, in fact she died in New York, not too long ago.

The Gilpin Players program, Little Ham, quote: “It is a play without a serious reason for being, it is just a laugh and in laughing to be happy.”

Not true.

Good. What does the phrase “born with a veil” mean? Is it Negro folklore?

Born with a veil over your face? It means a person with a second sight, a clairvoyant. And it is said that such people are born with a veil over their face.

It appears in St. Louis Woman.

Yeah, it’s a folk phrase.

But the big thing, even though you’ve touched on it, if you don’t mind, for the record. What did Karamu and its existence mean to you as a playwright? I’m talking then.

Oh, it was immensely valuable. Which is why I’m putting in a plug for a return to the same thing. It’s doing more good for young Negro playwrights because the white playwright has all of the theaters in America in which to attempt to get his material on the stage, and it’s not easy for anyone. The Negro playwright has a very limited field in which he might even hope to be presented, and therefore, since this is a social service institution, and one of the great ones in America, in many ways I feel that by continuing what used to be an old policy, in reviving it and not reviving it a hundred percent, because I said that one should not be limited in anything that one does, certainly, I’d like to see young Negro actors have a chance to do Shakespeare or Shaw or anything that develops that is fine and worth doing. On the other hand, I think it would be quite worth Karamu’s while to go out of its way and to make a very intensive effort to develop the Negro playwrights. It’s been invaluable to me, and I think it would be invaluable to others, to those who are young now who are beginning in the theatre and who find Broadway almost insurmountable, and off-Broadway almost insurmountable if it’s a play with a largely Negro cast, you know? Or if it’s on a Negro theme. At the moment in New York, it looks as though there might be possibly another kind of vogue for things Negro, I don’t know. But the playwrights do not have to depend upon the season or two when the Negro theme is popular, because if he lives as long as I have, he will be writing over quite a span of time, and he needs somewhere to present his plays over the span of a quarter-century or more, you know.

You have shown no reluctance in founding groups to do your own plays. Can we say if you didn’t have Karamu, you would have started one somewhere?

I probably would have. I wanted to see them. I wanted to see what they looked like done live. I wanted the experience of learning from them, and as you know a play on paper is one thing; a play in the theatre is quite something else. And the playwright can learn a very great deal through production. In fact that’s almost the only way you do learn. Because speeches on paper look short and on the stage they sound long. Or they may be long on paper, and if they’re good speeches, they may sound short on stage. You have no way really of judging until you see a thing come alive through acting and directing, you know?

And that was the thing in those years that Karamu gave?

Yeah. And I think it is a cultural shame that a great country like America with twenty million people of color has no primarily serious Colored theatre. There isn’t. Karamu is the very nearest thing to it. The American Negro Theatre in New York developed a number of fine actors, and one production went to Broadway, Anna Lucasta, and became very commercial-minded, and suddenly everything turned Broadway after that, which is the wrong slant. My feeling is not only should a Negro theatre, if we want to use that term, do plays by and about Negroes, but it should do plays slanted toward the community in which it exists. It should be in a primarily Negro community since that is the way our racial life in America is still. It should do material of interest to that community. Which doesn’t mean that it should pander to the bad taste of some of the members of the community, or to the narrow mindedness of them. Because they think it should not be a theatre that should be afraid to do a Negro folk play about people who are perhaps not very well educated because some of the intellectuals, or “intellectuals,” in quotes, are ashamed of such material. They should do the play anyway and the “intellectuals” in quotes, will sometimes be very impressed and come to the viewpoint and see that this is a wonderful and beautiful play, even though they may not agree with it when they read it or on first seeing of it, you know? It’s the same with the Irish. It’s unfortunate how the Irish public threw stones at the Abbey Theatre and rioted in the theatre, and that kind of theatre I think is much more exciting than a theatre that simply does The Corn is Green. Or something that has no relation to the people, no relation to the community.

I see your point. I think they picked the play which they moved into the West Virginia coal mining hills, took it out of Wales and made it a West Virginia coal mining play, and I guess this is ten years before I came and adapted it to a Negro situation. But, nevertheless, your point is well taken. Would you agree with me, Langston, that you have to walk a tightrope, though, not to go back? You don’t want to go back to a segregated theatre, you don’t want to go back, or do you, into an all-Negro theatre?

No, no, no, no. Not at all.

To you as a playwright, what does Karamu mean?

It means still an opportunity to see my work in the theatre more frequently than I otherwise might. That’s why I’m here this week. It’s gratifying to me.

Okay. Now can we talk about Shakespeare in Harlem. I found last night that all the actors who weren’t talking to you were coming up to me saying: “What’d he say? What’d he say?” And I said “I think he liked it,” but I said they had to talk to you.

I did like it. I liked it very much.

Talk with the same frankness that has marked our discussions several years ago about Simply Heavenly.

It was a production quite different from the one done in New York. Both productions are admirable. Shakespeare in Harlem was done originally at the White Barn Theatre.37

I have a tape of three quarters of that at home and an interview with you.

Yeah, and that was done for ANTA and for the third edition that was done effectively on Broadway, but in an off-Broadway theatre near Times Square.38

On 48th Street?

Yes, no, not 48th Street. It was 41st. At any rate, the theatre is right in the shadow of the Times Building, but it’s off-Broadway and down in the basement. It had really three productions that I have seen. This marks the fourth. Each of those productions was directed by Robert Breen, each of the ones in the east. His feeling about the material is one largely, I should say, it was largely of sort of serious folk. His productions were very funny, very beautiful, very moving, part of them. Not very humorous. He did not accentuate or develop the humor of many of the lines in the poems, and that is the difference between his productions and yours here at Karamu. Here, a good deal, ninety percent of the humor that I had intended comes out here, and this production here is, therefore, I think this production is more box-office safe. It’s more entertaining to the general public, whereas the New York productions were a delight to the connoisseurs and lovers of poetry. I think we might say it that way and be fair to both productions, because both were quite beautiful. This one is extended in that there is more music, more dancing interludes.

More movement?

More movement. Yeah, more movement.

I tried. That was of course all deliberate.

Which I think is all very good for a populist theatre. And this extends the possibilities of the script even further than the original productions did, and it shows what one can do with nothing but poetry, really. It’s very good. And the whole thing is made up of a stringing together of my poems. And I think Robert Breen did a very fine job in selecting them and putting the poems together in the sequences in which he does.

Yes, he does.

And I added nothing to it at all; I simply wrote the original poetry and what has resulted is the theatricalization of poetry, which I think …

It works.

 … works and this shows off how much further it can work in that new elements have been developed in this production which are not present in productions in New York.

I’m very pleased. I want to get that other ten percent of the humor. I’ll settle for ninety percent. I was conscious of the movement. It was apparent that with less attention, I won’t say less care, it can be very static.

It can be very static. It can be almost a reading. You know, like a dramatic reading of plays they’ve been giving of late and can be quite a bore. I saw The Songbird with Bette Davis.

We saw it here. It was good.

It was good, but it was sort of sleepy on the whole, and this could easily have been equally sleepy, but the direction is what [ … ].

I suppose. I do know that I tried. Did the idea of the community come across?

Oh yes, I saw that.

This poetry spans a long period.

Most of the poems used here are from Montage of a Dream Deferred. No, it doesn’t span a long period.

Well, aren’t there some which you wouldn’t want staged?

No, why would you say that?

Well, I don’t know. This is the question that I hinted at the other night and wanted to discuss.

I don’t write exactly the same as I did ten years ago, but there is nothing that I wanted [to change].

So that this is a satisfactory reproduction and a satisfactory image from this race-conscious point of view. That’s really what I’m saying.

Satisfactory to me. I don’t know if it would be satisfactory to everyone.

Sure, sure. You know we had a lady who called up about A Raisin in the Sun. This will kill you. She said, “Mrs. Jelliffe, I’m so and so.” (I don’t know who she was). She said, “Mrs. Jelliffe, I want you to know that there are those of us in the Negro community who are not pleased by this play.” Mrs. Jelliffe said, “Well, what play are you talking about?” She said, “A Raisin in the Sun.” Mrs. Jelliffe said, “Why do you object?” She said, “We do not want to see a play in which Negroes are presented like that.” Mrs. Jelliffe said, “Well, I beg your pardon. Have you seen the play?” The woman said, “No, but I have people tell me.” Mrs. Jelliffe said, “Well, what is it in the play to which you object?” This woman said, “Is it true that in the play there is an embezzler who takes this man’s money and runs away with it? You know Bobo—not Bobo—the other guy who doesn’t appear.” Mrs. Jelliffe says, “Yes, there is.” She says, “Is he a Negro man?” Mrs. Jelliffe says, “Yes he is.” She says, “Well, this is what I mean. What’s his name? Willy? Don’t-do-it-Willy?” A wonderful scene. My god! And of course, I don’t know what they’d call it, lunatic fringe, or a misunderstanding completely. Here’s a play about which it’s a cliché now to say that this presents the Negro in a pure human light, without the Negro consciousness that has marked some of the race and agitation plays of Negro life. It does represent a different approach, and here’s a woman who still thinks it represents the same old thing.

Well, she hasn’t seen the play.

Yeah, that explains a lot, but the question is, if she saw it, would she like it?

I think she probably would have liked it.

I hope so. Because as you pointed out in talking about Shakespeare in Harlem, it is entertaining. This is the same as saying it is well done in a general way. And yet the excellence of the thing frequently is like the painting of a slum child or a good photograph. The soul comes out. In other words, here’s a collage scene. Here’s the birdcage, here’s the blues man. If you see beyond the surface to the human being, then you know he’s human and you don’t even see anything good or bad.

I would think.

Where do we stand? About ready to …

Are you finished?

I’ve got everything.

If you’ve got everything, don’t keep going.

No I don’t. I don’t want to go beyond except I’m curious about a lot of things that don’t end up in this study. I’d like to know about your playwriting methods. I’d like to know a little about rewriting and what kind of rewriting. I’d like to know why you are so generous about letting me change a line or juggle, where other playwrights are not.

[Tape ends. Tape begins again in the Silver home. Dorothy Silver, Reuben Silver, and Langston Hughes present]

What would you like to know, really?

Ask him about Mulatto.

Dorothy S: Here’s the question: According to our dates, Mulatto was offered to Karamu ten years before they did it, before Karamu did it, and in the intervening period it had a Broadway production with which we understand you were unhappy.

Yeah.

Dorothy S: Why?

Because the Broadway production was considerably distorted from the original script, in my opinion. And the portions of it were written without my knowledge or permission, inserts and changes were done while I was not in New York and unaware of the fact that the play was about to be presented.

Dorothy S: Unaware that the play was going to be done. Not exactly standard procedure.

Yeah. I wasn’t even aware that it was going to be done. So when I became aware of the changes, I was surprised, to say the least, and it being my first play, however, I had no great power from stopping it from being made. The producer and I disagreed on a number of points. I had intended the play to be a poetic tragedy, and his viewpoint about it was that it was a sex melodrama. And he wanted to make it into a sensational play like White Cargo, which he had previously produced. So eventually, when it got to Broadway, most of its original intention was contained in the storyline, but there were certain embellishments and overtones which I, myself, did not entirely approve. Although, that is not to say that in a sense he might have been right, in that it did have box-office appeal, apparently, because it did run for a year in New York, and from the commercial viewpoint, perhaps some of his changes helped it.

Who was the producer, Langston?

Martin Jones. Who is now, I think, a television producer. Anyway, the whole story is told in I Wonder as I Wander, my second autobiography. In fact, it has the whole story of the production. And it [Mulatto] no doubt was offered to Karamu shortly after it was written. Because it was written about 1929–1930 for Jasper Dieter, who had his own theatre. And Jasper was not able to put it on at that time because most of the good Negro actors that he hoped to use were engaged in Broadway productions. So all of my plays have been offered to Karamu, and Karamu’s done almost all of them.

Dorothy S: Why did Karamu refuse Mulatto at the point at which you offered it to them?

I don’t remember it at all. Perhaps they considered it too controversial; I don’t remember now why it was not done [at Karamu] before Broadway. That was more nearly like the original version of the play. The present version is more nearly like the original version was. For example, in my version, the girl goes away to school and doesn’t come back in the first act. In the Broadway version, the girl, the beautiful daughter, is running all through the show, and the producer’s reason for that was, you need a pretty girl going all through the show. So they have her miss the train; instead of going away in the first act, she misses the train and comes back home. So I said, “What will you do with her in the end?” and they said, “Oh well, we decided to have her raped.”

Dorothy S: At the very end?

Yeah, in the third act she gets raped.

We don’t need her after that.

So that’s what they do occasionally on Broadway to young authors and their plays.

Dorothy S: Tell me, we ran across little clippings that said that Mulatto, it was Mulatto, was banned in Philadelphia?

Yeah, I think it was banned there, and it was nearly banned in Chicago on the grounds of obscenity and sex, which delighted the producer because the producer, you know, great publicity, people rushed to the box office thinking they were going to see a dirty play, which was the last thing that I intended.

Dorothy S: This was in the period of the professional production, of the Broadway production …

Yes, this was the period that the Broadway production went on tour. It toured the whole United States. It ran a year on Broadway and had about eight months on the road, a whole season, and it was revived subsequently for a further New England tour and so on. It’s now an opera, the opera The Barrier.

Lawrence Tibbett made it.

Tibbett and Muriel Rahn signed, so it’s had a long, long life. And I wish the Karamu would do it again. It’s very timely. It’s about prejudice and segregation and all the things that the present sit-ins are about, you know. In fact it begins with a boy who’s refused a Coca-Cola or something and can’t drink a Coca-Cola in a cross-roads store. The very thing the sit-ins are about, so I would like very much if Karamu did it again right now, because it’s timely. If they would do it again, I would come out to see it.

This is a very tough question. Well, in looking over some of the writing, critical writing on your plays, and looking over the body of the plays as we know them from the Karamu history, it would appear that you’ve moved from the kind of play represented by Little Ham to a play like Mulatto.

No, that’s in reverse. Mulatto was written first.

I’m sorry. Let me go back. From a grimmer kind of play, if you want to call it that, to the kind of comedy represented by Little Ham with Front Porch as a, perhaps a play in between, in terms of a combination of, I don’t want to say underlying seriousness of purpose, because we agreed we had it in Little Ham. But what I’m getting at is this movement from what somebody called a play of hero-modern times to a serious, deliberately grimmer, maybe if that’s the right word, kind of play. Do you find your writing settling down in one or the other of these veins, or don’t you consider them separate veins.

No, I don’t think there’s any separation. In my own mind there’s not, at any rate.

Despite the superficial appearance of the separation?

To me that question has no real meaning. To me, most of my plays are similar in intent and purpose although the treatment may be lighter or heavier or melodramatic or comic.

Dorothy S: Do you feel that one approach or another, or a light approach or a heavy approach, makes the point better than the other?

I think it depends on the character. A character like Simple is one approach, and a character like the mother in Mulatto is a more serious approach and poetic approach. It depends on who you’re writing about or the situation you’re writing about.

But aren’t you reaching your audience in different times? Through Simply Heavenly, you indicate that the way to make these points now is by humor.

Not at all. I would write a serious play and not feel as though I had a subject in mind that I wanted to use in a serious manner. It’s not a conscious aiming at the audience in a conscious form with me. It’s writing what I have at the moment that I want to write about.

Perhaps I’m attaching too much importance to a play like Raisin in the Sun when I say that it represents a shift in the approach to the treatment of the Negro in the modern drama. Am I right or wrong about that?

Well, it’s written in the first place by a Negro playwright who has a different viewpoint from Paul Green, or the people who wrote the popular dramas in the late ’20s or ’30s. But I think it depends entirely on the writer or the person. I, myself, am not in relation to my own works at any rate. I don’t think there is any conscious change in writing in order to reach a new public.

Can you go back? Can American theatre go back to the so-called propaganda or agit-prop plays after plays like A Raisin in the Sun, which represent more sophistication in a way, have been done?

I don’t see why it couldn’t have such agit-prop plays if one wanted them or needed them. In my opinion, there’s a need for them right now. There is a shift at the moment from material that was not very socially conscious for a decade. To me, it seems very dark. You can detect it in poetry or the theatre in New York now, to socially conscious material again. Although it’s not very clear in material right now. But I think writers are starting to realize that there are so many social problems that need to be stated forcefully and strongly, and social material has not been fashionable since the McCarthy era because it has been dangerous to use it. But I think there is now a going into it again. Probably in different form. It won’t be like Mark Liftson’s [sic] No for an Answer.39 But it will again come into our theatre, I’m sure.

Like Stevedore or like Peace on Earth.

And everything goes in trends or waves.

I’m sure producers were besieged with imitations of Raisin when it came out.

Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t seen them myself.

Maybe not. I was under the impression that they would follow, flock, to present this kind of play. Rather than a play like Native Son, say, or Deep Are the Roots.

Dorothy S: They may be looking for plays like this. I doubt that there are hundreds of them floating around. Do you know anything about Little Ham touring to Detroit from Karamu?

No, I don’t remember that it did. It may have.

I have to ask Mrs. Jelliffe.

I don’t think so.

They may have planned to, which is often what happened with Karamu. How often did you come to Karamu, Langston, in the late ’30s, just to see the plays, or did you come to rehearsals?

In the late ’30s. Let’s see. I came out to see Little Ham, I know. No, I’m not a great one for going to rehearsals. I leave the rehearsals alone. After all, one writes the plays and I, myself, do not like particularly being involved with rehearsal difficulties and personality difficulties. I much more enjoy seeing the finished product and seeing what has been done with it and to see it grow.

Well, your visits then were to see the plays?

To see the plays, yes. If I was here, I very seldom went to rehearsals. I avoid rehearsals as much as possible in New York or elsewhere. Once a director’s chosen, I trust my work to the director.

Here’s a thorny one in a way. Do Negroes have a natural rhythm?

Hey! [Laughs]

Do they have a natural rhythm by virtue of race?

How would I know? I don’t know what makes anything. But they do have a rhythm, I know.

I threw it at you without the background. The background of course for me in this study is that the Jelliffes have been quoted rather widely in the ’20s that they saw, in playing with white and Negro children in telling stories, a greater imagination on the part of Negro children, a greater rhythm, a greater … oh, he calls it a kind of “motorness.”40 She has called it “emotional vitality,” “emotional immediacy.” This, when I read it, jarred me because I was brought up in the tradition that you don’t make generalizations about peoples because most of the generalizations that are made are unfavorable and stereotypes, and we don’t want to do that. Then here comes along someone who is making a generalization in a favorable way, and I don’t know how to take it. I don’t know how to react. So I asked everybody about it. I think in my own mind I have an answer, have had for years, I expect, but in doing this study I came smack up against it again, and I wanted to know if you’d care to comment about it.

[Laughs] Whatever I say would be wrong.

Well, let me ask you this. Are the Negroes in the constant assimilation process which takes place in this country? Is the Negro today less whatever he was than he was twenty years ago? Is he losing any of the things he had as a Negro?

Some are, yes.

Is this the end of a kind of a folk period or folk phase?

It’s in transition certainly, and some of the qualities of rhythm and spontaneity, shall we say, are becoming highly self-conscious, of course. Much more anglicized, Americanized, and culturized. Which happens to any folk people. But I would say yes, that by and large, the American Negro has retained a certain rhythmical quality which no doubt comes from the African heritage, which no doubt has gone into jazz, which has gone into the Negro dancing, which comes out in other ways, too, probably in children’s play and so on. I see nothing wrong in it in the stereotype, either. Various ethnic groups have qualities of their own.

Are they ethnic, are they cultural, are they environmental?

I cannot analyze that because I don’t know. There’s a long discussion about that. It may be environmental, but a thousand years of environment produce it and therefore it becomes cultural—just like the Spanish gypsies. Flamenco is Flamenco and, you know, Eskimos don’t have it. So I don’t see anything to be ashamed of in the beauty of the Negro heritage. Although a lot of people seem to, which you just imparted, stereotype or stigma, but stereotypes are often true, unfortunately. Unfortunately when they’re bad, and fortunately when they’re good.

Here’s another thorny one. In Cleveland, where many of your plays had their first performances, and this, of course, will explain some of the criticism, in a couple of the reviews; there’s a repeated criticism that the end of your plays are weak. That they rattle off towards the end. McDermott says it once or twice; a guy named Schneider says it at another time. Do you recognize or admit this as a weakness, and if so, is it the kind of thing that rewriting corrected in later productions, or is it just one man’s opinion?

No, I wasn’t aware of that excerpt.

I found one or two, or one, anyway.

It may be true. I’m told that every playwright has weakness.

I wonder if in your own writing you find the ending of a play is the chief trouble. Some people say the first act is trouble. Some people say I can’t write a second act. Some writers say starting the play [is] the toughest thing. I wondered—if for your endings—I wondered if you recognize any validity in that comment as it reflected on your writing procedures.

All I can say is that I’m not conscious of it. I don’t write in terms of acts. I write in terms of the story, and then when I get what I want on paper, I divide it up into acts because you do have to have your information somewhere.

Dorothy S: This is infuriating. Go on, read it. That’s all bits and snatches. McDermott … .

[reads review] Little Ham … Negro poet … the players are earthy … doesn’t quite follow through … lacks sharpness and impact … Yes, well that’s what’s been said about Simply Heavenly, too, and I think that is based on the, what seemingly has been, or what has been for a long time the American conception that the play has to be well-made, but that is passing out.41 The off-Broadway theatre now in New York is almost formless in relation to the older forms of theatre. My play Mulatto, for example, is more nearly what you might call a conventional structured dramatic play, building up to a climax and having a big ending and so on. But it doesn’t always seem to be necessary that everything in the theatre be done in that way, and one such criticism of a play like Shakespeare in Harlem is offered, which it was. It was said it was formless and shapeless and what not. It got wonderful reviews, and the critics who said these things also said it was entertaining. Now, if you entertain, what does it matter what the review says? If the audience likes it and sits there to the end and applauds at the end and goes home feeling good and tells other people to come, it doesn’t matter if it’s turned upside down as long as it’s something that holds the people and you’re able to say what you want to say. So I’m not a proponent of the well-made play myself, in a conventional sense. And I think these critics are right in that Little Ham wasn’t a well-made play in that sense, but in my opinion it doesn’t matter if it is a successful theater evening.

There is one other comment to that effect.

Yeah, no doubt. They might have thought that way, and they have a right to if they want to. But they were kind otherwise, so. You very seldom get 100 percent rave notice on anything. That’s what a critic’s for, to find something wrong somewhere. Otherwise they wouldn’t get paid.

Do you think of yourself either as a poet or playwright or as a man of letters, period?

I don’t think either, any of it. I just write because I like it. Whatever I am termed, it doesn’t really matter.

But you say if you had a play in you now, you’d write it, and next week if it were a poem, you’d write it.

Yeah, oh sure.

Simply Heavenly does not represent a reversion to any particular kind of play?

In my conscious mind, no. But my sub-conscious mind is another matter for psychoanalysis.

Dorothy S: When Simply Heavenly was done—and I haven’t been around to hear about Shakespeare in Harlem—white audiences, people, white members of the audience frequently made the point of being excited by the fact that here was this Negro playwright and Negroes onstage who had the ability to laugh at themselves and to seem to make the point, the social point almost more effective.

It was as if they were suddenly let in to an “in group” humor.

Dorothy S: Yes, and whereas at first, if you got a predominantly white audience there would seem to have been a reservation, a holding back, but within a matter of ten or fifteen minutes they would begin to laugh with a kind of freedom and excitement, you know.

Yes, I understand.

Dorothy S: I didn’t hear this portion of the tape yesterday, but Reuben said that you felt that one of the responsibilities of Karamu was to new playwrights, particularly Negro playwrights, in giving them a production place, an audience, even if the plays weren’t very good, that this was a way for Negro playwrights to develop.

Yes, it’s very important that they have a place to develop. I think it should be like Margo Jones’s theatre was in Dallas, where a number of the southwestern people came out of there.42 Robert Breen, who adapted Shakespeare in Harlem, came out of that environment.

Did he direct the Negro theatre in Dallas?

I think, it seemed to me, that there was a Negro group that he directed.

He is white, isn’t he?

He is white and Margo Jones, as you know, is a white southerner, and she was most interested in helping to develop Negro talent down there. If conditions had permitted, or if she had lived, there might have been [a] Negro company in connection with her theatre, a regional Negro company.

Dorothy S: Do you feel that Karamu also has this responsibility on staff level, in terms of directors?

I would think on all levels. That has been one of the great values of Karamu, that a number of young Negroes have gotten technical training here that was practically unavailable to them in the commercial theatre. And I would think that since Karamu is located primarily in a Negro neighborhood, its whole growth has been from the Negro community upward and outward, that the more responsibility it has towards its original ethnic base, regional base, in terms of urban community neighborhood. Because there’s no other agency doing that. And for them to, at times, veer quite a way off from it is to lose something of that rhythm and vitality that you were talking about.

If it exists.

Oh it does. It exists.

[Tape ends]
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The International Dignitary Caps a Distinguished Career



Nat Hentoff, Moderator, with Langston Hughes and Others, “The Negro in American Culture”
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Cross-Currents Editor’s Note: The accompanying article represents a useful commentary on the Civil War commemorations now taking place in various quarters.

 The text represents, with only minor editing, a discussion broadcast early this year over WBAI-FM, the invaluable listener-supported radio station of New York. The moderator was Nat Hentoff, former editor of Downbeat; participants included James Baldwin, author of Notes of a Native Son (Beacon), Go Tell It on the Mountain (Universal), and Nobody Knows My Name (Dial); Alfred Kazin, author of On Native Grounds (Anchor), A Walker in the City (Grove), and The Inmost Leaf (Noonday); Lorraine Hansberry, author of A Raisin in the Sun; Emile Capouya, an editor at Macmillan & Co.; and Langston Hughes, whose many books include Simple Stakes a Claim (Rinehart), Selected Poems (Knopf), and A Langston Hughes Reader (Braziller).

 The relaxed and spontaneous form of the remarks of these distinguished writers provides a candid presentation of attitudes often neglected in the glow of our easy denunciations of southern racists or that cheap statesmanship which calls for “moderation” in regard to elementary human dignity.


Hentoff: To begin the subject, which sounds rather alarmingly vague, I’d like to start with the end of the book review that James Baldwin wrote for The New York Times a couple of years ago. The review was of poems of Langston Hughes, and you concluded by saying that “he is not the first American Negro to find the war between his social and artistic responsibilities all but irreconcilable.”

To what extent do you find this true in your own writing in terms of the self-consciousness of being a Negro and a writer, the polarity, if it exists?


Baldwin: Well, the first difficulty is really so simple that it’s usually overlooked: to be a Negro in this country and to be relatively conscious, is to be in a rage almost all the time. So that the first problem is how to control that rage so that it won’t destroy you. Part of the rage is this: it isn’t only what is happening to you, but it’s what’s happening all around you all of the time, in the face of the most extraordinary and criminal indifference, the indifference and ignorance of most white people in this country.

Now, since this [is] so, it’s a great temptation to simplify the issues under the illusion that if you simplify them enough, people will recognize them; and this illusion is very dangerous because that isn’t the way it works.

You have to decide that you can’t spend the rest of your life cursing out everybody that gets in your way. As a writer, you have to decide that what is really important is not that the people you write about are Negroes, but that they are people, and that the suffering of any person is really universal. If you can ever reach this level, if you can create a person and make other people feel what this person feels, then it seems to me that you’ve gone much further, not only artistically, but socially, than in the ordinary, old-fashioned protest way.

I talked about Langston not being the first poet to find these responsibilities all but irreconcilable. And he won’t be the last, because it also demands a great deal of time to write, it demands a great deal of stepping out of a social situation in order to deal with it. And all the time you’re out of it you can’t help feeling a little guilty that you are not, as it were, on the firing line, tearing down the slums and doing all these obviously needed things, which in fact, other people can do better than you because it is still terribly true that a writer is extremely rare.


Hentoff: Miss Hansberry, in writing A Raisin in the Sun, to what extent did you feel a double role, both as a kind of social actionist “protester,” and as a dramatist?

Miss Hansberry: Well, given the Negro writer, we are necessarily aware of a special situation in the American setting. And that probably works two ways. One of them makes us sometimes forget that there is really a very limited expression in literature which is not protest, be it black, white or what have you; I can’t imagine a contemporary writer any place in the world today who isn’t in conflict with his world. Personally, I can’t imagine a time in the world when the artist wasn’t in conflict; if he was any kind of an artist, he had to be.


We are doubly aware of conflict, because of the special pressures of being a Negro in America, but I think to destroy the abstraction for the sake of the specific is, in this case, an error. Once we come to that realization, it doesn’t get quite as confusing as sometimes we tend to treat it.

In my play I was dealing with a young man who would have, I feel, been a compelling object of conflict as a young American of his class of whatever racial background, with the exception of the incident at the end of the play, and with the exception, of course, of character depth, because a Negro character is a reality; there is no such thing as saying that a Negro could be a white person if you just changed the lines or something like this. This is a very arbitrary and superficial approach to Negro character.

But I am taking a long way around to try to answer your question. There really is no profound problem. I started to write about this family as I knew them in the context of those realities which I remembered as being true for this particular given set of people; and at one point, it was just inevitable that a problem of some magnitude which was racial would intrude itself, because this is one of the realities of Negro life in America. But it was just as inevitable that for a large part of the play, they would be excluded. Because the duality of consciousness is so complete that it is perfectly true to say that Negroes do not sit around 24 hours a day, thinking, “I am a Negro.” (LAUGHTER) They really don’t. I don’t. I don’t think he does or anybody else. And, on the other hand, if you say the reverse, that is almost true. And this is part of the complexity that I think you’re talking about, isn’t it?


Baldwin: Yes, I agree completely. I think we are bound to get to this, because white men in this country and American Negroes in this country are really the same people. I only discovered this in Europe; perhaps it was always very obvious, but it never occurred to me before. The only people in the world who understand the American white man are American Negroes—(LAUGHTER)—nobody else.

Hentoff: Langston Hughes, you have a large continuing body of work, and I wondered if you had felt in the course of your long development as a writer, a change in your feeling of this duality as the conditions around you changed, as the struggle for equality became more militant, and the status, to some extent, of the “Negro writer” began to change.


In other words, to what extent did the society around you change the kind of tension under which you wrote?


Hughes: I must say that I don’t notice any changes as yet. (LAUGHTER)

I happen to be a writer who travels a great deal because I read my poems in public and almost every year I travel over most of the country, south and north. I do, of course, see appreciable changes in some areas of race relations and I trust that my recent work reflects that to some extent, but by and large, it seems to me not really very different from when I was a child. There are still a great many places where you can’t get a hamburger or a cup of coffee, or you can’t sit on a bench in a railroad station, something of this sort—and not just in the South. Those problems exist in Washington, on the West Coast, and in Maine, you know.

I am, of course, as everyone knows, primarily a—I guess you might even say a propaganda writer; my main material is the race problem—and I have found it most exciting and interesting and intriguing to deal with it in writing, and I haven’t found the problem of being a Negro in any sense a hindrance to putting words on paper. It may be a hindrance sometimes to selling them; the material that one uses, the fact that one uses, or that I use, problem material, or material that is often likely to excite discussion or disagreement, in some cases prevents its quick sale. I mean, no doubt it’s much easier to sell a story like Frank Yerby writes without the race problem in it, or, yes, like Willard Motley, who also happens to be Negro, but writes without emphasizing the sharpness of our American race problem. Those writers are much more commercial than I or, I think, Miss Hansberry, or James Baldwin, who to me seems one of the most racial of our writers, in spite of his analysis of himself as otherwise on occasion.


Baldwin: Later for you. (LAUGHTER)

Kazin: Emil Capouya, from what you’ve observed in publishing as a whole, do you think that Langston Hughes’ point has validity, that the degree of sharpness in which the racial problem is written about, is a deterrent to sales, let’s say, in the book field? I wonder if there isn’t a distinction between magazine writing and book writing here.

Capouya: No, I think not. From an editor’s point of view, somebody who’s professionally interested in buying or selling literary material, an artist and a writer are two different people.


First of all, he’s an artist, and as such his claims are absolute. But he’s also a commodity, and as a commodity he has no rights at all. He just has a market value.

So to come directly to your question: do I think that the material that a Negro writer may find readiest to hand is questionable from a market point of view, I’d say that each writer is an individual case.

Mr. Hughes suggested that it’s been a stumbling block on his road to riches, but that wouldn’t be the case obviously for Mr. Baldwin whose business as a novelist is largely with that material. And Miss Hansberry has had a great success, I think partly because of what that great public that went to see that play thought of as exotic material.


Hughes: May I say that from long experience with publishers, and many of them—I have about six now—it has been my feeling that if a publisher has one Negro writer on his list or two at the most, he is not very likely to take another if the Negro writer is dealing in Negro themes? And it’s not prejudice, it’s simply—”Well, we have a book, a Chinese novel on our list. We don’t want any more Chinese novels.”

And the same thing is true in the theater. Once in a blue moon, there’s a hit like Raisin in the Sun, but the Broadway producers will tell you quite frankly, “No more Negro plays. They’re not commercial, we can’t sell them. People won’t go to the box office.”

So if you want to make money out of writing, being a Negro writer, I mean quickly and easily, I would say become a Willard Motley, become a Frank Yerby.


Capouya: I don’t think that’s the whole truth in relation to the way in which the question was originally posed. Suppose there were two plays about the Jewish East Side—

Hughes: Yes, it’s not a matter really of racial prejudice; it’s a matter of the economy we’re dealing in.

Miss Hansberry: Well, I wouldn’t be so quick to decide whether it is or isn’t prejudice. There are so many different ways of saying the same thing. It would be more than wishful thinking to me to exclude prejudice regarding Negroes in any area of life. I just don’t think that’s realistic.


It’s prejudice when you can’t get an apartment; it’s probably prejudice when a skillful writer cannot publish because of some arbitrarily decided notion of what is or is not, as they tell me all the time, parochial material, of narrow interest, and so forth.

In a culture that has any pretensions towards sophistication or interest in human beings, there shouldn’t be any designations of kinds of material. A good book should find a publisher.


Hughes: Since the problem of the writer as a commodity has been brought up, I think it is by and large true to say that for the Negro writer to make a living is doubly hard due to the prejudice that Miss Hansberry has spoken about in other areas related to writing.

For example, I told you that I’m a lecturer and I read my poems. I have been with two or three of the top agencies. Those agencies cannot, as a rule, book me at women’s clubs. Women’s clubs have teas; they do not wish to mingle socially with their speaker apparently, and they do not wish to invite their speaker’s friends in whatever town he may be speaking on the program, because it’s followed by a social event. Therefore, it’s a rare occasion when I read my poems to a women’s club.

If you want a job in the publishing industry, try and get it. How many editors of color can anyone name on any of our New York publishing houses? You may find an occasional girl secretary at the switchboard or a typist or a stockroom boy, but for the writer himself to get some sort of work related to his actual writing in publishing is well nigh impossible, I think.

Until very recently, in the last few years, Negroes did not write for Hollywood. Nothing was really sold to Hollywood. That’s sort of a new development. I have been writing for 30 years and I’ve had one Hollywood job in 30 years. Prejudice doesn’t keep a writer from writing; if you’re colored, you can write all you want to, but you just try and sell it, that’s all.


Kazin: May I go back a moment to the point that Mr. Baldwin began with, this alleged conflict between the social and the artistic in American life?

You know, words like social and artistic are easy to use, and I’m sure that if I had to go through the daily humiliations that certain of my friends go through, I would feel this way.

But let me for a moment, put it on a purely theoretical plane, where art may be discussed. America itself has always been a social question. All that’s good in American writing, American art, comes out of the profound confrontation of social facts. It was true of Moby Dick, of Leaves of Grass. It comes out of what I consider to be the driving force behind all things, which is human hunger, human desire. Only it’s a question, of course, not of how much you desire or how bad you feel, but how artistically you can realize your desire.

We have to consider two things. One is the current fashion to believe that art is somehow created apart from society, on the basis of purely individual will, as opposed to the marvelous books published in this country between, I would say, 1911 and 1934 or 35, many of which, like Faulkner’s and Steinbeck’s, Mr. Hughes’ and other such books, are based on very real and agonizing social problems. And I must say that in this centenary year of the Civil War, it’s hard to forget that the Negro is the central issue in American history, has been the central issue all along, has been the real crux of our history and our aspirations as a people, and that, therefore, the question that comes up is always how deeply, how profoundly, how accurately do we recognize this social kind of drive in our literature right now?

And one thing that’s happening right now in middle class writing everywhere is what’s happening to Negroes too: people don’t have as many beefs as they think they have; they often have no real beefs; they are very often led by purely arbitrary problems, and consequently, a good deal of the tremendous whiplash of hunger, hunger in the widest sense, the deepest sense, has been forgotten here.

I think—to put it very bluntly—that in America there cannot be any conflict between the so-called social and artistic impulse; that one must recognize that what we call art is the most profound realization of some social tendency, and that wherever you don’t have this social awareness, social intelligence, then, it seems to me, you don’t have art either.

In other words, the Negro has been not merely a writer, he’s also been a character, and he’s been one of the most profound characters in American literature. I don’t mean Uncle Tom, either. I mean a character from Faulkner, a character from many, even, pre-Civil War, novelists, who were always aware of the Negro as a force, a human being, as a problem, as a challenge, as a lover, as many things. And one must not forget that this problem goes to the very essence of our life of civilization.

And that’s why I’m so troubled when Mr. Baldwin, for reasons which I can well imagine, but which I want, for once, to pretend I don’t understand—opens by bringing up this whole question of the conflict between the social and the artistic.

I think that art is never created when it is too aware of this kind of conflict. I also don’t believe in conflicts that are realized. Once there is a conflict, the thing to do is by-pass it and go on to a third force, as such.

I’m thinking, for example, of Mr. Baldwin’s Notes of a Native Son, which for me, in many ways, is the most brilliant of Negro books, even though it’s a collection of essays, of modern American writing. And I’ve been struck, in rereading it, by the power, the brilliance and the vividness of it.





Hughes: You know what I would say about it? I would say it’s the Uncle Tom’s Cabin of today. (LAUGHTER)

Kazin: Well, I happen to like this Uncle Tom’s Cabin. I think it’s a masterpiece. And the reason it’s a masterpiece is because the broken glass of the ’43 Harlem riot, the miseries of personal friends—all these things have been captured and realized as a piece of art.1 And the minute one tries to break away from this, tries to get away from this enormous passion, then one is lost.


The other thing is that one must recognize that art is a word that people use, but the ability to create is something which is utterly God-given, accidental, and capricious. And I think, for example, to speak of something I know rather intimately, when the Jewish immigrants, from whom I come, arrived in this country 50, 60 years ago, there was a whole hoard of sweatshop poets and they were miserable people. They worked 18, 19 hours a day; they lived horrible lives. None of this poetry that I have seen, in English, in Hebrew, or in Yiddish, is any good at all. And then suddenly in the last 15 years, we’ve had a group of writers, like Saul Bellow and Norman Mailer and Bernard Malamud and others, who, with enormous surprise to themselves, I think, have suddenly created 5 or 6 really good books, which are as fresh as anything can be.

Now, one reason they’ve done this is that they’ve come to recognize their fate as being universal in some sense, and not merely accidental or parochial. I don’t mean that they shouldn’t write about parochial things, on the contrary, but they’ve come to recognize the universal in this.

And I ask myself, what is the difference between those lovable, dear people 60 years ago, with their awful sweatshop poetry, and a writer who to my mind is as first-class as Saul Bellow in one or two short things?

I can only say it’s a question of the welding together at a certain moment of all these impulses, without for a moment forgetting that intelligence and social passion come into play here. And one mustn’t ever try to divide the two. Otherwise, it becomes a problem in the economic history of the writer; it becomes a problem in the social history of the writer; it does not become a problem of art, as such, which is something very different.


Baldwin: There isn’t any conflict between what you said and what I mean. I should clarify my terms some more.

In that particular book review, I was using the conflict between social and artistic responsibility in a very limited and specific way. I know that art comes out of something much deeper than anything that can be named. I know it is always and must be social, because what are you investigating except man and the ways in which he lives, and the ways in which he tries to remake his world, and the ways in which he sometimes fails and sometimes succeeds?

Perhaps I was using the wrong word there; perhaps I should have said propagandistic. Because I don’t think there’s any point really in blinking this fact and I don’t think it can ever be used to defend oneself or excuse oneself for failure, which after all has to be personal and private failure.

Now, there’s no point in pretending that being a Negro writer in this country doesn’t present certain particular hazards which you would not have if you were white. It is perfectly true, as Langston says, that anybody with his comparable reputation and body of work, who was white, would have much more money than Langston does. This is a fact. But the Negro writer is not as interesting a subject to me as the Negro in this country in the minds of other people—the Negro character, as you put it—and the role that he’s always played in the American subconscious, which has never really been dealt with. It has always been there, almost like a corpse which no one knows what to do with, floating in the waters of the national life. And really everything in America can almost be defined by the presence of the Negro in it, including the American personality.

To deal with this, I think, is the real challenge one faces. Somehow actually to unify this country—because it never has been united—and to make a wedding for the first time really, between blacks and whites. Because, this is really the history of a very long love affair, and it’s this, much more than anything else which Americans are afraid to look at and don’t want to believe.


Kazin: To use a cryptic phrase, the presence of the Negro in America, in the whole imaginative and moral history of this country, is what I call the central fact.

I’ve been reading Civil War history for the last few months for an article I’m doing, and I’m struck again and again by the enormous effort so many people made in the ’30’s and ’40’s of the last century in the North to overlook the Negroes, to make sure that their little Unitarian, Abolitionist hopes would get rid of him. But again and again the fact came up, it could not be by-passed, and it couldn’t be by-passed any more by the Abolitionists who looked the other way, than it could be by-passed by the Southern slavemasters. And now, in the midst of this agonizing struggle going on in the South, which the whole world is watching, the fact remains, because of the very nature of American democracy, that never in history has a whole body of former slaves been made the issue of human and civic equality on such a large scale as in this country.

The love affair, which I would say is more a mutual and fascinated awareness of each other, is itself the very incidence of the agony and passion of the Negro’s presence in American life. And this is why, when you recognize the social factor, as Faulkner does in his best work—and I’m not thinking here of Joe Christmas—I’m thinking here of the total context he creates—then you recognize the depth of emotion, the depth of commitment out of which art can come.

Now, the economic problem is something else. It is disgusting that a lecturer should have to be banned from a women’s tea club because he might have to have tea with them.

But think what a marvelous story this makes, about America: people who think they would like to hear the lecturer, are afraid to have the tea. Note the slightly comic element, not in the sense of being amiable, but in revealing human paradox and hypocrisy.

When I was a professor at a New England college some years ago, there were two Negro boys in the college, a testimony to its Abolitionist background. And, of course, these boys were miserable and about as lonely as a spar of wood on a Cape Cod beach. But the fact remains that out of this kind of experience would come to an artist, white or Negro, a sense of the extraordinary comedy of social hopes and moral would-be feelings of this country, too—which is, I submit, as close to the life of art as the suffering and anxiety of an individual writer who happens to be a Negro here. And this is why I hope that we will not only remember, as we all must, what is happening to each of us who is a Negro down south, but also of the enormous presence of the Negro as a fact in the American imagination, which again and again has created something which is absolutely inextricable—it cannot be lost, cannot be forgotten, cannot be by-passed, in our minds for a moment.


Hughes: Speaking of the celebration of the centennial of the Civil War, I have just written yesterday columns for The Chicago Defender, for which I write, using my Simple character as a kind of social protest mouthpiece, and I’d like to read you a section because it involves the very thing that you’re talking about.2

Simple is in the barbershop and this is what he says:

“I sit in that barber chair, thinking about how God must love poor folks because he made so many of them in my image. (LAUGHTER)

“You know, as long as I’ve been poor, I’m not used to it. My papa were poor before me and my grandpa were poorer than that, being a slave which did not even own hisself. So, I was settin in that barberchair thinking, one day the time might come when I will own Old Master’s grandson, since him nor none of his white relations won’t let me get hold a nothing else.”

“What on earth are you talking about,” I asked, “reinstating slavery? Are you out of your mind?”

“I was sort of dozin and dreamin whilst he cut my hair,” said Simple, “and in snoozin I kept thinkin about how much I been hearin about this here centennial of the Civil War and stuff the white folks has been tellin—intendin to celebrate in honor of the North and South. And they’re goin to be on parades and meetins and battles and things like they were 100 years ago. One way of makin people remember what that Civil War were all about might be to bring back slavery for a month or two, only this time, reverse it. Make the white folks the slaves and me the master.

“I would like to own some of them white Simples on my grandma’s side, which were the ones, I understand, that gave me my name. Oh, I would like to own a few white folks just once.” (LAUGHTER) “Maybe I could work out of them some of the money that they owe my great-grandfolks and never did pay. Else make up for these low wages which I’m gettin right now.

“I would like to own me some rich white slaves, not used to workin like me for hardly enough to pay income tax when April [comes], let alone Harlem rent and balancing your budget.”

“Dream on,” I said.

“From dawn to long after dark, I would find something for them white folks to do,” said Simple, “if I owned them, and come the end of the week, not pay them a cent. That would be a real good way, I figure, to celebrate the centennial. Make it real, not just play-actin, but bring slavery back to its own doorstep. One hundred years, it is time to turn the tables.

“But don’t you know, since I was dreamin about all this, the barber cut my hair too short?”

“It looks all right to me,” I said, “In fact, I would say, with you, the less hair the better.”

“I might have bad hair,” said Simple, “But I’ve got a good-shaped head.” (LAUGHTER)

Well now, I very often try to use social material in a humorous form and most of my writing from the very beginning has been aimed largely at a Negro reading public, because when I began to write I had no thought of achieving a wide public. My early work was always published in The Crisis of the NAACP, and then in The Opportunity of the Urban League, and then the Negro papers like the Washington Sentinel and the Baltimore [Afro-] American, and so on. And I contend that since these things, which are Negro, largely for Negro readers, have in subsequent years achieved world-wide publication—my work has come out in South America, Japan, and all over Europe—that a regional Negro character like Simple, a character intended for the people who belong to his own race, if written about warmly enough, humanly enough, can achieve universality.

In fact, I think my Simple character has achieved universality with the very kind of thing that he talks about here in the barber chair, because all around the world poor people have economic problems, all around the world, in almost every country, there is some sort of racial problem. In Japan it’s—what do they call them?—the Ainu; in India, it’s the Untouchables; in France, it’s the sals Algériens.

These problems are not limited just to America. But they impose no limitation on the writer one way or another.

Norman Mailer was mentioned—I didn’t know he was a Jewish writer until right now—he achieved a universality, in spite of his Jewish background.

And I don’t see, as Jimmy Baldwin sometimes seems to imply, any limitations, in artistic terms, in being a Negro. I see none whatsoever. It seems to me that any Negro can write about anything he chooses, even the most narrow problems; if he can write about it forcefully and honestly and truly, it is very possible that that bit of writing will be read and understood, in Iceland or Uruguay.


Kazin: I agree entirely, Mr. Hughes. I was thinking about the difference between two of Richard Wright’s books, one of which moved me enormously when I was younger than I am now, Native Son, the other, The Outsider, which I didn’t like at all. I agree with you entirely about the need to be parochial, the need to write out of one’s milieu and to one’s milieu; in fact, Wright’s The Outsider is my text to prove it.

When I read about this Negro on a train meeting this hunchback, who made common cause with him because they were both symbols of the outsider, I thought this was weak artistically; I felt it was, as the French say, voulu, it was willed, it was not real. What seemed to me to be absolutely legitimate, however, were the profoundly touching scenes in which Bigger was involved in Native Son, which still is a very powerful and enormously moving book.

We Americans are very symbolic to ourselves as well as to other people. And very often we think of ourselves as being in the forefront of the world. (I think we still are. I still think we’re more revolutionary than any other country in the world, at least implicitly, in terms of the kind of society we’re trying to build.)

But the point I’m getting at is that the Negro tends very often today to think of himself as being the symbol of man in the outside world, because of the enormous fact of the race problem in all countries of the world, because of the enormous suffering and wars going on right now. The Negro middle class writer in America, may, if he is in Paris, as Wright was, think of himself as being the symbol rather than the fact. And my point is that only when the Negro thinks of himself as a fact can art begin. The minute he thinks of himself as a symbol, then theory creeps in and the whole problem is dis-social, dis-artistic.

When you’re writing out of the actual broken glass of the actual confused heats of that race riot in ’43 in the Harlem streets, when Jimmy took his father to the grave, then you have the beginning of what you don’t understand too well.

There is a certain law for art: not to know as you’re writing what everything means. It’s being impressed with the fact, not with the significance of the fact. Too often one tends, because of the enormous centrality of the Negro position today in world experience, to say, “Well, we all know what that means,” but we don’t. It all goes back to one house, one street, one uncle or grandmother, or whatever.


Miss Hansberry: I don’t think that there should be any over-extended attention to this question of what is or what isn’t universal.

I think that Simple, for instance, is as kin to the Shakespearean wise fool as any other character in literature I’ve ever heard of, but we don’t notice the Englishness of a Shakespearean fool while we’re being entertained and educated by his wisdom; the experience just happens. It happens because people have rent problems everywhere in the world and because men are oppressed everywhere in the world. The point of contact is innate to the piece to the extent that it is true, to the extent that it is art, which is what I think that you were saying.

I have been distressed personally, in connection with something that Mr. Kazin was saying, having to do with the traditional treatment of Negro characters in American literature—let’s speak now of non-Negro writers. I was perplexed to find, when I addressed myself to that question in two popular essays, that nobody seemed to know what on earth I was talking about—which, of course, could be a matter of delivery. On one occasion I tried to discuss the character, Walter Lee, the young man in my play, in terms of why, as you said a moment ago, in the so-called white mind, he was still an expression of exoticism, no matter how he had been created.3 Many people, apparently, recognized his humanity, but he was still exotic to them.

In my opinion, since man is so complex and since I disagree with most of the despairing crowd, if you’re going to get ridiculous and talk about man being basically anything, you may as well say he’s probably basically good. If that is true, then it is also true that man is trying to accommodate his own guilt always, all of us.

And it seems to me that one of the things that has been done in the American mentality is to create this escape valve of the exotic Negro, wherein it is possible to exalt abandon on all levels, and to imagine that while I am dealing with the perplexities of the universe, look over there, coming down from the trees—(LAUGHTER)—is a Negro who knows none of this, and wouldn’t it be marvelous if I could be my naked, brutal, savage self again?

This permeates our literature in every variation: I don’t believe that Negro characters as created thus far have overcome that problem. I don’t even believe that the Negro artist has overcome it, because we have been affected by it.

For example, the Emperor Jones is not a man in conflict with the world. He is an arch-symbol that never existed on land, sea, or under it; and to the extent that we recognize something about him, we recognize something symbolized in our own minds. I think this would also be true of Porgy.

The discussion of the Negro character has been so primitive in the past, we’ve been so busy talking about who’s a stereotype and who isn’t, we have never talked about it as art. I maintain that the problem is that these characters as they’ve appeared in literature have never gained full human stature because the writers who have created them haven’t thought about them as men in the first place. It isn’t a matter of just wanting to change how they speak. Everytime you say something about Porgy and Bess, somebody says, “Well, you know, Negroes did speak dialect 40 years ago.” Heavens, they still do. That is not the argument; the argument is that Porgy is not a man.


Kazin: No, he isn’t. I think that American literature written by white people is probably 99.9 per cent full of these stereotypes and that lately we have been treated to the worst stereotype of all, which is what Norman Mailer calls the “White Negro,” namely, the noble savage brought back as an example to the bourgeois white American.4

Baldwin: I have some objections to Faulkner’s Negro characters. I’ll try to tell you what they are. I think the principal one is that not only is there something left out, there is something left out that should be there. Even in the great portrait of Joe Christmas—the only way is to put it as bluntly as possible, then we can go back and modify it—there is something about him which rubs me the wrong way, and it’s not his situation and it isn’t his dialect, it isn’t any of these things at all.5 What it is is that he’s also a kind of apology for an injustice which is really still not being dealt with.


Now Faulkner is a very good example of what I mean. The Southern writers who have written about Negroes and have written about them well have all written about them in more or less the same way, essentially out of a feeling of guilt. What is most mysterious is that it is a guilt to which they cling. It’s a guilt without which their identities would be threatened. What is so fascinating about this whole Negro-white relationship in America, is what it means in the American personality to have a Negro around. That is why he’s always the noble savage in no matter what guise, from Eisenhower to Norman Mailer, nobody can give this up. Everybody wants to have this sort of walking symbol around to protect something in themselves which they do not want to examine.

But what one deals with in the world every day, really, isn’t the world’s malice or even the world’s indifference, it’s the world’s ignorance. And it’s not ignorance of the Negro or the fact of Negro life as such. It’s an ignorance of a certain level of life which no one has ever respected or it’s never been real in America. You can almost say—you can say, in fact—that one of the reasons that the Negro is at the bottom of the social heap in America, is because it’s the only way everyone in America will know where the bottom is. (LAUGHTER)


Kazin: Exactly, as you put it, marvelously, to show us where the bottom is, where everything that is fundamental is in our country. But at the bottom, there are people who, understandably because they’ve been at the bottom so long, will be seen by an imaginative writer like Faulkner in a certain way.

Now, would you want Faulkner to write about the Negro only, so to speak, as he should be in our minds, if he were given half a chance, or do you want him out of all these hundreds of years of Southern bondage and Southern slave-owning and Southern prejudice to release that powerful talent and throw it away?

Let me put this in a personal way, if I may—I too come from people who are not altogether unused to prejudice. Now, only 15 years ago a million and a half Jewish children were put into bonfires by the Nazis just because they were Jewish children. It’s a terrible fact, part of the incredible oppression of the Second World War. Nevertheless, if I read Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, with its venomous, unbearable portrait of Shylock, though I think it’s false, I have to admit it’s a great artistic creation. And it seems to me that over the years, one thing that’s happened to me as a writer in America, is that I’ve learned to say that Shylock is a great character and not worry about him so much.

Don’t misunderstand me, though. I’m not trying to sermonize on this question. All I’m saying here is that we do have a handful of books that seem to be written out of the bottom, and one mustn’t presume too much here too, for this reason: Joe Christmas is not a Negro. No one knows what or who he is. People think he’s a Negro, and the point in that great novel—Light in August is a very great book, an extraordinary book—is that because people do not know him, but merely see in him what they think he is, not what he really is (he could be anything)—they do everything to him right up to the end. They murder him, they castrate him, and he becomes the dead Christ on the American cross. Again and again, it’s made clear, that the fact of Negro suffering has created this figure.

On the other hand, when Faulkner writes a letter to The New York Times about segregation in the South, he writes like a damn fool, he writes like any typical, vulgar Mississippian.6 When he writes a novel which has a Negro character in it, he’s a great artist.


Hughes: Oh, certainly, he’s an amazingly good writer. However, it seems to me that he doesn’t really and fully understand even the Southern Negro with whom he’s lived all his life. Did you see Requiem for a Nun, last season?

Kazin: Yes. It was terrible. I hated Requiem for a Nun, both as a book and as a play.

Hughes: In that play he has this Negro woman who is going to her death for having committed some sort of murder, I believe, which she felt was justified, and the lawyer or the judge is talking to her, and she says she doesn’t mind dying, in essence, because she is going to Heaven. And this Southern white lawyer, judge, or whatever he is, says, “What would a woman like you do in Heaven?” And she says, “Ah kin work.” Now, that is the most false line in literature regarding the Negro, because no Negro in God’s world ever thought of Heaven as a place to work. He just doesn’t understand the Negro mind, that’s all.

Kazin: But as a writer, and a very good writer, do you think it’s necessary to understand something in order to create a good character? Is understanding, in the deepest human, civic sense, the brotherly sense, is this really necessary for artistic creation?

Hughes: To create a believable character, you certainly have to have a certain amount of understanding. And this woman in Requiem became so unreal to me.

Kazin: Yes, I agree with you about that case, but let’s consider Dilsey. She was also a Southern Negro, and a character who would cause me the deepest pain and chagrin if I were a Negro; nevertheless, I believe she is a great creation.

Hughes: Yes, I don’t doubt that.

Kazin: Well, you can’t understand Negroes on one page and forget them on another. Because understanding is always the same. It’s typical Faulkner, who reveals his limitations in non-artistic areas. But as a writer, once in a while, something is created which comes out of the deepest, most unconscious sense of love.


Let me give you an instance: you may remember that the fourth part of The Sound and the Fury opens with Dilsey coming out on the porch. She is portrayed in a typical hand-me-down costume of a woman who has worked for 50 years for this rotting family, the Compsons. The costume itself is demeaning, but the description of Dilsey, everything about her, is of such an extraordinary artistic beauty and intensity that I can never read it without being moved to tears. The thing has been made flesh, and she is there, we know her. This is something very different, I submit, from 101 moralizings that you might get from well-meaning Northern “liberals.”

All I’m saying is on this page—and on many pages of that book—he really created a human being, and even when he sees her without understanding in his mind, there was tremendous understanding in his heart.


Hughes: Yes, and I think another fine Southern white writer, Carson McCullers, is also successful in creating character.

Miss Hansberry: I think, Mr. Kazin, that you may be imposing on my earlier remarks a lack of dimension that wasn’t there. What I was trying to say is exactly the opposite of what you emphasized. I am not concerned with doing away with the mere traditional paraphernalia of the inexpressive, crude Negro character. That is not the point. I myself, very arbitrarily, after deliberate thought, chose to write about the Negro working class, although I come from the middle class. Eventually, I think more of our writers are going to begin to deal with the Negro middle class, which most white people don’t know exists.


But we’re not trying to escape from some image of truth. When you spoke a moment ago, you seemed to suggest we would be satisfied if the image were more glossy, more dressed-up. That is not the point. When language is handled truly, and Negro speech used with fidelity—which doesn’t have to do with the dropping of g’s and misplacing of verbs—when the essence of character is as true and as complicated as—as character should be, whatever character you’re dealing with, only then ought we to be satisfied.

There is a comedy line in my play, where the young daughter says to one of her suitors, “You think this about women because this is what you got from all the novels that men have written.” Obviously, novelists have created some memorable women characters. But I am altogether certain that in regard to the inner truths of character, the woman character will always partially elude the male writer. Of course, women, like Negroes, I’m afraid, accept many images of themselves that come from literature, and start to act those roles, but there are other truths, which can be found only by studying people in depth.

You mentioned Carson McCullers. There’s a scene in Member of the Wedding, when the young Negro nephew of Bernice is being chased by a lynch mob, and she takes the young white boy whom she has nursed all his life—he’s about to die, I think, because of some constitutional weakness—and this woman’s preoccupation is with that child. I happen to think that it was a lovely play and I believe Bernice’s character, but we are now talking about these extra nuances, and my point is that the intimacy of knowledge which the Negro may have of white Americans does not exist in the reverse.


Kazin: That’s absolutely true.

Miss Hansberry: William Faulkner has never in his life sat in on a discussion in a Negro home where there were all Negroes. It is physically impossible. He has never heard the nuances of hatred, of total contempt from his most devoted servant and his most beloved friend, although she means every word when she’s talking to him, and will tell him profoundly intimate things. But he has never heard the truth of it. For you, this is a fulfilling image, because you haven’t either. I can understand that. Obviously Faulkner is a monumental talent, but there are other dimensions of that character, and as I would create her, or Jim, or Langston, there would be a world of difference, and it’s this we’re trying to get to. I want white writers to begin to create Negro characters. We need it desperately.

Baldwin: Lorraine’s point is very important. We have to look more carefully at the characters created by Faulkner, or by Carson McCullers. Lorraine mentioned that absolutely incredible moment when this woman’s nephew is being chased by a lynch mob, and she’s worried about this little boy. That scene doesn’t reveal anything about the truth of Negro life, but a great deal about the state of mind of the white Southern woman who wrote it.


Regardless of Faulkner’s talent, the thing I will not settle for is that this image is maintained. Southerners have an illusion and they cling to it desperately; in fact, the whole American Republic does. These characters come out of a compulsion. Dilsey is Faulkner’s proof that the Negro—who, as Langston points out, has been worked and worked and worked and for nothing, who has been lynched and burned and stolen from for generations—has forgiven him. The reason the walls in the South cannot come down, the reason that the panic is too great for the walls to come down, is because when they do, the truth will come out. And it’s perfectly true, as Lorraine says, you can’t know what I’m talking about, if you haven’t been in a home with all Negroes together, if you haven’t listened to Dilsey at home—who might be my mother—and heard what she says about the people she works for—and what is more important than that, not only what she says, but what she knows. And she knows much more about them than they will ever know about her, and there’s a very good reason for this.

Faulkner has never sat in a Negro kitchen while the Negroes were talking about him, but we have been sitting around for generations, in kitchens and everywhere else, while everybody talks about us, and this creates a very great difference. It also creates—now speaking specifically for the Negro writer—a very great advantage. While I was living abroad in France, somebody said something—it’s something, I guess, the French say all the time—but this day it was said to me and it rang a bell. He said, “If you want to know what’s happening in the house, ask the maid.” And it occurred to me that in this extraordinary house, I’m the maid. (LAUGHTER)


Miss Hansberry: Which is a different relationship, because the employer doesn’t go to the maid’s house. You see, people get this confused. They think that the alienation is equal on both sides. It isn’t. We have been washing everybody’s underwear for 300 years. We know when you’re not clean. (LAUGHTER)

Kazin: I accept everything you say, Miss Hansberry, but I wonder if you would allow me to try to persuade you that it’s still slightly irrelevant to the point I was making.

Miss Hansberry: Oh, then I’m sorry.

Kazin: No, no; as I was irrelevant to your point, you’re being irrelevant to mine. This is the way people learn to talk to each other.


My point is this: I don’t for a moment mean to say that the truth about Negro life has been accomplished, to use the Biblical phrase, forever. I’m talking about what has actually been done as art.

This is an artistic question, it’s not a social question. I know that Negroes have been maids, they have been the drawers of water and the hewers of wood. They have been the slaves and slaves do all the work.

But my point is this: it’s something Edward Hopper, the painter, once said, which has stuck in my mind: “Thought is endless, but the picture exists in space and time.”

Every Negro walking the streets, every American, is full of the past, the present and the future. No book, either his book or a white man’s book, can satisfy him about the truth. Because the truth is not only about what he has and what he is, but what he wants to become, what he wants America to become. Therefore, there is no book that exists right now that in the deepest sense can be satisfying to him.

But a book does exist in space and time. Those distortions of Shylock, or of Dilsey, or of anyone else, horrible as they are to our conscience, nevertheless exist as such. Dostoyevski, Tolstoy, Melville, all the great novelists, have written the most frightfully distorted anti-Negro, anti-Japanese, anti-Semitic, anti-French stereotypes. Do American characters come off much better, in American fiction as a whole? Not always in contemporary American fiction. They are portrayed uniformly as lechers, sadists, masturbators, idiots, bourgeois decadents and the rest. This is a society that is full of self-disgust. It doesn’t know what it wants or what it believes, and it’s constantly getting rid of its own guilt about its own unsatisfied wantings in that way.

My point is that a book exists in itself, as such, and perhaps—it’s hard for a writer to admit—perhaps, all of us who write books are not so busy mirroring life, as we always think we are, as creating life.

For example, Tolstoy created a great book like War and Peace and then looked about him and found out something about the actual conditions of serfdom and contemporary Russia; he discovered, what his wife had told him beforehand, that the two things—the thing he had created and the world around him—had nothing to do with each other in any immediate sense.

This is a terrible paradox. But the fact remains that there are no people anywhere like the people in our books or anybody else’s book.

Simple is delicious and wise and right because he is a product of Mr. Hughes’ imagination. Many people have gone into making him up. He is no one else, he is Simple. This is true of any true character.

It’s even true of a good autobiography like Jimmy Baldwin’s Notes of a Native Son, where we find that the author himself becomes his own myth, as Thoreau said about himself in Walden.

I am not trying to say that Mr. Faulkner is the last word on Negroes in America. God forbid. What I am saying is that something was created, something was not just being talked about, hopeful and wishful, all the time. Something that is true, I think, as such.


Baldwin: We are talking somewhat at cross purposes, because I cannot disagree with what you say.

Kazin: But there isn’t any argument. We are reflecting on a problem which has many facets. I don’t disagree with you about this thing at all. How can I? What is there to disagree about? Do you think I would say that Dilsey is the truth about Negroes in America? That would be a horrible untruth.

Baldwin: All right, I accept the proposition that perhaps we are not so much reflecting life as trying to create it—but let’s talk now not about books but about this country.


I’m talking now about the role of the Negro, and what seems to me to be at stake is that somehow the Negro contains a key to something about America which no one has yet found out about—which no one has yet faced. Contains maybe the key to life. I don’t know; I don’t want to talk about it in such mythical terms.

My point is that there is a tremendous resistance on the part of the entire public to know whatever it is, to deal with whatever this image means to them.


Hentoff: I wonder how many doors that key unlocks.

Langston Hughes has mentioned the urge to whiteness among some Negro writers. This leads, of course, to assimilationist novels, but I wonder if it doesn’t also lead, without complete realization on the part of some Negro writers, politicians, and others, to a desire for equality within the white value-structure. Has there been enough questioning of this within Negro writing?


Baldwin: I feel that there’s been far too little.

Hentoff: In other words, equal for what?

Baldwin: Equal for what, yes. You know, there’s always been a very great question in my mind of why in the world—after all I’m living in this society and I’ve had a good look at it—what makes you think I want to be accepted?

Miss Hansberry: Into this.

Baldwin: Into this.

Miss Hansberry: Maybe something else.

Baldwin: It’s not a matter of acceptance or tolerance. We’ve got to sit down and rebuild this house.

Miss Hansberry: Yes, quickly.

Baldwin: Very quickly, and we have to do it together. This is to you, Alfred, speaking now, just as a writer. You know, in order to be a writer you have to demand the impossible, and I know I’m demanding the impossible. It has to be—but I also know it has to be done. You see what I mean?

Kazin: Yes, I see entirely what you mean but let’s talk about this presence of the Negro in American history for a moment, because when we really get into the question of the white writers’ portraits of Negroes we’re talking about this larger question. Maybe that way we can come back to the difficulty we had earlier.


This presence of the Negro in American civilization, I said before, is the central fact about our moral history. And the conflict in the American heart, which exists in Negroes as well as among whites, comes out of a constant tension between what this country is ideally supposed to mean and what it actually has been as such. The problem has become more and more catastrophic and dangerous because of the growing world anxiety about possible world annihilation. Suddenly you begin to realize that people who don’t treat their fellow-citizens well are, in a sense, building up a bonfire for everyone else in the same way, as is likely to happen in Africa before our generation is over.

At the same time, this very tension in America between the ideal moral purpose and the reality, also creates two things. One, it creates the fact that we never know quite what we want, as you yourself admitted before. You said you weren’t quite sure you wanted equality to disrupt you. And secondly, it creates the white man’s constant bewilderment between what he feels abstractly to be his duty, and the actuality of a society in which human beings were held as slaves, and in which, 25 years later, these people were sitting in Washington as senators.

So you have this enormous comedy of American pretension and American actuality, leaving the white man, who is also here, in a constant bewilderment. But whereas you spoke of guilt, I think it’s more a sense of an intellectual paradox. Because in order to justify his own presence in this country, the white American has to understand the Negro’s place, but to understand it fully, he has to make a gesture of imagination, morally—even religiously, in the deepest sense of the word; yet very often he is debased by his own culture and kept from making this gesture. But this is what happened again and again. This is what happened with the Civil War.

Let’s put it this way: who in American history among the white writers or white men did make the fullest effort of imagination in your point of view?

It wasn’t the Abolitionists; it wasn’t Colonel Higginson, leading Negro troops in the Civil War. Who was it? Who would you say it was? I think it’s been no one. I think it’s a fight which has constantly been in process, constantly going on. But nowhere, in no particular point in space and time can you say this has been understood fully and deeply.


Hughes: To go back to Jimmy Baldwin’s point, at the First Negro Writer’s Conference, a year and a half ago, and published in The American Negro Writer and His Roots, is a speech by Julian Mayfield, one of our better young Negro novelists. Speaking of the examination of American values by American Negro writers, this is what he says:

“This new approach is suggested by the Negro mother, who having lost one of her sons in the Korean adventures, was heard to remark, ‘I don’t care if the Army is integrated, next time I want to know what kind of war my boy is being taken into.’

“In the same sense, the Negro writer is being very gently nudged toward a rather vague thing called the mainstream of American literature. This trend would also seem to be based on common sense. But before plunging into it, he owes it to the future of his art to analyze the contents of the American mainstream, to determine the full significance of his commitment to it.

“He may decide that though the music is sweet, he would rather play in another orchestra; or to place himself in the position of the black convict in The Defiant Ones,7 he may decide that he need not necessarily share the fate of his white companion, who after all proffers the hand of friendship a little late. The Negro writer may conclude that his best salvation lies in escaping the narrow national orbit, artistic, cultural and political, and soaring into the space of more universal experience.”


Hentoff: In this regard I’d like to bring up one further thing before we conclude, concerning the future.

In an otherwise rather strange book, The Negro Novel in America, by [Robert] Bone, he has statistics showing that of 62 Negro novelists writing between 1853 and 1952, 40, or two-thirds, published only one novel, 11 more published only 2, and only 11 have published more than two.

Is this largely due to economic discrimination and the like, or is it due to a self-limitation to a single theme, which could only be expressed once?


Hughes: My guess would be that it was largely due to the limitation of thematic material, and secondarily due to the fact of economics, due to the fact that the Negro people themselves, of whom there are now about 20 million in our country, have not one single publishing house.

We discussed a while ago, you remember, the limitation placed upon the number of Negro novels that can be published in a year.

The same thing is true in the theater. Do we have one serious Negro dramatic theater that belongs to us, that is managed by us, that is directed by us? No. The nearest thing we have to it is Karamu Theatre in Cleveland, which is a part of a settlement house. Formerly it was largely Negro attended, but it does such beautiful productions that now more than two-thirds of its personnel is white, because white people come from all over to work in Karamu. They used to do plays by Negro writers almost entirely, about Negro life, but not anymore. The trend is to integrate everything, so that you kill yourself with an integrated cast.

The trend toward integration in some cases, particularly in the folk field, in my opinion, can go too far, in that it is damaging artistically. For example, I narrated a Gospel song program in Chicago, a winter or two ago, with Mahalia Jackson, and do you know that the people who presented the program integrated the Gospel singers? Mahalia listened and gathered her fur coat about her at rehearsal, and went home with the parting shot, “Y’all ain’t got the beat.”

There is a tendency at the moment, in jazz, to integrate every combo, which is wonderful, sociologically speaking. But very often the white players who may come into a combo, will not have that same beat, let us say, that Jonah Jones has, you know what I mean?


Miss Hansberry: Are we just skirting around a larger political question in an effort to avoid it, perhaps? Because, what are we faced with? We are faced with the fact that due to these 300 years of the experience of black people in the Western hemisphere—not only in the United States, though it was least successful in the United States—a possible difference of ultimate cultural attitudes now exists as a reality, so that in Mayfield’s statement that you read just now, there are the tones of Negro nationalism, articulated in a far more sophisticated and pointed way than years ago. The question is openly being raised today among all Negro intellectuals, among all politically-conscious Negroes:—is it necessary to integrate oneself into a burning house? And we can’t quite get away from it.

There are real and true things existing in the consciences of Negroes today which have to do with why, on two occasions, the American Negro delegate at the United Nations disassociated herself from her government, when we refused to vote for an Algerian Algeria, when we refused to vote for the end of colonialism. When the most compromised element in the Negro population, from which these people are drawn—I mean no offense personally to that lady, I don’t even know who she is, but there is only a certain section of Negro life that is allowed to represent us—when they are moved to disassociate themselves in an international hall, and when 10,000 Negroes will come out to greet Fidel Castro in Harlem and wave at him and cheer him everytime he shows his head, this is an indication of what is going on.8 This dichotomy is going to become more articulate and we are going to see it more and more in Negro literature.


Hughes: I would like to say that in Lorraine Hansberry’s play the thing that comes through is that, in spite of all these differences and difficulties, this is our house. That was their Chicago. This is our country. And I for one am intensely concerned and fascinated, by the things that go on here.

Some people have asked me why Richard Wright didn’t come home and why he lived in Europe, and why some of our better Negro artists and writers are living over there. My feeling is that they have a perfect right to live wherever they want to, and to get away from the tensions of the American scene, if they wish. It just happens that it interests me, it doesn’t upset me particularly. I like to indulge in these racial arguments and fights and discussions, such as we are having here, about what to do about all this. And I stayed here and I live here because I like it, quite frankly, and I think that we can make out of our country something wonderful and quite beautiful, in which eventually we can even integrate Gospel songs and have them sung well.


Capouya: I’d like to raise a question regarding the sit-in movements in the South. Certainly, a Negro ought to be able to eat where everybody else does; since he’s a brother of mine, obviously, that’s the first step, before I can be free to eat where I want, too.

But a couple of years ago, when the march on Washington was made, the Negro leaders were saying, “After all, you people are fighting for your lives, you’re fighting against the Russians. Why don’t you admit us to that status of citizenship where we can help you? Why don’t you admit us to the community so we can pull our weight?”

Well, that’s a lot of nonsense as far as I’m concerned, and if that’s what they’re out to get, if they want to get atomized at the same time we do, we’ll all be holding hands in Christian brotherly love when the bomb falls. Well, that is stupid.

I would be delighted if the Rev. Martin Luther King would think one step ahead of himself in this sense, and not feel that civil rights for Negroes in the South is the be-all and the end-all. It may be a tactical first step, but if it isn’t to move to a higher plane, then I’m not interested.


Hughes: Well, I heard Rev. Martin Luther King say at a meeting not long ago that perhaps it was the Negro’s destiny to save America for itself. And another rather distinguished Negro leader disagreed and said, “Well, first, certainly, we’ve got to save it for ourselves.”

Baldwin: I’m delighted that we’ve got around to this very thorny area. It has always seemed to me that one of the great handicaps of this country in its dealings with the world is that it doesn’t know anything about the rest of the world, not in the sense that a Frenchman doesn’t know anything about China, but in the sense that it has always avoided knowing those things—I’m afraid you have to call them tragic or black or deep or mysterious or inexorable—which are at the very bottom of life.


One of the reasons that Cuba has been such a disaster is because people in America do not know that just down the road Mexicans and Cubans, and a whole lot of other people in a place called South America, are not only starving, which you can tell by statistics, but are living there. And they don’t like to be mistreated. And one of the reasons that we don’t know this is our evasion in the world, which is exactly the evasion that we’ve made in this country for over 100 years, to date it only from the emancipation. Ultimately, it’s a moral evasion of oneself, which really menaces—and this cannot be overstated—the very future of this country. That is why there is so little time to save this house; after all, one can always jump, that’s not the problem. I don’t want to be atomized with you or with anybody, and I don’t want anybody else atomized, either.

But the price for American survival is really the most extraordinary and speedy metamorphosis, and I don’t know if they’re going to make it. But we’ve got to realize that when people say God, they don’t always mean the Protestant God. There are people on the other side of the world, who have been worshipping somebody else for thousands and thousands of years. I do think that anybody who really cares about this must insist on nothing more or less than a moral revolution. Because nothing can be patched up. It’s got to be remade.


Capouya: That’s so true, but I want to object to something said before, the notion of the white man’s guilty secret, and that the Negro has got to be where he is because we have to know where the bottom of the heap is. That’s not true: the Negro is where he is because of the long history of slavery, economic rejection, and so on.

Hughes: At the moment I have a play which I hope will be on Broadway next season. The play was originally entirely about Negroes—about the Gospel churches.9 However, with the current trend towards integration, some backers said that they would not put money into an entirely Negro-cast play.


Well, the leading lady in my play, who makes a great deal of money out of selling holy water, worked up to having a chauffeur; in my script it never occurred to me that he should be one color or another. I thought of him as a Negro chauffeur because most Negroes who can afford chauffeurs have Negro chauffeurs, but not all. However, when the demand came for integration of my cast, I said, “Well, always in white plays the chauffeurs are Negroes; let’s make the chauffeur in my play white, which would not be untrue to life.” Adam Powell, I believe, has a white or Japanese chauffeur. Jules Bledsoe, when he was star of “Showboat” had a white chauffeur, and when people asked him why he had a white chauffeur, he said, “So people can tell the chauffeur from myself.” (LAUGHTER)

Well, at any rate, it’s not too unusual that some colored people do have white chauffeurs and some have white maids, even in Harlem. And so I thought that would be nice and a little novel to Broadway. Let’s have a white chauffeur. Do you know that everybody said, “Oh, the American public wouldn’t accept that”? So my play is still not integrated.


Miss Hansberry: I gather we are close to conclusion, but, Mr. Kazin, I’d like to pick up something that you said, and to try and bring it up to date for myself.

You said, I thought rather beautifully, that the Negro question tends to go to the heart of various missorted American agonies, beginning with slavery itself. I am profoundly concerned that in these 100 years since the Civil War very few of our countrymen have really believed that their Federal Union and the defeat of the slavocracy and the negation of slavery as an institution is an admirable fact of American life. It is possible today to get enormous books that are coming out on the Civil War and go through to the back of them, and not find the word slavery, let alone Negro.

We’ve been trying very hard in America to pretend that this greatest conflict didn’t even have at its base the only issue that was significant. Person after person will write a book today and insist that slavery was not the issue. They tell you that it was fought for economic reasons, as if that economy were not based on slavery. People spend volumes discussing the battles of the Civil War and which army was crossing the river at five minutes to two and how their swords were hanging, but we have tried to get rid of the slavery issue. Ever since Gone With the Wind, it has been an accepted part of our culture to describe the slave system in terms of beautiful ladies in big fat dresses, screaming that their houses have been burned down by the awful Yankees. But when someone asked me to write 90 minutes of television drama on slavery, not a propaganda piece, but, I hope, a serious treatment of family relationships, by a slave-owning family and their slaves, this was considered controversial. This has never been done.

Those millions of Americans who went out only a month or two ago, presumably voted for a Federal president, but our culture does not really respect the fact that if the North had not won, if the Union forces had not triumphed over slavery, this country that we’re talking about would exist only in imagination. Americans today are too ashamed and frightened to take a position even on this.


Baldwin: Yes, this breaks the heart; this is the most sinister thing about it. Not that it happened, not that it’s wrong, but that nobody wants to admit that it happened. And until this admission is made, nothing can be done.

Kazin: How much time do we have?

Hentoff: Is there anything you want to add?

Kazin: We should begin the interview.







Ted Poston, “Closeup: At Home with the Poet”



New York Post, June 17, 1962, pp. M2–3. Reprinted by Permission of the New York Post.


The whole thing was so typically a scene from the Harlem of Langston Hughes that it almost seemed staged. Yet, there it was on the sweltering block of 127th St. between Lenox and Fifth Avs.

The stoops were jammed with gesticulating and gossiping adults. Every other upstairs window in the teeming brownstone tenements seemed to contain an all-observing grandmother or great-grandmother—as in “The Sweet Flypaper of Life.”10

Four teenagers ran a desultory dice game in the gutter while three played tonk (Harlem gin rummy) in a protected concrete areaway. Countless little tots, seemingly too young even to toddle, ran unerring under the legs and arms of lounging adults in games which only they could understand—as in “Little Brown Baby.”11

Across Fifth Av. and directly at the curb before Hughes’ own home at 20 E. 127th St., Watermelon Joe, with the tenor of a young Roland Hayes, hawked his wares from a blood-red pickup truck—as in “Simple Speaks His Mind.”

But nothing that Langston Hughes has written, including “Tambourines to Glory” or “Black Nativity,” could prepare a passerby for the name of the new storefront church down 127th St. near Madison Av. It was called simply: “God’s Bathtub.”

Inside the cool basement parlor of her three-story brownstone home, Mrs. Toy Harper, Hughes’ aunt and only anchor, was explaining why her illustrious nephew, who will become a regular once-a-week columnist for The Post, would live nowhere else.

“That’s Lang for you,” said the frail but energetic lady of 75. “I found that out 17 years ago.”

It seems that Mrs. Harper, then living at 634 St. Nicholas Av., found “a wonderful little house up at 153d St. and Riverside Dr. which we could buy and move into right away.” She rushed Hughes up to see it.

“He went all over the place with me,” she recalled, “but then he said: ‘It’s a nice place, Aunt Toy, and I’ll help you buy it. But I won’t live in it with you. It is not Harlem; it never was Harlem, and it never will be Harlem—and I’ll never leave Harlem for anywhere else.’

“So he went out and found this place here and we bought it.12 And none of us have ever regretted it since.”

As it turned out, Hughes—who was only his usual hour and a half late for an appointment—was at that moment planning to leave Harlem again, but only temporarily. He’d been down to the Ugandan Consulate getting his visa for a trip to Kampala, Uganda, this month as guest of honor at the “Conference of African Writers of English Expression” at Makerere College.

“And from there,” he said, as he mixed two quick gin-and-tonics, “I’ll fly briefly to Egypt. I’ve always wanted to see the pyramids after writing so much about them” (as in “I’ve known rivers … I looked upon the Nile and raised the Pyramids above it … My soul has grown deep, like the rivers … ”).

And from there he’ll fly to the Festival of Two Worlds at Spoleto, Italy, where his soul shouting cantata, “Black Nativity,” will open a month’s engagement June 21 with the original Broadway cast.13 Then he’ll come home to Harlem around the middle of July.

At least he hopes so. For, as one of America’s most prolific and most traveled authors, Hughes has been stranded in Asia, Africa, Europe—just about everywhere except South America. But only because he’s never been to South America.

It happened the last time in November, 1960, when he and 34 other prominent Negro Americans were guests at the inauguration of Governor General Nnamdi Azikiwe in Lagos, Nigeria. And the poet-playwright-novelist-anthologist-lyricist had been deeply gratified when Azikiwe, his one-time classmate at Pennsylvania’s Lincoln University, ended his inaugural address with the Hughes poem: “We have tomorrow / Bright before us /Like a flame / Yesterday a night-gone thing.”14

He recalls: “The American Society of African Culture had sponsored us there in real style for a week. So when the others returned, I decided to stay over a while, $20-a-day suite in the Federal Palace Hotel, chauffeur-driven limousine and everything. After all, I still had a few hundred bucks of my own.”

The rude awakening came about a week later when he decided to move on to Benin for work on his planned “First Book of Nigeria.”15 He found out that he owed $265 for the chauffeur and limousine alone, and another $200 for his hotel bill. He dropped the limousine, paid both bills and cabled his publisher out of the $25 cash he had left.

And when no word came from America, he moved out of the Federal Palace into the least expensive but modern hotel he could find. But that still cost him $18 a day.

He was another $200 in the hole before he got his publisher’s return cable. And even the always unruffled temper of Langston Hughes was strained when he found that the cabled money order had been in Lagos for several days. It had been delivered to the post office and they’d sent it to the old hotel by regular mail.

He thinks he’ll make it back to Harlem all right this time—if he gives up chauffeur-driven limousines.

Hughes, who is hazy about the exact figures of his own prodigious published output—one publisher estimates it at about 30 individual volumes including two autobiographies, a half dozen collaborations, two operas, about 20 produced plays, thousands of articles and miscellaneous poems, plus appearances in dozens of anthologies—said of his forthcoming Post columns:16

“They’ll be about everything, of course. But a lot of them will naturally be concerned with Simple.”

Simple, to the uninitiated (if there are many around New York) is Mr. Jesse B. Semple, the loquacious, beer-drinking creation of the author who can and does discourse at length (and from the Negro viewpoint) on everything under the sun, from lynching to lexicography, from intermarriage to international affairs.

There are those who contend that Mr. Jesse B. Semple is a figment of Hughes’ imagination, despite the fact that his observations and exploits have filled three hard-backed volumes—”Simple Speaks His Mind,” “Simple Takes a Wife” and “Simple Stakes a Claim,” all now in paper backs—and an off-Broadway and on-Broadway play, “Simply Heavenly.”

But Simple has been a universally popular commentator on race relations and current events since (Hughes insists) he first met him in person in a wartime Harlem gin mill. On that occasion the author says he interrupted Simple’s conversation with a friend to ask what kind of cranks he made in a New Jersey war plant he was boasting about—airplane, tanks, machines? And Simple snorted:

Just cranks. I don’t know what them cranks crank. You know that white folks don’t tell us Negroes what cranks crank.

Hughes admits that a lot more Negroes know today what the cranks crank, but he thinks that Simple’s observations in his forthcoming Post columns will be no less interesting.

Plump and pixyish at an unbelievable 60 years—“Everybody gets fat on Aunt Toy’s cooking except her and Emerson [Mr. Harper]”—Langston Hughes is no stranger to column writing.

Simple himself was a couple of hundred columns old in the Chicago Defender, a Negro weekly since turned daily, before Alfred A. Knopf Inc. decided that non-Harlemites could understand his biting philosophy and commentaries.

James Langston Hughes has come a long way since that chilly Feb. 1 morning in 1902 when he was born to James Nathaniel Hughes and the former Carrie Mercer Langston in Joplin, Mo. And he has made it on his own and not on the backs of his illustrious forebears.

Only a few friends are aware that his maternal grandmother’s first husband, Sheridan Leary, was the first man killed with John Brown at Harper’s Ferry. Her second, Charles Langston, was an “underground railway agent” who was jailed in Cleveland for spiriting Negro slaves North.

His maternal grand-uncle, John Mercer Langston, was one of the first Negro Congressmen from Virginia and later U.S. Minister to Haiti.

But his father, James Nathaniel Hughes, was just a Negro who got tired of being treated like a Negro and deserted his family and went to Mexico. There he amassed a considerable fortune, married a German woman, died in 1935 and left his personal fortune neither to his wife nor Langston, but to “three wonderful old Mexican spinster sisters whom I loved deeply.” Hughes comments: “I never loved my father as much—or at all.”

Both parents are now dead, and somewhere along the path of his varied career as a farm worker, handyman, florist’s assistant, waiter, bus boy, seaman—but at all times a writer—James Langston Hughes came together with Mrs. Toy Harper, and no one has ever dared ask if she is his real blood-aunt.

The question is superfluous, however, for as Hughes remarked the other day before boarding a BOAC plane for Uganda:17

“I won’t be gone long. I never feel easy until I’m back home in Harlem with Aunt Toy—and in shouting distance of a miraculous storefront church, so aptly named ‘God’s Bathtub.’ ”






Langston Hughes, “American Interest in African Culture”









Address at the Opening of the USIS Center and Library, Accra, Ghana, June 29, 1962. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/348599. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Hughes’s invited speech at the opening of the United States Information Service library in Ghana promoted cultural, intellectual, and historical exchange between the United States and Africa, emphasizing connections between African independence movements and the United States democratic ideal while alluding to the ongoing movement for civil rights in the United States. Hughes is politic in his remarks, perhaps remarkably so given the fact that he was called to testify before Senator Joseph McCarthy’s Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations just nine years prior to this address to account for his more radical writings suspected of being included in various USIS libraries. Biographer Arnold Rampersad notes that Edward R. Murrow, a prominent reporter and director of the United States Information Agency, had written to Hughes about speaking at the opening of the United States library in Ghana, “advis[ing] him that Washington attached ‘rather special significance to this event’ ”—a level of significance made all the greater in the context of the global Cold War.18

Since I was a very small child in Kansas in the heart of the United States, I have loved libraries. I belonged to a family that was always moving from city to city but in every town to which we moved there was always a public library. And whenever I came back to my hometown, Lawrence, the library was still there, full of wonderful books that were to me windows opening on the world. I can think of no more happy occasion than that I should be here today to open the new American Library at Accra. The books that you will find here are windows opening on the whole world—and many of these books are from America.

On the part of the Negro peoples of America there has always been a deep interest in, and a real respect for Africa. Way back in the days of slavery, there were slaves who wanted to be free, wanted to run away and come home to Africa. One of the basic aims of the Marcus Garvey program in the early 1900’s was to create a shipping company, the Black Star Line, to transport Negroes to Africa. One of the features of the current Black Muslim movement is its great regard for Africa as the homeland of the black people. In the last decade the American government itself, and especially the Kennedy administration, has taken a deep interest in Africa, both politically and culturally. And American businessmen, of course, have sent their surveyors and investors across the Western Ocean to Africa’s rich lands.

Governments and businessmen, as everyone knows, for political and practical reasons, have, in Africa, more than an interest of the heart. But for the majority of the American people who are becoming more and more attracted to Africa’s vast continent, the interest is that of the mind and the heart, an interest in people and places and things, and especially in the great sweep of liberty that the winds of change are bringing about in almost every section of Africa. Traditionally and theoretically, America has always been a land of liberty. The good and great Americans have always believed in the words of the Declaration of Independence and of Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln and Franklin D. Roosevelt and writers like Walt Whitman who wrote, “I sing America. … I sing Democracy en mass[e].” That America has often fallen far short of her declarations and of her basic dreams, no one can deny. But that they are there, sometimes finding, always seeking expression, no one can deny, either.

Today, when America comes to Africa, as through these library shelves, to offer an exchange of knowledge, (not merely to give in the old patronizing sense) America is seeking a bolstering of her own basic dreams, and finding here in Africa a new strengthening of the old concept of freedom in your liberated lands. Black Africa today is sending rejuvenating currents of liberty over all the earth reaching even as far as Little Rock, Birmingham and Jackson, Mississippi. Once thought of by many in the outside world as “the Dark Continent” (in more ways than physical) today:


Africa, sleepy giant,

You’ve been resting awhile

Now I see the thunder and the lightning

In your smile

Now I see the storm clouds

In your waking eyes,

The thunder, the wonder, and the young surprise,

Your every step reveals the new stride in your thighs—

Uhuru, Africa!19


In America today dozens of new societies and organizations devoted to Africa have come into being, hundreds of books on Africa have been published. The works of African writers themselves have begun to appear in print in ever increasing volume. African students, visitors, and men of government, as do American visitors, students, and men of government, fly back and forth across the ocean between the continents every day. American Negroes especially have a keen and intense pride in African achievements, in the ancient histories of Mele, Songhay, Ghana, in contemporary African history, and in the unlimited African potential. Long ago I wrote this poem, I HAVE KNOWN RIVERS, the rivers were merely symbols, the touch of our hands symbolic. Today the touch is real. The handclasp now is physical as well as spiritual. The sharing of the knowledge in our souls no longer just a dream:


I have known rivers.

I have known rivers ancient as the world

And older than the flow of human blood

In human veins.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.

I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.

I looked upon the Nile and raised the Pyramids above it.

I heard the singing of the Mississippi

When Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans

And I’ve seen its muddy bosom

Turn all golden in the sunset.

I’ve known rivers:

Ancient, dusky rivers.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.20


Africa’s history, like America’s history—and especially the Negro American’s history, has been a troubled history, a seeking history, a dreaming history:


There are words like Freedom

Sweet and wonderful to say.

On my heartstrings freedom sings

All day every day.

There are words like Liberty

That almost make me cry.

If you had known what I know

You would know why.21


The whys are sometimes hard to explain away. But the whys are mostly past now, mostly gone, certainly going. None of us living today are responsible for history. But we are responsible if we do not help to overcome history, today to mould history, and right now, with more than “deliberate speed” to make a better world, in Africa and America. Certainly the future is ours—yours and mine.


We have tomorrow

Bright before us like a flame.

Yesterday

A night-gone thing,

A sun-down name.

And dawn today,

Broad arch above the road we came

We march!

Our dreams together,

We march!22







Lewis Nichols, “Poems to Play: Langston Hughes Describes the Genesis of His ‘Tambourines to Glory’ ”



New York Times, October 27, 1963, p. X3. From the New York Times. © 1963 The New York Times Company. All rights reserved. Used under license.


Editor’s Note: Nichols’s interview with Hughes is much kinder in tone than New York Times chief drama critic Howard Taubman’s review of the opening performance of Tambourines to Glory. Taubman dismisses the play as “something slapped together,” and although he praises the music itself and some of the individual performances—notably Louis Gossett, Jr.’s portrayal of Big-Eyed Buddy Lomax—he notes that as “drama it is embarrassing; it cannot make up its mind to a point of view, and it shifts carelessly from comedy to satire to melodrama to piety. Its characterization is as casual as a comic strip’s. And the story drags foolishly and gets in the way of the singing.”23

On a sunny afternoon of Indian summer, there came through the open windows of a West Side warehouse building the spirited, rhythmic chant of gospel singing. On the street, this formed an oddly apt background for stickball playing, exhortations down there being both sacred and profane. Inside, and up two flights, there was no nonsense. With a Broadway opening due at the Little on Saturday, the cast and singers of the play with music called “Tambourines to Glory” were in rehearsal, and each beat sounded like a warning of the crack of doom.24

Seated with the directors at his table was the man who, in effect, had blown up this storm of sound. Nodding in time to the rhythm—and it was hard not to do so—was Langston Hughes, poet, playwright, lyricist, general all-around man of letters. Stocky, now 61, with a receding hair line and a frontal bulge that suggested defiance of the physical fitness program, he was watching the coming to bloom of a flower that had undergone even more vicissitudes than usual. Chain smoking cigarettes and brushing ashes from the bulge during a rehearsal break, he gave out the suggestion that he felt like a merry-go-round rider, coming around at stated intervals to the same bit of scenery.

“Tambourines” is based on the store-front churches that dot Harlem, churches that anyone can start by declaring himself a minister and opening for business, he said. “Most of them are run by men of good will, pious, trying to help the community and area, but there’s an occasional bad seed that mars the record. Gospel singing is a feature of the store-front church, and it was with this idea that ‘Tambourines’ began.

“Gospel songs are written out, unlike spirituals, which are folk songs. I’d been interested in them for a long while, and one night went to a concert at the Golden Gate. Afterwards outside, I met Jobe Huntley, who said he was a gospel singer. I said, ‘Good, I’ll come and hear you.’ I had three or four poems that I thought would lend themselves to the gospel idiom, and I asked him if he’d like to make up some music. He did. Mahalia Jackson went over a couple of them and liked them, and there was talk of her making a record, but nothing came of it.


MERRY-GO-ROUND


“So now I had some gospel songs. It seemed a pity to waste them, so I sat down and wrote a play around them—then couldn’t sell the play. I sent it out to every producer I could think of. Some kept it, some lost it—every six months there would be $75 or $80 spent on more copies to go out. No takers. This went on two or three years.

“Then one night I was cleaning out my files and came across the play. I read it again, said to myself, ‘Look here, this has a good story.’ So I wrote the story as a novel, following the play closely.

“The novel came out in ’58, was pretty well received, and all the producers who had paid no attention to the play called up and said to dramatize the novel. Among the early callers was Lawrence Langner for the Theater Guild. The guild had had the play, but I guess Langner never saw it. He worked on it with me for two or three months—gave very good theatrical suggestions—and it was tried out in Westport in the summer of ’60. Every fall, we’d say we’ll go ahead and put it on, but we didn’t. But it was Lawrence’s pet project when he died a year ago.”

Joel Schenker and associates are the producers now, such players as Clara Ward and Hilda Simms are in the cast, and “Tambourines” will present the oddity of being one of the few nonintegrated shows in town. Such is the present temper of the day that several potential backers refused to participate on the ground there are no whites in the company, thus might be subject to white picketing. Mr. Hughes, who keeps a level head when dealing with extremes, offered to let a white actor play the role of a chauffeur, but nothing came of that. He also can be down-to-earth and realistic as to where extremes should stop.

“In the field of art, there is such a thing as a regional theater, an ethnic theater. I hope one day there will be a Negro theater up in Harlem. There are both a place and a need for it. But in a play about Harlem—well, if you’re doing ‘The Playboy of the Western World,’ Negroes shouldn’t go picket the Irish either.”

Mr. Hughes has been involved in sundry ways with four Broadway attractions, three off Broadway, and the chances seem good this morning that “Tambourines” really will open on Saturday. Nevertheless, he remains a little moody about the theater. “I keep going back to poetry to make a living,” he remarked. To his composer, who has the build of a halfback and is a nurse in charge of a floor at Harlem Hospital, he ordered, “Keep your job!” One reason for the moodiness—

“There was a whole long period from ‘The Green Pastures’ to ‘Raisin in the Sun’ when it was most difficult to get a play about Negro life on the stage. When they did come along, they were written by whites. There were some very good Negro writers and composers around, but they were disregarded. The gospel songs give another case in point. They were around, but now that they’ve gotten known commercially, they have non-Negro arrangers. I kept telling Lawrence, ‘Let’s get this play on before gospel singing gets so commercial Mitch will have it.’ ”






Walter Kerr, “Banned on TV, Writer’s Story Told: ‘I’m Not a Formal Poet … Highly Conventional’ ”



The Tennessean, October 31, 1963, p. 4. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Although there is nothing much controversial about New York Times drama critic Walter Kerr’s thoughtful interview of Hughes, the Nashville-Davidson County school superintendents nevertheless made the decision to prevent the local educational television station, WDCN, from airing the broadcast after receiving a complaint at a school board meeting from a concerned citizen—who quoted from the controversial poem “Goodbye Christ”—that Hughes had been identified by Senator Joseph McCarthy’s Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations as a Communist. The editor of the Tennessean titled an editorial about the decision a “Dangerous Precedent” (Tennessean, October 15, 1963, p. 8), while the editor of the conservative Nashville Banner believed that “beaming Hughes as a ‘celebrity’ to the public, young or old, would be an affront to decency.” The Banner editor added, “It is Langston Hughes’ privilege to believe what he chooses to believe—and to write and speak what he chooses to write and speak. … When he knocks upon a door, for admission to its classroom or its equivalent in the home—or by sponsorship is injected in such a role—it is the public’s privilege to close and bar the door. The custom of hospitality binds no obligation on individuals, schools, or SCHOOL BOARDS—in the sweet name of ‘tolerance’ or anything else—to invite just anybody in” (Nashville Banner, October 12, 1963, p. 4).

Tennessean Editor’s Note: This is the text of the Langston Hughes telecast, scheduled for Channel 2 tonight, but banned by school superintendents W. H. Oliver and J. E. Moss after the Negro poet was accused of being a “Communist” and an “atheist.”

I’m Walter Kerr. This is one of a series of programs called “Writers of Today”. … a series in which we are lucky enough to be able to sit down for half an hour and talk with some of the distinguished writers of our times, ask them a few questions. … such as what they think about while they work or when they are just sitting around wondering about the state of the world.

Our guest writer for today is Mr. Langston Hughes. You probably think of Mr. Hughes first as poet, because he began his work as a poet and has never stopped writing, but he has done a great many other things. He has been a successful playwright and the lyricist for a most successful Broadway show.

He has written novels, short stories, and such diverse volumes as “The Weary Blues,” “Sweet Flypaper of Life,” “Simple Speaks His Mind.” Suppose we join Mr. Hughes.

What I would like to know, Mr. Hughes, is how do you think of yourself? Out of all these things, what are you?


Hughes: A writer. This is just about the only description I could give. I started as a poet of course but since then I’ve done so many other different kind of things.

Kerr: Still, nevertheless, out of all of this you must have one principal affection. Don’t you?

Hughes: Well. I think it would be the short stories.

Kerr: The short story.

Hughes: Yes.

Kerr: Really? More than the poetry?

Hughes: More than the poetry.

Kerr: I see.

Hughes: I feel as though I have achieved something when I write a dramatic piece of prose or a convincing piece of prose. Poetry with me is sort of inspiration … . I guess you might say. … it sort of comes to me.

Kerr: Is that bad?

Hughes: I don’t think it is bad but I don’t think I can claim to have done so much as when I sit down and work six or eight hours on something over and over. … perhaps make several drafts. I perhaps let it extend into a period of rest and then work on it again. Then if I achieve a good story I think I have really done something.

Kerr: I see. Do you find in the aftermath that your best work is the work you have struggled longest with?

Hughes: Yes, I think so.

Kerr: You do think so.

Hughes: I really think so.

Kerr: What about those wonderful inspirations that come sometimes complete … don’t you find that sometimes they are pretty good too?

Hughes: Well, of course, certainly. I see. By your previous question I thought you were referring to prose. I think in prose you really have to work hard. At least I do to achieve what I hope is good.

Kerr: But you don’t want to sell poetry down the river now.

Hughes: No! No … not at all. I love poetry but it’s fairly easy with me. I’m not a formal poet you know. I don’t write in highly conventional form.

Kerr: Well, let’s talk about that. What kind of a poet do you call yourself—if not a formal poet?

Hughes: I suppose in a sense you might say that I am a “folk poet.” My earliest poems were in a sense inspired or derived from Negro folk songs … blues … the spirituals … the work songs that I knew as a child.

Kerr: When you began writing poetry there was a very close relationship between folk music and folk poetry.

Hughes: Yes there was. Not a conscious one on my part at that time, of course. This is an analysis that I made since. But I grew up in the Middle West. I was born in Missouri and I grew up in Lawrence, Kansas, Topeka, and Kansas City. In Kansas City, particularly, I used to hear the blues a lot. There used to be a lot of guitar players playing on the street and blind beggars and there were what they called airdromes in those days—open air theaters. The vaudeville and the blues singers would come, you know, and so very early I heard the wonderful rhythms that have since gotten into all of our American music. Blues is really the basis, I think, for jazz. Don’t you?

Kerr: Oh! Absolutely. When you say that you were strongly influenced by the actual folk music you heard out in the Middle West, do you mean that this influence was on your subject matter or on your form or both?

Hughes: On my form more than subject matter, but the lyrics of blues, I’m sure, influenced some of my early themes too, because the Negro folk blues are really very sad songs. They are songs about being out of work, or disappointed in love, or a long way from home. Yet there is something about them … somewhere along the line … that makes people smile and sometimes even laugh. They have a kind of combination of sadness and humor.

Kerr: Yes, in your first published volume, which was called “The Weary Blues,” I think … .

Hughes: That’s right.

Kerr: You did begin by using it even as subject matter didn’t you?

Hughes: Yes I did.

Kerr: Why don’t you do me a favor? If I get the book over here, would you read something for me?

Hughes: I certainly will.

Kerr: I’ll leave the choice up to you.

Hughes: Suppose I read “The Weary Blues”?

Kerr: Fine.

Hughes: This was the first poem of mine to win a poetry award and the first poem of mine to achieve any sort of, shall we say, widespread recognition. In fact, it was published in several magazines and newspapers in Europe shortly after it came out. So this is the poem that really started off my career. It goes like this:



Droning a drowsy syncopated tune,

Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon,

   I heard a Negro play.

Down on Lenox Avenue the other night

By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light.

   He did a lazy sway … .

   He did a lazy sway … .

To the tune o’ those Weary Blues.

With his ebony hands on each ivory key

He made that poor piano moan with melody.

   O Blues!

Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool

He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool.

   Sweet Blues!

Coming from a black man’s soul.

   O Blues!

In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone

I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan—

   “Ain’t got nobody in all this world,

      Ain’t got nobody but ma self.

    I’s gwine to quit ma frownin’

    And put ma troubles on the shelf.”

Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor.

He played a few chords then he sang some more—

   “I got the Weary Blues

       And I can’t be satisfied.

       Got the Weary Blues

       And can’t be satisfied—

       I ain’t happy no mo’

       And I wish that I had died.”

And far into the night he crooned that tune.

The stars went out and so did the moon.

The singer stopped playing and went to bed

While the Weary Blues echoed through his head.

He slept like a rock or a man that’s dead.25



Kerr: That is a poem that is actually about the blues that you were hearing all this time?

Hughes: Yes.

Kerr: Could you tell me how you were able to translate this material over into other poems which did not have the blues as specific subject matter?

Hughes: Well I began to sort of be interested in other forms of folk music. I lived in Washington for a time and at that time there was the tail end of the migration after World War I. A great many people had come up from the South. Some were still coming, and we had a number of very primitive little churches in our neighborhood, where they shouted and sang spirituals as they sang them in the deep South. I at that time began to write some poems in the manner of spirituals, too, and gradually I went from a folk idiom to what I guess you might call a pure song idiom. … pure lyricism.

Kerr: Would you read one of those for us? Well, I was going to say, one of the first poems that was influenced by the strong folk melody.

Hughes: Suppose I read one of the love poems in the direct form of the blues?

Kerr: All right.

Hughes: Because the blues has a poetic pattern of sound, it is one long line repeated, and the third line rhymes with the first two. That is the strict folk blues pattern and this is a poem about a boy whose girl lived across the river and he didn’t have a boat. This is what he tells:



Ma baby lives across de river

An’ I ain’t got no boat.

She lives across de river.

I ain’t got no boat.

I ain’t a good swimmer

An’ I don’t know how to float.



Wide, wide river

’Twixt ma love an’ me.

Wide, wide river

’Twixt ma love and me.

I never knowed how

Wide a river can be.



Got to cross that river

An’ get to ma baby somehow.

Cross that river,

Git to ma baby somehow—

Cause if I don’t see ma baby

I’ll lay down an’ die right now.26



Kerr: Although you had begun so strongly in this folk music idiom, you didn’t confine yourself to it?

Hughes: Oh, no! No, I really didn’t, but I had been leaning toward sonnets. I didn’t really try to write sonnets, or any of the …

Kerr: Yet, you have done what might be called traditional lyrics and many of them.

Hughes: Well, I have done a lot of free lyrics. Lyrics—in a sense that the scan of one line counts differently from another one.

Kerr: In order to make a distinction and show the transition, I wonder if you would read one of those for us to see if we can hear the difference.

Hughes: Yes, of course, I would. This is a book entirely of lyrics from the book: “Fields of Wonder.” They are so very short, perhaps I might read maybe two or three.

Kerr: Please do.

Hughes: The first one in the book is called “Heaven.”




Heaven is

The place where

Happiness is

Everywhere.



Animals

And birds sing—

As does

Everything.



To each stone,

“How-do-you-do?”

Stone answers back,

“Well! And you?”27




Hughes: This one is about a snail:




Little snail,

Dreaming you go.

Weather and rose

Is all you know.



Weather and rose

Is all you see,

Drinking

The dewdrop’s

Mystery.28




Kerr: These are poems that might have come out of any background. Aren’t they?

Hughes: Yes.

Kerr: My impression is that in your career, though, you have gone afield and felt free to indulge in the straight lyric, if you can call it that. But you have always returned to the specifically Negro background … to the social folkways … and more than that, to the problems that are a specific problem to this background.

Hughes: That is right. Many of my poems are about problems of the Negro people in America.

Kerr: And are forthrightly stated, it seems to me.

Hughes: Some of them too forthrightly, I guess …

Kerr: Who said that?

Hughes: Well, some people say that …

Kerr: It seems to me, nevertheless, there is a candor and honesty … and there is a need for this kind of directness. Don’t you feel?

Hughes: I do feel I am, I guess, what you might call “a documentary poet.” I kinda document the happenings of our time in relation to myself and my own people … and, of course, our democracy.

Kerr: Yes, and the vast body of your work, whether in prose or in poetry, really makes use of this material and strikes attitudes within it … attitudes of the people.

Hughes: Yes, that is right.

Kerr: Would you read us one of the poems that does reflect this returned interest?

Hughes: I’ll read you one about a little colored girl who goes to a carnival. Because she lives in the South where there are restrictions in regard to race … when she goes to this carnival, she sees the merry-go-round going around and she doesn’t quite know whether—being colored—she can ride on the merry-go-round or not, and if she can ride she doesn’t know where. This is what she says:




Where is the Jim Crow section

On this merry-go-round,

Mister, cause I want to ride?

Down South where I come from,

White and colored

Can’t sit side by side.

Down South on the train

There’s a Jim Crow car.

On the bus we’re put in the back—

But there ain’t no back

To a merry-go-round!

Where’s the horse

For a kid that’s black?29




Kerr: And again, of course, in the prose work especially in the two “Simple” books—“Simple Speaks His Mind,” and “Simple Takes A Wife,” you have again used these materials in something of the same tone of voice.

Hughes: Yes, except in the “Simple” books humorously, because the Negro people don’t always take their problems deathly serious you know. They sometimes laugh about them. They sometimes make jokes about them. And so, in the “Simple” books, I tried to create a character who in a sense represented the people, but a certain happier side of the people than you find in a serious problem novel like “Native Son.”

Kerr: Yes, there are really two characters speaking in the “Simple” stories … one who tends to play things down and who says wait, wait, be polite, be good and so forth … and the other who gets somewhat more forthright into the somewhat “less-educated” point of view. Is that a correct statement?

Hughes: Well in a sense, that is right … except, I think the other character’s more intellectual. He is more the man who wants to think things through, not necessarily play them down. He wants to do the right thing from the educated viewpoint and “Simple,” himself, is purely emotional. I mean if he doesn’t like something, he says so. He acts from the feeling rather than the mind.

Kerr: Something that arouses my curiosity is this: I know that the “Simple” books have a tremendous following both in general and also specifically in the race. I am curious to know of your following within the race … among Negroes … which of the two points of view stirs up more response?

Hughes: Well, they follow the “Simple” character. They like him because, for example, in a race riot usually people don’t stop to think. They are angry. They act emotionally and it’s more human and normal, I suppose, to act emotionally than it is to act wisely. If we all acted wisely, the world would be so much better, you know.

Kerr: In any case, having these two figures working against one another does represent, fairly, I suppose, the complexity of the situation now in Harlem or anywhere else.

Hughes: Yes, I hope it does. That is one reason I have those two characters. I am trying to give them balance … balance in thought and balance in the way that people do things. There are many people, of course, who wouldn’t think of going into the street rioting or wouldn’t think of taking a gun and firing back at the Citizens’ Council as this minister did in the South.30 There are many who would join the NAACP and try to go to the polls to vote and try to become members of the Republican party or Democratic party. On the other hand, there are many people who believe in only direct action, and believe that we can only react to a situation by doing something about it then and there. Those are the two different kinds of characters that I have in the book.

Kerr: Yes and I also feel that in the prose work which has come much more recently we still get echoes of the earlier folk spirit … almost the folk music spirit … in the language of the people.

Hughes: Well, the language, of course, is the language of Harlem … which is a language of an urban folk … you might say.


I think there is an urban folklore, I mean, a lot of people seem to think of folklore only in connection with rural areas … in the deep South … or in the Tennessee mountains … or something … but to my mind, there is a great deal of material on the Southside of Chicago or Jefferson Street in St. Louis …


Kerr: How would you define folklore? What circumstances do you think produces the given folk atmosphere?

Hughes: Isolation, I guess. I mean the people who are apart from the main stream of life develop certain ways of talking, certain social characteristics of their own, and in the case of the Negro, of course, although we have been free almost 100 years, we are not entirely, by any means, integrated into American democracy, and our big cities have their great Negro ghettos and Harlem is one. There are many people in Harlem who maybe don’t come downtown for five years. They haven’t seen Broadway maybe since they have been in New York.

Kerr: Hence, they develop in this sector a language and almost a poetry of their own?

Hughes: Yes.

Kerr: Which then seeps out into the society as a whole?

Hughes: That is right, and you know much of the slang … the current slang … the bee bop slang … well, it was current in Harlem in the early days of the war. It has just now, in the last few years, gotten into the general stream of American talk.

Kerr: Isn’t it ironic that something we are not at all happy about should nevertheless give us something good that we can latch onto and make use of all over the world?

Hughes: Well, I think it is wonderful. I am glad about it … like jazz music.

Kerr: Do you think it would be bad if we finally did achieve a kind of universal level of society and lose all these pockets of isolation and hence the folk impulse that helps us?

Hughes: Well, it wouldn’t be bad, generally speaking. It would be bad for folk poetry, probably. It would be good for thousands and millions of kids who live in slum homes and get a bad education. I, of course, would like to see Negro people absorbed into American life and be a real part of all the advantages of our American Democracy. Even if it meant losing their folk “color.”

Kerr: I notice also that in your racial materials you don’t only campaign. You also simply take the materials and treat them in perhaps a poetic or philosophical mood in for instance “The Sweet Flypaper of Life.” I don’t know what to call it precisely … perhaps a kind of poetry of photography. You treat the materials without any trace of bitterness or anger.

Hughes: Well, it is a combination of words and pictures and there are no problems in this book on the racial side. There are only problems in the sense of the human heart … and family relationships.

Kerr: The record of a family in Harlem?

Hughes: Yes.

Kerr: A record that is made both in your words and in pictures?

Hughes: That is right. The book developed from a Guggenheim fellowship that the photographer received several years ago and he took several thousand pictures of the community where he lived—Harlem—and of those several thousand he made about 500 prints.31


One day he brought perhaps 2 dozen of them to me. I had never seen the pictures before and didn’t know him. I was so struck by these pictures. They were pictures of people that I knew. I didn’t know them personally but they were just like my next door neighbors and the kids that played in front of my house or the children who helped me make a garden every spring in our little plot of land, you know, on 127th Street. So when he came with these pictures, I was so struck with them that it seemed to be a wonderful idea to make a book from them … I wasn’t thinking of a book with a story. I was thinking of a book purely of photographs … just pictures. But then the publishers and that wonderful editor that I have at Simon and Schuster said, “put a story to them.” So I tried and the story was “The Sweet Flypaper of Life.”


Kerr: We have some of those photographs here I think.

Hughes: Yes, I have a few that I would like to show you, if I may.

Kerr: I would like very much to see them.

Hughes: This is the little girl whose picture is on the cover, and she is a very beautiful little girl, I think.

Kerr: It is not quite fair to say her picture is on the cover … her eyes are on the cover.

Hughes: Well, her eyes are on the cover, and when you open the book immediately you see her picture.

Kerr: Now is this a sequence from the book … a sequence of pictures? Does it make sense together?

Hughes: Yes.

Kerr: Would you do me the favor of reading the section that has to do with these pictures?

Hughes: Well, here it is right on the cover. When the bicycle of the Lord, bearing his messenger with a telegram for sister Mary Bradley said, “Come home,” arrived at 113 W. 134th St., N.Y. City, Sister Bradley said, “Boy, take that wire right on back to Saint Peter because I am not prepared to go. I might be a little sick, but as yet I ain’t no ways tired,” and she would not even sign for the message since she had read it first while claiming she could not find her glasses to read the script.


“For one thing,” said sister Mary, “I want to stay here to see what this integration the Supreme Court has done decreed is going to be like. Come home? Huh, I got plenty time to come home when I get to be 80, 90, or 101. Of course, if I wake up some morning and find my own self dead then I will come home, but right now you understand me, Lord? I’m so tangled up in living I ain’t got time to die.

“I got to look after Ronnie Bell, and that baby that’s sleeping in yonder, which is my 10th grandchild and I sure got to look after Luella who is just starting to school and then there is Rodney, my favorite grandson Rodney. Me? You know I always been all tangled up in life which ain’t always so sanitary as we might like it to be, and right now since I’m kinda ailing and not working … I’m living with my youngest daughter, Melinda and her husband Jerry. You know Jerry … this world is like a crossword puzzle in the Daily News. Some folks makes the puzzles … others try to solve them … but Jerry don’t worry about no puzzle a’tall. Worryation ain’t no part of his nature. They’ve been married four years and got 5 children. Two of them is twins.”


Kerr: Well, now you have spent most of your career developing materials out of a specifically Negro background?

Hughes: Yes sir, I have.

Kerr: Is it your conviction that the Negro should stay with this folk and racial material?

Hughes: Oh not at all. I think a writer has to write what he wants to write and any writer should write what he desires. I am very happy, for example, to see writers like Ann Petry, who did a novel called “The Narrows,” which is not about Negroes at all or in the popular field like Frank [Yerby] who writes romances about California and pirates and anything he wants to.

Kerr: In short, in works of this kind it isn’t really clear whether this was written by a Negro or by anyone else?

Hughes: No it is not.

Kerr: There is nothing to distinguish the work in that sense?

Hughes: No. In my own case, I feel that there is so much in Negro life that hasn’t been said yet. There is so much rich material that hasn’t been used at all. The problems of our democracy in relation to the Negro people are still—many of them—unsolved, and so I think there is an awful lot of dramatic material for writing in our Negro life and our race relations, and I myself like to use it.

Kerr: But you do think that the other tendency, when it is a tendency, is perfectly valid?

Hughes: I sure do.

Kerr: Well, how would … you probably can’t say, but … how does the race as a whole feel about it? Are you under any pressure to do anything other than what you do?

Hughes: Well, at this moment, at this time of integration and with so much talk about the problem being solved so rapidly (which I think is a mistake), there is pressure on the Negro writers to not write as Negroes but to write as Americans, and people will say to you, “Why do you write about Harlem? Why don’t you just write a story?” Well, of course, I live in Harlem and I write about Harlem because I live there, because I like it, but I can see where if one doesn’t want to write about Harlem, if one is a Negro and one wants to move down to 42nd and Broadway and write about Times Square, I don’t see why one shouldn’t.

Kerr: I suppose there is some fear that by writing too much about the latest materials that you can perhaps develop a Ghetto mentality and that sort of thing?

Hughes: That is right, and of course that can happen and I am very glad to see a sort of balance in our literature. I am glad to see our younger writers writing a variety of kinds of things.

Kerr: Do you feel the Negroes are working both ways in this?

Hughes: Yes I do.

Kerr: And that your way is really a matter of choice?

Hughes: Mine is completely a matter of choice.

Kerr: Is it a matter of temperament?

Hughes: And of temperament. And a liking for the rhythms of speech of the folk people and liking for the music of the folk, so those are the things that I try to put both into my poetry and my prose.

Kerr: Do you think there is any danger as you work, in perhaps a narrower compass than perhaps someone else might, that you are going to lose universality all the way?

Hughes: Well, my feeling is that if you write about even the most isolated community or the strangest person [and] you write about the community or the person beautifully enough and seriously enough and penetrate enough into the personality of the people you are writing about, those people will become universal. In other words, Pearl Buck writes about China in “The Good Earth” but she makes a novel that’s read around the world. Cervantes wrote about Spain … provincial Spain … in Don Quixote but it is a universal book isn’t it?

Kerr: Yes, If you work with very concrete local material you do have a chance by digging deep enough to strike something that is basic …

Hughes: Oh I think so. Not to say that I have succeeded myself all the time. For example, my folk character “Simple” in the books we were speaking of, well he’s running serially in South Africa now. The book has been translated into Finnish [and] into Danish in Copenhagen, and is about to come out in Germany. So there you have a character right from 125th and Lennox which seem to be going all over the world.

Kerr: Yes, and you would think these would be particularly circumscribed material because they are so definitely about a certain area and a certain people.

Hughes: But on the other hand—about a human being who is like other human beings anywhere.

Kerr: I see, well, Mr. Langston Hughes feels that there is no one necessary course for the American Negro writer to take. Several courses are open. One to deal with his own background as much as he likes, another to move away from it and to write of the life around him simply as a part of it. Although Mr. Hughes has spent most of his own career from his beginnings in the blues to his present widespread activity dealing with the specifically local, folk and racial material, he feels that this is a matter of personal temperament and choice and his hope and his experience, too, really, is that in working with the concrete and the local he will eventually stumble on a universal human nerve.







Langston Hughes, “Hold Fast to Dreams”



Address at Lincoln University, Pennsylvania, April 5, 1964, Lincoln University Bulletin, vol. 67, no. 2, 1964, pp. 1–8. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: Hughes moved to New York City in September 1921 to enroll in classes at Columbia University, but he withdrew after his first year, exclaiming in his autobiography, “I didn’t like Columbia, nor the students, nor anything I was studying!”32 Lincoln University, from which he graduated in June 1929, proved more to his liking; he expressed in a letter to his friend, Countee Cullen, that Lincoln was one of the first places he felt he truly “belonged.”33 Lincoln University clearly thought highly of Hughes and his literary legacy, titling the issue of its Bulletin in which this piece appeared the “Langston Hughes Issue.”

Langston Hughes was introduced as the feature of the Golden Anniversary Celebration of the Beta Chapter of Omega Psi Phi Fraternity Inc. by Vice-Basileus H. Delaney Young, Jr., ’64, who said in part:

I explained to Brother Hughes the nature of my petition and, surprisingly, Langston Hughes, author, poet, playwright and humanitarian—this most busy man—graciously accepted Beta’s invitation to be here today. This was for me to be the beginning of a rare experience, a meeting of poet and layman, a meeting that I shall never forget. For it was then and from subsequent meetings with Brother Hughes that I came to learn of his intellect, his irresistible warmth, his humor and charm … . I think one of Brother Hughes’s poems best describes him: “Life is a big sea, full of many fish. I let down my nets and pull.”34 Brother Hughes is truly a remarkable man, or perhaps just a good fisherman, for in his nets he has been able to catch many wholesome fish. Ladies and gentlemen, brothers and friends of Omega, I now take extreme pleasure in presenting to you, Brother Langston Hughes.

Thank you very much indeed for your most warm and friendly welcome back to this campus where I got my education. I am very proud and happy to be invited to be the speaker for the 50th anniversary of Beta Chapter, my Chapter, of Omega.35 It is always a pleasure to come back to the campus and to see some of the old friends and teachers whom I knew here … .

I’d say that college days are days not only for learning but for dreaming; for dreaming about what you would like to do with your lives, what you would like to make of yourself; for dreaming about the girl you would love to make your wife and about the home you would like to create; for dreaming about the career you would like to have and the good things you would like to do in the world, because I don’t think anybody ever really dreams about doing bad things or ugly or uncreative things. And so I say:



DREAMS


Hold fast to dreams

For if dreams die

Life is a broken-winged bird

That cannot fly.

Hold fast to dreams

For when dreams go

Life is a barren field

Frozen with snow.36


Those of us who are colored have, of course, difficulties to overcome, obstacles in the way of our dreams, that most other Americans do not have. Much of my poetry has dealt with these difficulties, these problems, of the Negro people in America. I think it is interesting to contemplate the fact that we did not come here of our own free will; we were brought here, you know.



AMERICAN HEARTBREAK


I am the American Heartbreak—

Rock on which Freedom

Stumps its toe—

The great mistake

That Jamestown

Made long ago.37


Many Americans living in our contemporary society, if they were to think about it, would think it was a big mistake to have brought us here. But they are stuck with us and it is our determination certainly to stay here. Despite all the difficulties and hardships including 250 years or so of slavery, the Ku Klux Klan, the Reconstruction Period, and the Depression and all that, we are still here.



STILL HERE


I’ve been scarred and battered.

My hopes the wind done scattered.

Snow has friz me, sun has baked me.

   Looks like between ’em

   They done tried to make me

Stop laughin’, stop lovin’, stop livin’—

   But I don’t care!

   I’m still here!38


Well, we have carved out of all of our difficulties, a place for ourselves in America and we’ve stuck to our dreams and we continue to dream bigger and bigger dreams … .

If you’re familiar with my character, Simple, you might recognize some of his qualities in these poems:



BAD LUCK CARD


Cause you don’t love me

Is awful, awful hard.

Gypsy done showed me

My bad luck card.

There ain’t no good left

In this world for me.

Gypsy done tole me—

Unlucky as can be.

I don’t know what

Po’ weary me can do.

Gypsy says I’d kill myself

If I was you.39


But you know, Negroes are not noted for committing suicide. This next poem is about the kind of resiliency and the determination to live that apply not only to love but to economics and racial hardships too:



LIFE IS FINE


I went down to the river,

I set down on the bank.

I tried to think but couldn’t,

So I jumped in and sank.

I came up once and hollered!

I came up twice and cried!

If that water hadn’t a-been so cold

I might’ve sunk and died.

   But it was

   Cold in that water!

   It was cold!

I took the elevator

Sixteen floors above the ground.

I thought about my baby

And thought I would jump down.

I stood there and I hollered!

I stood there and I cried!

If it hadn’t a-been so high

I might’ve jumped and died.

   But it was

   High up there!

   It was high!

So since I’m still here livin’,

I guess I will live on.

I could’ve died for love—

But for livin’ I was born.

Though you may hear me holler,

And you may see me cry—

I’ll be dogged, sweet baby,

If you gonna see me die.40


Many of my poems, as most of you probably know, are semi-humorous poems. I try sometimes to treat real social problems in humorous terms. I would like next to read to you two poems, twin poems I guess you might call them.

Many of our fellow white Americans do not realize that there are social and cultural divisions among the Negro people. They sometimes think that all of us are just alike, you know. They used to think that all of us could sing and dance and had a sense of rhythm. I think that was why the 8th grade class I entered late in Lincoln, Illinois, elected me class poet. The teacher used the word “rhythm,” you know, in relation to poetry. Having no other nominations and seeing a little colored boy there, they must have thought I had rhythm to give a poem and to be class poet.

Well, of course, these general, across-the-board beliefs are not true. They’re like most other generalizations.

We do, however, have economic and social division, but they don’t very much affect our fight for Civil Rights. I think the American Negroes are about 90% united among themselves in the demand for complete equality and certainly everybody, almost everybody, who can afford to at all, poor or not poor, gives money to the Urban League or the NAACP, to CORE, or SCLC or the other organizations fighting for equality. We not only give money; most of us try to help in other ways as well. There is, however, a certain kind of snobbishness that sometimes exists between those who own the big white Continental car and those who don’t. And that is what these poems are about. The first is called Low to High.


How can you forget me?

But you do!

You said you was gonna take me

Up with you—

Now you’ve got your Cadillac,

you done forgot that you are black.

How can you forget me

When I’m you?

But you do.

How can you forget me,

fellow, say?

How can you low-rate me

this way?

You treat me like you damn well please,

Ignore me—though I pay your fees.

How can you forget me?

But you do.41


Well, the answer is called High to Low.


God knows

We have our troubles, too—

One trouble is you:

You talk too loud,

look too black;

don’t get anywhere,

and sometimes it seems

you don’t even care.

The way you send your kids to school

stockings down,

(not Ethical Culture)

the way you shout out loud in church,

(not St. Phillips)

and the way you lounge on doorsteps

just as if you were down South,

(not at 409)

the way you clown—

the way, in other words,

you let me down—

me, trying to uphold the race

and you—well, you can see,

we have our problems,

too, with you.42


Another example of the attempt to use humor in relation to social problems is a poem about the right to vote, the very problem that is so acute now and so often in the newspapers in Mississippi and Alabama and parts of Georgia. It’s amazing, I think, that in the greatest so-called democracy in the world, there should be large sections of our country where Americans who happen not to be white cannot vote, and where it is worth your life to try to vote. Well this young man wants to vote and he tells in his own words what happens to him. The poem is called Ku-Klux:


They took me out

To some lonesome place.

They said, “Do you believe

In the great white race?”

I said, “Mister,

To tell you the truth,

I’d believe in anything

If you’d just turn me loose.”

The white man said, “Boy,

Can it be

You’re a-standin’ there

A-sassin’ me?”

They hit me in the head

And knocked me down.

And then they kicked me

On the ground.

A klansman said, “Nigger,

Look me in the face—

And tell me you believe in

The great white race.”43


The poem of mine that is most often quoted, most widely translated, and most often anthologized by interracial groups working for a better democracy, is the poem called Merry-go-round. And I think maybe it is because this poem presents the race problem through the eyes of a child very simply that it has been so often quoted and used in a social way. When I wrote it I imagined a little girl, maybe six or seven years old, who had come up from the South with her family to live in an industrial town like Detroit; or Oakland, California; or Newark. In this northern town or western town one day this little girl goes to a carnival and she wants to ride, but, remembering the segregations of the South, she doesn’t know if a colored child can ride a merry-go-round in the North or, if she can ride, she doesn’t know where. So this is what she says:



MERRY-GO-ROUND


Where is the Jim Crow section

On this merry-go-round,

Mister, ’cause I want to ride?

Down South where I come from

White and colored

Can’t sit side by side.

Down South on the train

There’s a Jim Crow car.

On the bus we’re put in the back—

But there ain’t no back

To a merry-go-round.

Where’s the horse

For a kid that’s black?


Well, all of us here today feel that our country is big enough and rich enough to have a horse for every kid, black or white, Jewish or Gentile, Catholic or Protestant, and, of course, it’s up to us, and particularly to the young people, to find a horse for every kid.

I think the students today, on the whole, can be very proud of themselves, and the Negro students in particular can be proud because, out of the Negro student body in the last five or six years, have come some of the greatest, most effective leaders in our country.

That may sound strange, when you consider that some of these leaders are only 18 and 20 years old. But they have done things that some of the leaders who lived to be 80 years old have not done. One thing that the student freedom movement, initiated by the Negro students, has done is to begin to activate students all over America and to create a new social consciousness among them.

Ten or fifteen years ago the American students, most of them, had very little social consciousness, and registered very little effective social action. At Yale they were eating goldfish, you know; they were dancing the Lindy Hop all over the country. That was all right, anybody ought to have fun, but, unlike Latin-American students and unlike European students who overturn governments when they get angry, American students weren’t overturning anything and certainly they weren’t trying to overturn prejudice and bigotry. But now they are.

I have read my poems on many college campuses in recent years, at colleges like Antioch, where I found an increasing number of white students joining the Negro students, for example, and the University of California, where I found an increasing number of white students joining with Oriental students and Mexican students to create equal rights—not only for our young people but for all minorities in America. I think we can give ourselves credit for creating a new, social consciousness among the young people of our country.

I think I’d like to read you one or two of my more serious poems:



DEMOCRACY


Democracy will not come

Today, this year

  Nor ever

Through compromise and fear.

I have as much right

As the other fellow has

  To stand

On my two feet

And own the land.

I tire so of hearing people say,

Let things take their course.

Tomorrow is another day.

I do not need my freedom when I’m dead.

I cannot live on tomorrow’s bread.

  Freedom

  Is a strong seed

  Planted

  In a great need.

  I live here, too.

  I want freedom

  Just as you.44


Well, by and large, our demands for freedom were, until about 50 years ago, confined mostly to speech-making, writing poems like I write, and petitioning and hoping that white America would do more than they had been doing about our common problems. But it didn’t happen.

Only when we became active, when we entered suits in the Supreme Court, when we became more and more militant and students began to sit-in at lunch counters and to conduct freedom rides did real changes begin to come about. But real changes have come and are coming about. The situation is by no means hopeless; we have nothing to be pessimistic about. This is really an exciting period in which to live, a period in which, with great pushing, sometimes we move forward.

When I first began to read my poems at Fisk, Hampton, Dillard, and other college campuses in the South I couldn’t get anything to eat in the dining cars. I would have to wait, if I got into the diner at all, until all the white people had finished. And then along came the War … and the diners in the South instituted a system, I am sure many of you remember this, of having two tables at one end of the dining car reserved for colored passengers. But they had curtains and when you sat down they would pull this curtain so the rest of the people didn’t have to look at Negroes eating.

An amazing country we live in. Imagine people doing that kind of thing. Well, today the curtains have gone, entirely gone, because of the NAACP, the student demonstrations, and because of the increasing refusal of Negroes to sit at tables where they pull curtains.

Today when I go into the South to read my poems somewhere, I go into the dining room like anyone else and I must say that, in the last five or six years, I found no discrimination of any kind … . So you see there have been changes made, but what little changes are these that you have to fight and die and sue and spend a half-million dollars to get a simple meal like anybody else who isn’t colored can get.

I have the feeling that it is all quite wonderful to picket and freedom-ride, and to sit-in for hamburgers, for coffee and for the right to swim in a pool, but those things are not enough. And I think most of you will agree with me that there will have to be a big, basic, social change in our country before equality will really come to the minority groups, and the poor people of America.

Our problem is not simply one of color. Perhaps color is a minor problem. The major problem for us is the problem of poverty, of not having enough money to live decently, of not having a job that will give a family at least a minimum decent living. And those problems go far beyond color. We know that there are many, many white people in our country who don’t have enough to eat, whose children go to school in tennis shoes, too, and who live in tenements. So the big social change must go far beyond the things that most of our Negro organizations seem to consider the major problem.

When the big problems are solved, we won’t have to sit-in anywhere for hamburgers; we won’t have to risk being killed to go to register or to drop a ballot in the box in the South. And I think the day is coming when those major problems too will be solved. I can’t say when because sometimes it seems a long ways off and yet, step by step and little by little the color problem is reaching a partial solution. And the struggle for democratic equality is moving much more rapidly now than ever before. And of course we haven’t fought alone—ever. That’s another nice thing about this America of ours.

In concluding, I would like to read a very old poem of mine from among those written while I was a student at Lincoln, and I graduated, as you heard, in 1929—quite a long time ago. But they are still valid poems because this problem that I have been telling you about is not solved. Poems that are thirty years old, poems that I had felt would be obsolete and outdated by now, are still in my book and are still, I think, applicable.



I, TOO, SING AMERICA;


I’m the darker brother.

They send me

To eat in the kitchen

When company comes,

But I laugh,

And eat well

And grow strong.

Tomorrow

I’ll sit at the table

When company comes.

Nobody’ll dare

Say to me,

“Eat in the kitchen,”

Then.

Besides,

They’ll see

How beautiful I am

And be ashamed.

I, too, am America.45


In my opinion what America is and what it really can become is what our Lincoln University has been and is becoming to an increasing extent, as anyone can see by looking at this audience of people, not just brown people or white people, but people of all colors.






Langston Hughes and Geoffrey Bridson, “Langston Hughes Discusses the Position of the Negro in America Today”



The Negro in America, Produced by D. G. Bridson, Third Programme, British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), first broadcast December 2, 1964, recorded in New York, transcribed by Christopher C. De Santis. Used by permission of the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC).


Editor’s Note: Hughes’s relationship with the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) dates back at least to 1944, when he collaborated with the BBC’s D. Geoffrey Bridson on “The Man Who Went to War,” a ballad opera first broadcast on the BBC Home Service on March 6, 1944. Hughes and Bridson again collaborated in the early-1960s on a nineteen-part series for the BBC’s Third Programme, The Negro in America, of which this interview is a part.46

BBC Editor’s Note: Langston Hughes in this conversation with D. G. Bridson discusses the position of the Negro in America today. He assesses what has been achieved so far in the fight for Civil Rights, and gives his opinion as to how President Johnson’s re-election will be likely to affect the Negro’s future.


D. G. Bridson: This conversation is really in two parts. It began back in the early summer, when Langston Hughes and I were planning our current series, The Negro in America. I’d been asking him when the present phase of the integration struggle in the United States had really began to gather momentum. Had it been sparked off by the experience of Negro troops in Korea? Was it in any way a reaction to McCarthyism? Or would it be correct to say that it dated literally from the Supreme Court decision on school integration Back in 1954?

Langston Hughes: Yes, I think it would. Its intensified forms, such as the Sit-Ins, the Freedom Rides, the selective buying and picketing of shops, began a few years after that decision was handed down. And I think those intensified forms came into being because the decision was not implemented with any great rapidity. Too many people took the Supreme Court at its word when it said, “with all deliberate speed.”47

D. G. Bridson: Well now, what was the reaction, for instance, from the White people in the South? Do they regard this as just a stalling maneuver?

Langston Hughes: I think they did. I think by and large, the White South has paid very little attention to laws regarding racial equality. And the Supreme Court decision angered them, but I think they felt that it was something they could afford to ignore. And by and large, they have.

D. G. Bridson: What about the Negroes? Did they take it rather more seriously?

Langston Hughes: Yes, they did. There was great jubilation when that decision was announced in 1954, and you would have thought the Millennium had come. (Laughter.) The Negro press hailed it as the greatest step forward in race relations since the Emancipation Proclamation, which on paper, it certainly is. But I think there was over expectation of the practical results that it might bring forth. And, by and large, those results have not been achieved. A very small percentage of Negro children in the South have been integrated in the last 10 years.

D. G. Bridson: Well, now, the next thing that we noticed in the press in England, following that decision of the Supreme Court, of course, was the Montgomery Bus Boycott, when Mrs. Parks refused to give up her seat on the bus in Montgomery in December 1955.48 And that was really the start of the first protest movement, I think.

Langston Hughes: Yes, that’s very true. In Montgomery, there happens to be a large Negro College, the Alabama State College for Negroes, and the students there immediately began to boycott the buses and began to sit anywhere they wanted to, and the church people supported it. And out of the Negro church in Montgomery, the largest Negro church there, came the national leader, Reverend Martin Luther King, who, up to that time had just been simply a young minister. But somebody had to head up the Montgomery movement, and the church people sort of put it on his shoulders. And, a rather amusing tale is, that many of the older ministers did not really want to be bothered with picketing and protest, and so they were delighted to honor this young minister with the leadership of the movement. (Laughter.) Well, since then, of course, he’s become world famous.

D. G. Bridson: Yes, well, he then set up more or less his own organization, I think, didn’t he in the South, for handling this sort of demonstration?

Langston Hughes: Yes, he did, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. And also out of that nonviolent movement, headed by Dr. King, came what is popularly known as SNCC, the Negro student group, you know?49

D. G. Bridson: Well now, before either Martin Luther King or SNCC was in the field, of course, the NAACP had been working for a long, long time.

Langston Hughes: For over half a century. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People began in 1910. It really began a year or two earlier, and grew out of the Niagara conference, which Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois, who just died last year at the age of 96, in Ghana, headed and originated. And out of that conference came an interracial group which became known in 1910 as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

D. G. Bridson: And what about CORE, James Farmer’s Congress for Racial Equality?50

Langston Hughes: CORE came to the front pages of the papers some 10 or 12 years ago, I think, a few years before the Supreme Court decision, certainly, in that they adopted that direct protest means which dramatized each individual situation. For example, just across the river from New York City is Palisades Park, a popular amusement park something like Coney Island, and most of the attractions in that park were open to Negroes—the merry-go-round, children could ride on it, the shoot-the-chutes, and you could go in the sideshows and so on. But they would not permit Negroes to swim in the swimming pool. CORE dramatized that by taking groups of Negroes and Whites—CORE is an interracial organization too, you know?—taking groups, Negros and Whites, over to Palisades Park and diving in the pool. (Laughter.) And of course, they were probably pulled out, because the Negroes were always pulled out, and arrested. CORE, in a way, was the forerunner of the sit-in techniques, you know, of going into a place where you could not be served and sitting down and asking for a hotdog. So that was the technique which later spread all over the country among student groups. And, I would say that, perhaps second to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, CORE is now the leading integrationist group in America.

D. G. Bridson: The last group and the fear that we heard about in the press in England articles—the Black Muslims—can you say something about that?

Langston Hughes: Well, in my opinion, the Black Muslims have been a rather useful gadfly in the flesh of American bigotry. But I feel that they have been very much over publicized, because they’re a very colorful group, shall we say? In the first place, they’re colorful because the United States, being a Christian country, was shocked to see any sizable numbers of people deserting Christianity and taking up an Oriental religion. And then they were shocked because the Black movements also said they did not want integration. You see, they’re just the opposite of these other groups that we’re talking about. They do not want anything that the White man has, so they say, but of course, caught in a White world, they have to work for Whites, by and large, they have to live with Whites, but they want their own separate state, sort of like the Communist—you remember back in the ’20s and ’30s, when the Communist Party program was for a separate Negro state in the United States? The Black Muslims wish to have that. They seem to have no knowledge of how they’re going to get it, but they are asking for it anyway. And they want complete separatism from Whites. Until very recently, they did not admit Whites to their meetings. I think they have been maligned in some ways, because, as far as I know, they certainly do not stand for violence. I have attended some of their meetings, and they search everyone who comes into the halls. No weapons are allowed in. They themselves are not armed. They say that they stand for the tenets of the Mohammedan faith, which means love and kindness for everybody. They also separate their women from the men in meetings. They don’t believe in intermarriage or race mixing—they stand about like [James] Eastland does on that question.51 (Laughter.) And you probably have read where Cassius Clay, the world champion in heavyweight boxing, has become a Muslim. And Cassius said that no White woman will ever get me. (Laughter.)

D. G. Bridson: Incidentally, this idea of a separate state, they’ve never suggested where this state should be, had they? Had they got their eyes on Texas? (Laughter.)

Langston Hughes: No they haven’t! However, I would like to see them get Mississippi and see what they can do with it. (Laughter.)

D. G. Bridson: Well, all I can say is if all the Negroes in America have to crowd into Mississippi, they have my extreme sympathy. (Laughter.) You know, they got the whole place to themselves. Now going on from there. What about the political field? They’re talking about the registration of voters in the South. I gather that that campaign is being stepped up by SNCC, for instance, this summer in Mississippi.

Langston Hughes: Oh, yes indeed. I was at one of the Negro campuses a few months ago. Every student on the campus was engaged in a voter registration campaign after class hours. They were going out in the Negro communities of the city and urging people to register and vote, and giving them voter education, and telling them about what citizenship really means. And this happened to be a city where there was very little resistance to Negro registration. And the result was, I have recently learned, something like a 40% increase in the registration of Negro voters. Well, now, of course, what the Southerners are afraid of and—I suppose if I were White, I might have the same fear—in a state like Mississippi, where the Negro population is statistically 52%, the Whites only 48%. And this is what they put down on paper. I have the feeling that in Mississippi they don’t, by any means, count all the Negroes or put them on the census. Because I’ve been in that state any number of times and in driving through the state, sometimes you drive for 15 or 20 miles and see only colored people and colored homes along the road. So, a state like Mississippi would naturally be very frightened [of] heavy Negro registration and a heavy Negro vote, because it would mean, as it did in the days of Reconstruction, many Negroes in executive positions, many Negroes in city and county and state governments, you see? And so they are going to resist it to the very end, I think. And I think, in my opinion, it will take much more than a law on paper to achieve the vote for Negroes in regions like some parts of Mississippi and Georgia and Alabama.

D. G. Bridson: Well, now, the next thing that I should like to know, if you, in fact, register all the voters and they have the vote, are you in fact still committed to voting for a candidate which is put out by the party machine and over the choice of whom you have no control?

Langston Hughes: Yes, I suppose you would be. And here in our United States, there is really very little choice. It’s either the Democrats or the Republicans. And in the deep South, it’s only the Democrats, really. The Negro vote, however, and the Negro consciousness of the power of the ballot might change those things. It very well might happen that there might be, and I myself would hate to see this, but there might very well be a Negro nationalist party put forward. In fact, there is such a party already in formation in the North, you know, certainly a very small group, up to now. But, what would probably happen if the Negro were to vote in large numbers in Mississippi would be that he would certainly control politics down there.

D. G. Bridson: Well now, let’s move on from politics. What about the housing problem over the country? It varies, I know, from place to place, from state to state. But the tendency, I think, is more or less to confine the Negro into this sort of ghetto, which becomes vastly overcrowded. He is not allowed proper chance to expand, which he needs for cultural reasons, apart from anything else. Do you think that in actual fact, it will be possible to break down this segregation, this sort of ghetto system, by demonstrations?

Langston Hughes: I think one of the most important legal victories, probably the most important next to the school desegregation edicts of the Supreme Court, that have been won by the NAACP has been in the field of housing. When the restrictive covenants were broken down by the Supreme Court, practical results seemed to come forth much quicker than they have in the case of education.52 Also, it’s interesting, I think, to note that these restrictive covenants, which were in effect so widely across our country, and which legally now no longer exist—of course, they in some cases exist in fact, but not with the sanction of the law—applied not just to Negroes, you know? In California, for example, the Oriental Americans, of whom there are many on the West Coast, could not buy homes freely wherever they wished, or live in neighborhoods where they might wish—Japanese Americans, Chinese Americans, Filipino Americans. And I was rather interested and amused to learn—maybe amused is the wrong word—that in New York City, particularly in Brooklyn, there seem to exist quite a deal of prejudice against Italian Americans, and against Armenians, you know, and there were some places where, right in the Greater New York area, if you were an Italian American or an Armenian American or a Mideasterner, although American, you had very little free choice of housing, you know? And then, of course, the Jewish people have long had that problem in some parts of the South. Particularly in Florida, it was quite common a few years ago to see signs up outside of hotels and motels and so on, restricted, which of course meant, Jews not accommodated. And Jewish people have had the problem right in New York City, and still have today, of renting apartments. There are apartment houses right now on Park Avenue, and Fifth Avenue, where if they know that the applicant is of the Jewish faith, he’s just not given an apartment.

D. G. Bridson: Well now, of course the housing problem brings the school problem in its wake. In other words, if you have a predominantly Negro area, then your schools are predominantly Negro; predominantly White area, obviously, predominantly White schools. Do you think that the educational opportunities are equal in the schooling system for Negroes and Whites?

Langston Hughes: No, I do not think they are equal, because the tendency naturally is to favor the, shall we say, upper class areas, just as garbage collection in Harlem is not equal to garbage collection on Park Avenue where the rich live. And the politicians, and the powers that be, favor the areas that can pay off in some way, shall we say? (Laughter.) So, although there are many fine teachers in Harlem, both Negro and White, the schools are not kept up as well, the best teachers, usually, I understand, are assigned to other areas. If a teacher gets to be known as a very good teacher in Harlem, in a few years she may be teaching in Woodmere, shall we say, rather than Harlem. I don’t think it’s entirely based on conscious race prejudice; it’s based on economics as much as anything else. And of course, the whole Negro problem is bogged down in economics. Why is there a Harlem? Why are there slums for Negroes or Whites or for anyone else? Because there are great numbers of people in our America who are underpaid, who are underprivileged, who cannot find good jobs because they don’t have the education, perhaps. And so, the Negro happens to be caught up in this economic squeeze play, you see? And it’s not always entirely race that causes the discrepancies in their advantages.

D. G. Bridson: Well now, let’s get on to the cultural scene, Langston. Would you say that in the cultural field, the Negro is fairly represented, for instance, on the newspapers? Would you say that he gets his fair cut of reporting jobs and good jobs on press?

Langston Hughes: Well, I think you’re talking about what one might consider the commercial field as far as writing goes. I think in the arts, the American Negro has had a pretty fair break, particularly in publishing of creative writing of novels and poetry. But when you come to the commercial fields, such as journalism, such as radio and television, no, the Negro has not had a fair break. Only in recent years have our major American papers employed even one Negro reporter. Now that the race news is so big, you see, almost every big city paper now has one or two Negro reporters on it, or a Negro editorial advisor, some of them have, you see? Otherwise, they might not even know what to do with the race news, they might not know SNCC from CORE, you know? (Laughter.) So I think in a way, the field is opening up for Negroes. In Hollywood, we have been almost 100% barred as writers or technicians until recent years. And now there are a few Negroes employed out there as writers, but not very many. However, I must say that in the field of the arts, the prejudice has not been anywhere near so great as in other fields, industrial fields, and so on. And in the theater, as you know, the theater people have been simply marvelous about integration—the Equity does not permit its members now to play in theaters where Negroes are not admitted.53 Almost every Broadway show today has one or two Negroes in the cast. Sometimes where there’s no Negro part, they even write a little one in, you see, to give Negroes active work. (Laughter.) Some of the radio programs have now Negro technicians employed. One or two of the television studios have Negro cameramen. I’ve been interviewed on the air and on television for many years now, and I used to not see a single colored face in the studio when I went in for an interview. Today, to my great delight, I may go on a television show and the camera that’s facing me is manned by a Negro.

D. G. Bridson: Well, of course, the entertainment industry is so beholden to Negro acting talent for one thing, that it’s not surprising that they feel some sense of responsibility.

Langston Hughes: Yeah, and the entertainers themselves do. The big difficulty, of course, with the mass media, television particularly, is that it seems to be more or less controlled by the Madison Avenue advertising agencies. And those advertising agencies naturally wish to sell their products in the South. And for that reason, there are no major Negro shows sponsored on the air. There’s no Negro cereal, for example, on television or radio. But on a program like The Nurses, a very popular television program, you know, Negro actresses and actors are employed and given prominent roles. But, very often in the South, television studios down there will simply not show television films in which Negroes are given any decent parts. And therefore, if they don’t show the film, the product the film advertises doesn’t get before the public. And the advertiser says, you’re not selling my product, and the agency says therefore, well, we just can’t have Negroes, and we won’t. And so that’s the kind of vicious circle, you see? And it’s all tied up with big economics, you know?

D. G. Bridson: Well, of course, the boycott has been in the past an answer to some of the economic points.

Langston Hughes: Yes, and curiously enough, you know, in the South, particularly, most housekeepers and cooks and maids are Negro, and they are becoming quite conscious of some of the products which do not employ Negroes, or which sponsor shows on which you never see a Negro performer, and so when the colored cook or housekeeper for the rich White family goes down to the supermarket to buy food, she will buy food that as far as she can, comes from manufacturers who are sympathetic to colored people.

D. G. Bridson: Well, perhaps the economic thing will be solved, as we say, by pressure from the consumer, which has answered many problems in the past. Let’s go on to another subject. In many of these demonstrations, and the integration struggle in the last few years, there’s been quite a lot of help given, I think, by White liberals. I’m thinking particularly of the Freedom Riders, many of whom were White and got knocked about just as much as anybody else.

Langston Hughes: Oh, more so, because the southern bigots are more angered by seeing a White associating with Negroes in any way than they are by seeing Negroes making protests themselves. And some of the White Freedom Riders have been severely beaten and permanently injured. As you know, one of the first deaths in the Freedom Movement was that of the postman who was on the Peace March, you know, and incidentally, an integration protest march as well, carrying banners, proclaiming peace to the world and freedom for everyone, and so on, and ambushed and killed in a southern state a year or two ago.54 The White liberals who take an active part in this movement, I think, are greatly to be respected and are very brave indeed. Now, of course, there has been on the part of, shall we say, the far-out Negro integrationists, a feeling that the liberals don’t go far enough. Well, a few weeks ago, in Cleveland, a White minister lay down in front of a bulldozer and was crushed to death as his form of protest, like the Buddhist monks, you know, who burn themselves up in Vietnam?55 It seemed rather curious to me that he should lie down behind the bulldozer, and the driver could not even see that he was there. But nevertheless, he was killed for what he believed was right, a White liberal. And you can’t go much farther than that. On the other hand, of course, there are many Whites who do not wish to be involved directly in the struggle, but who are sympathetic and who will give money and send checks and help support organizations like CORE and the NAACP. And, my feeling about the whole thing is that you can only demand from people what you can get, I mean, you can’t get everybody to lay down in front of a bulldozer, or you can’t get everybody to try to climb on top of the Florida Pavilion at the World’s Fair as a form of protest, you know?56

D. G. Bridson: But, do you think that the efforts of these White liberals are, by and large, appreciated by the Negro? I mean, does he feel that this is some sort of solidarity?

Langston Hughes: Yes, I think, by and large, they are appreciated by those who are aware of what they are doing. Of course, there are large segments of Colored people who are not very aware of what is happening, really, in the broader area of race relations. Many Colored people in Harlem live entirely in the ghetto, who have no White friends, who never see White people except when they come downtown to work, if they work downtown, are not aware of the fact that there are many Whites in the labor movement who really are full integration, that there are many Whites on Park Avenue who may give $10,000 or $20,000 a year to CORE or to the NAACP, and not knowing these things, sort of like the Black Muslims do, they lump all Whites together and say all of them are no good, and they don’t differentiate between liberals and reactionaries. But I think the Negro intellectuals, the Negro students, are fully aware of the value of White co-workers, helping them and joining their ranks. Because after all, the race problem is an American problem, it’s not just a Negro one that the Negroes can solve alone, or the Whites can solve alone.

D. G. Bridson: No, that’s why I was asking the question, Langston, because if, in fact, you tried to separate the Whites and the Negroes completely, of course, you end up with either the Nazism or Black Muslimism or something. And it seems to me that the only real chance of solving this problem is to solve it from both sides, not exclusively from one.

Langston Hughes: I quite agree with you. And certainly, I’ve been saying that myself in my writing for many years. It’s too bad that, sometimes, one is pushed to the wall, and nationalism turns into hatred and into race baiting, you know, on both sides.

D. G. Bridson: Sure.

Langston Hughes: But certainly, there can be Negro bigots as well as Whites, and in some cases, there are.

D. G. Bridson: Well now, provided that the impetus is there and that the pace of integration does not increase, do you see a time when the nonviolent movement—and it is nonviolent at the moment, as far as we can see, for the most part—do you see any chance of that turning to violence?

Langston Hughes: Well, I don’t think the official movement as such would turn to violence. I don’t think Martin Luther King would desert his statements that love can conquer hate, but what is already happening, of course, is that the protest movement has attracted to it, as I suppose any movement does, many people who are violent minded, in some cases people who are not well balanced, who are mentally off, in some cases what you might call the beatnik friend of the intellectual movement. Also, unfortunately, undercover sometimes of racial protest, actual hoodlums are creating violence, are indiscriminately attacking White people, just as White hoodlums indiscriminately attacked Negroes in Jacksonville, Florida and other cities, you know? The hoodlum element—just as the gangster element, you know, sometimes moves in, in other areas on decency—the hoodlum element, in some cases in some of our cities, seems to be moving in on the racial front. And we’ve had, most regrettably to everyone, cases of teenage youngsters attacking other teenage youngsters on the grounds of race really, but just because they like a good gang fight and they like violence, you know? And that is something to be most deplored. And something, of course, that the enemies of racial progress are using. I mean, you know, in Washington, they get up in Congress now and say, the hoodlums will rule the country if the Negroes have equal rights, taking their cue from the fact that there are some hoodlums who take advantage of the situation just to create what the Russians used to call hooliganism. (Laughter.)


 (The first part of the conversation ended here.)

D. G. Bridson: Well, that was as far as we got back in April of this year. But many things have been happening since then. The Mississippi murders at Philadelphia. Also, of course, the presidential election. And very much on both our minds, the Harlem riots and various other acts of violence, which had been reported in the British press over the summer. When I returned to New York, shortly after the presidential election, I met up with Langston Hughes again, in Harlem. We began by discussing the March on Washington, and the inevitable sense of anticlimax which followed it, when nothing much seemed to be happening, and some of the younger generation of Negroes began to wonder whether anything had been achieved by the March at all.

Langston Hughes: It was a tremendous thing, and the fact that it was achieved so beautifully and peacefully, you know? But, I think that that March is one of the factors now in what they call juvenile delinquency. I mean, many youngsters went on that March if they could or their parents took them. Many others, of course, read about it, saw it on television, heard about it on the radio, [and] thought that the next day, with all this pressure on the government, there would be a change right on Beale Street in Memphis, Tennessee.

D. G. Bridson: Exactly.

Langston Hughes: There wasn’t. They thought there would be a change on Lenox Avenue in Harlem. There wasn’t. The result is, that you have all over the country in our major cities, what is, essentially, juvenile delinquency, but which is also an expression of frustration that the kids don’t know how, apparently many of them, to express otherwise, and they take knives and slice up subway seats. The subways belong to everybody. But, somehow or another, they think these are White subway seats, this is a White city, we will cut up these subway seats. And they do. I don’t think there was much of that before the March on Washington.

D. G. Bridson: Certainly not in the newspaper.

Langston Hughes: I think it’s a kind of emotional backlash of disappointment, you see? All these beautiful laws that have been promulgated and used in speeches and things and after a while, you say well, now, look, I live right here, at 118th and Lenox. And this tenement is still falling down. And rats bit the baby next door last night, and dope peddlers are peddling dope right under the noses of law enforcement officers who do nothing about it, and my best friend has become a junkie and nobody cares.

D. G. Bridson: Do you think that that was responsible for the Harlem riots?

Langston Hughes: In a sense, I think emotionally [the riots] have been a kind of backlash from the March on Washington, I really do.

D. G. Bridson: The Harlem riots, of course, were sparked off actually by the shooting of the boy by the policeman.57

Langston Hughes: Yes, that was actually the spark, but it could have been something else just as well, perhaps. But like the previous Harlem riots that I have known about or seen—1943 I believe, and 1936—in one case, the riots began again with a teenager, presumably being held against his will in the 10 cent store, and the rumor was he had been beaten by the police. The 1943 one, during the war, was begun by a Negro soldier objecting to a White policeman speaking, as he thought, disrespectfully to a Negro woman, who later was said was not a lady. (Laughter.) But in any case, she shouldn’t have been addressed that way. And the White policeman shot the Negro soldier in the back. Well, the rumor was that he was dead. He did not die. That began that riot, you see? And oddly enough, in this time, in the last 30 or 40 years, police brutality seems always to be involved in the beginnings of a riot. And I remember, before the 1943 riots, I lived in Harlem. I’ve been there 25 years or more, practically all the time in the last 25 years. And the police certainly were rather rude and rough and inconsiderate, and usually arresting colored people, even if you hadn’t done anything very much. But, after the riots for about five or six years, the police would almost tip their hats to you, even if you’d committed a crime before they arrested you in Harlem. Riots do a little bit good, you see?

D. G. Bridson: Yes.

Langston Hughes: And, they begin to walk in interracial teams—there were not too many Negro police in Harlem. But after the riots, if a White policeman wanted to arrest a Negro, he would very often call the Negro policeman and turn that unpleasant job over to him rather than risk being the hated cop, you see? Well, of course after a while, five or six years, that wore off, and some of the old patterns of hitting you over the head came back. You know where the jazz musicians say they got the word Bebop from, don’t you, or do you?

D. G. Bridson: No.

Langston Hughes: Well, Bebop, you see, came into being in the middle ’40s and late-’40s, and Negro musicians say that the word Bebop came out of White cops hitting Negroes on the head with their clubs so much that, every time a club hit a head, it said, “bop bop, be bop, bop bop ba bop.” And that is why Bebop is called Bebop, because it’s a protest music essentially—the musicians consider it a protest music, you know?

D. G. Bridson: That’s interesting.

Langston Hughes: Kind of satirical music, you see?

D. G. Bridson: Yes, surely. Well now, the Harlem riots have caused various changes in the police force in Harlem, I gather.

Langston Hughes: Oh, yes, every time there’s a riot, there’s some changes for the better. More Negro policemen are added, and they’re scattered around to more strategic localities and so on. And this time, we got a top Negro police commissioner, I believe, out of the riots, you know?

D. G. Bridson: Yes. Well now, would you say these riots were irresponsible? I mean, I very much doubt whether, from what I know of them, there was any conscious effort on the part of the rioters to get a new police chief or anything else. (Laughter.)

Langston Hughes: No. (Laughter.) I think the riots are an expression of frustration, and no conscious organization, certainly not at first, and a certain frustration also against the shopkeepers of Harlem. I think most of the shopkeepers as individuals are very nice people, you know, and oftentimes liked in their particular blocks and their particular communities. But economically, and why I don’t know, the prices in Harlem are higher than anywhere else in New York City. And the Negro people are quite aware of that. In fact, members of my own family will go way downtown to shop as far as 96th Street, two stops on the subway, where things are cheaper. And so, when a riot comes along, you have a chance to break some White shopkeepers’ windows where the prices have been high, and you don’t know why, you throw a garbage can through the window. At least it’s getting back to those high prices, you see? The result is, that the very nice man whom you like, who owns the shop, is chagrined and shocked that somebody threw a can through his window. And, incidentally, sometimes Negro shops get wrecked, you know? Chinese laundries and things. There’s always this continual folk tale about riots from Chicago to Philadelphia to New York about the Chinese laundryman who puts up a sign, “Me Colored Too.” (Laughter.)

D. G. Bridson: Well, I wonder whether there is anything to be deduced from the results of the Harlem riot? Obviously, there is the pressure underneath and the incident like the police brutality, or whatever it is, will spark the incident off, but it must be carried by the pressure from below, which is economic, and frustration, and general sociological pressures. Do you think that in fact, in the future, there’s going to be more of this sort of rioting as the frustration increases? Or do you think the frustration will be gradually [unintelligible audio] away?

Langston Hughes: I think there very well might be more rioting, maybe not tomorrow, maybe not this winter. But if things go on like they have been going on—after every riot a great deal of public interest, political interest, of studies made, of books coming out. Since the Harlem Riots this summer, I don’t know how people can write books so fast, there’s been at least a half a dozen new books come out off the presses, you see? And then, the same old Harlem. The tenements get older, so in another 10 years, they’ll be falling down a little bit more, and nobody will, I doubt, will have built them up. So it demands a broad big social program, not just to hire you, you know? They have a million dollars or so granted by the government over which the politicians and sociologists and social workers have been quarreling, and I’m not taking sides with anybody, I don’t know really anything about it. But this large amount of money coming to the Harlem youth organizations, and as far as I can tell, the program is going to be mostly new social setups, you know, new volleyball courts, some more basketballs, some more youth clubs organized.58 That is not what Harlem needs. That is not what America needs. America needs a complete social foundation on which people can build decent lives. And not just basketball lives for a few kids, you know?

D. G. Bridson: Yeah. I think it’s generally admitted that the Negroes showed great restraint this summer, and I think a lot of White people that I know in America were expecting this last summer to be pretty angry, especially as it was pretty hot. The fact that so little happened in the way of rioting—there were odd instances, of course—the Harlem riot was the one that made all the headlines, but there were plenty of others. But, despite the fact that there were some, there were far less, I think, than many White Americans were expecting. And it has been suggested that this shows considerable control of the Negro by the Negro leadership, because if, in fact, the riots had broken out and spread all over the place, they would have had the inevitable reaction or backlash and affected the election.

Langston Hughes: But I don’t think it was the Negro leadership that controlled them. I think it was the Negro people themselves who are, to my mind, not really a very—they’re not a violent people. And the fact that nobody was killed in the Harlem riots except one man by the police, not a single policeman killed. No Negroes got guns and shot up their windows in Harlem, where the police were always shooting up the Negro windows. I think it is in a way amazing. It wasn’t really a riot in the sense of being an anti-White riot. It was really anti-police, secondarily anti-shopkeepers. And, not a riot to kill—not the killing kind, you know? It was a mild riot, in other words. (Laughter.)

D. G. Bridson: Well now, we’ve had the election, and I think that judging by the way the Negro vote went, most Negroes must be very happy with the result of the election and President Johnson’s new term.

Langston Hughes: Yes, indeed, they were.

D. G. Bridson: Well now, what do you think is going to be the effect of the next four years of the Johnson administration? Do you think that this is going to make a great change for you?

Langston Hughes: I think there will be continual progress—I hope at a more rapid pace and the all deliberate speed that the Supreme Court requested and which is just about what we’ve had. We’ve had progress in the 10 years since 1954. As I pointed out, in the travel areas, in housing, Negroes do not have as great a difficulty as they used to in renting an apartment in downtown New York or in buying a house in White Plains or somewhere, you know? Of course, California has just annulled their state anti-discrimination housing bill, and they voted an amendment, you know, an amazing amendment which, if it holds up legally, they intend to prevent the state from even passing any more decent housing legislation.59 So, there’s a seesaw all the time in our race relations everywhere. Seesaw goes up on one end, it’s good, and comes out on the other and you’re sitting on the ground, you see? So what I would hope is that the Democratic Party, the Johnson administration, will increasingly realize that it is a broad national problem that demands a national solution, probably largely an economic one, which I don’t know how far the democrats are prepared to go. In some areas, of course, our government without saying so is headed, as is the English government, towards socialism. But, of course, socialism is a very bad word in America. If you say it, you’re accused of being a communist, you see? Don’t say socialism, because they will call you a communist, and then if McCarthy comes back, you will be in jail. (Laughter.) So I do not know, but my hope is, and my belief is, that the Johnson administration having gone into power as it has now, to some extent due to the urban Negro vote—to Detroit, Chicago, New York, Los Angeles—I think it will pay some attention to that urban Negro vote, it won’t want to lose it when it runs again. I think therefore, the political pressure alone from the Negro people will cause certain improvements at perhaps a more rapid pace. I was in Paris when the elections were held, and I just got back to New York. And I brought back with me a French weekly newspaper where the headline is, concerning the elections, “The Negroes and the Eggheads Triumph.” (Laughter.)

D. G. Bridson: That’s an interesting quote. Presuming that the pressure is applied and presuming that changes occur, do you think that the changes will occur fast enough to lessen the pressure? Or do you think that gradually the pressure will again increase and increase and increase until something happens, say 10 years from now?

Langston Hughes: If it follows past patterns, your latter statement would be more likely to be true than the former one. I don’t know how conscious we can make Americans in power—the so-called power structure that James Forman and others are always talking about—how quickly we can make them conscious of the fact that, as Jimmy Baldwin said in his book, “the house is burning down, and if the house is not saved, it will burn down for everyone,” you know?60 The Negro problem is not the only problem America has, God knows. But it happens to be the one problem on which so much attention is now focused. And if you tie it in with the other problems, every problem is related, the whole problem of economics and automation. One phase of the Negro problem is that so many Negroes are out of work on account of automation. A lot of Whites are gradually being put out of work, too. And there’ll be more and more of them out of work for that very same reason, you see, so nothing is separate. I mean, the American mind seems to like to put the atom bomb in one category and the Negro problem in another and automation in another, as if they could all go into separate pigeon holes and boxes. They can’t. And in this world of ours, in my opinion, the world being really interrelated, everybody now from Greece to China to Brazil are more or less dependent upon each other. The American bases are all over the world. American Coca Cola is all over the world. Sammy Davis has a Rolls Royce car from England. A lot of students in America have Volkswagens, you see? Everything is tied in these days. Since everything is tied in—as De Gaulle and others, I guess, will realize, you know?—our problems are tied in, and instead of slam banging and fighting them out and threatening each other with atom bombs, or threatening people with police dogs as they do in Mississippi—the police dog, the atom bomb to my mind are not too far apart. We all need to get together and Washington needs to work out a plan for at least setting the American house in order for everyone, not just for the Negroes.

D. G. Bridson: Well, having surveyed the field pretty thoroughly, Langston, I’d just like to ask you one final question. I mean, how hopeful are you of a peaceful solution in your time?

Langston Hughes: I don’t expect a complete solution of the major factors of the race problem in my time, because I suppose my time like everybody else’s is limited, and I’ve lived well over a half century now. (Laughter.) But I do expect continued progress. I do expect within the next ten years, much greater integration of Negro pupils into schools everywhere. I do expect improvement of education for all American children, not just Negroes, because it has to come about, you know, with our population exposure, and so on, there has to be new schools, new teachers, new methods devised to keep up with all the kids that are being born. And what is devised to help other American children, I think, would help the Negro children too, in most sections of our country. I have not too much hope for deep South states like the three or four that are the problem states, really, South Carolina, Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi. And if it were me, and if I were the President and could issue an edict, I would simply give those four or five states to the Black Muslims and see what they could do with them.

D. G. Bridson: That would be a very interesting solution. (Laughter.) Are you apprehensive in any way over counterrevolution in the North, which is a sub-section of the last question, really?

Langston Hughes: I don’t feel there’d be a counterrevolution purely on the grounds of race. I don’t know what the economic situation will bring about. If there were to be another severe Depression, such as we had back in the 30s, there might very well be a counterrevolution of some kind, which would tend toward fascism on the part of large segments of the American population who see no way of solving economic problems except by force of some kind, you see? And of course, that would be very disastrous to Negro rights. But I don’t think on the grounds of Negro rights alone, there’s going to be any major counterrevolution. I always think of the word revolution in terms of force. I don’t know whether you think that way or not, but I don’t believe there will be any armed uprising against the Negro people of America.
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Editor’s Note: Questions remain regarding the context of Hughes’s “A Letter from America,” and it is uncertain whether Hughes ever broadcast the piece on the BBC. It is possible that Hughes approached the piece as a response to Alistair Cooke’s popular, weekly broadcast for the BBC, “Letter from America,” many episodes of which addressed issues of race relations in the United States.

Europeans seem so conditioned by Western movies concerning cowboys and Indians on the one hand; and on the other, by newspaper and magazine photographs of violent race struggles—beaten Negroes, white constables, police dogs—that no wonder the moment a foreign visitor lands at New York, he expects to see along the banks of the Hudson, Redskins lurking in the shadows, or Negroes and whites clashing in Central Park. The unexciting truth is, that to see any Indians at all, he would have to go at least a thousand miles from Manhattan, or more—far beyond Chicago. And to observe police dogs in action against Negroes, Alabama would be the most likely locale—another thousand miles or more from New York. Cowboys and Indians are Western. The West does not begin until one gets at least to Kansas or Colorado, half way across the United States. And unless there is a Harlem Riot going on—(which doesn’t happen every day) the race problem in the North can seldom be spotted with a casual eye. Even in the South where race issues are acute, the WHITES ONLY signs have almost all disappeared since the passage of the Civil Rights Bill. On an ordinary day when no demonstrations are taking place, Birmingham, Alabama, looks as peaceful to the naked eye as Birmingham, England. Even the dynamite is hidden.

America (a name the United States has arrogated unto itself) is a vast and varied collection of states, each having its own manners, morals, local laws, and folk mores. Varied indeed. Yet in many aspects, the vast stretch of United States “from sea to shining sea” is monotonously uniform—the same endless asphalt highways, the same motels, the same coca cola, the same hot dogs, the same hamburgers. There is a woeful lack of regional cooking—except for the Negro influence on New Orleans gumbos and Creole jambala of the Mississippi Delta region. But there is throughout America a very great variation in race relations between blacks and whites. And this is what seems hard for the average foreign visitor to understand. There is as much difference in this regard between Massachusetts and Mississippi as there is between the colors black and white, or between silk and sackcloth.

You may have read recently about a young Negro in Idaho who, as a joke, joined the Ku Klux Klan by mail—and lived unharmed to tell the tale and to release to the press the news of his mischievous prank.61 Had a Negro joined the Klan by mail (or otherwise) in Georgia, he might have been lynched. No Negro has been beaten for ordering a hot dog in any California restaurant, yet hundreds have been beaten for doing the same thing in the South. Negroes and whites have always gone to school together in the New England states. But until recently, they have not attended the same schools in the South. It took a major Supreme Court edict, government intervention, and in some cases troops, to achieve even token integration in education in Dixie.

Southern Negroes, of course, are no longer chattel slaves, but they are slaves of subterranean or open terror. While in the subways of New York, gangs of young Negroes lately are given to terrorizing whites, [and] all over the South gangs of young and old whites have long been given to terrorizing Negroes. That certain ugly aspects of the Southern race problem have lately begun to spread all over the United States, is one result of America’s allowing the South to get away with violence and Jim Crowism for much too long a time. Now push has come to shove. A lot of young Negroes in the North have violence in mind, even though it is seldom put into action.

One good thing about America is that there is a great tradition of free speech for almost everybody, and in almost all localities except the hard core South. In the race situation, this has served as a safety valve against bigger and better explosions than were the 1964 riots in the North.62 Free speech for Negroes ranges from the comparatively mild words of the executive head of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, Roy Wilkins, to the Christian non-violent speeches of Martin Luther King, to the more provocative utterances of the late Malcolm X, and the oral and written words of James Baldwin, or LeRoi Jones, the current gadfly of all whites—right, left, liberal or otherwise. Jones advises the whole white world to drop dead. By and large, Negroes in the United States, even where they cannot vote, can at least talk freely, hold meetings, and march. Even though, as on the road from Selma to Montgomery, troops must be mustered to protect them, they do march.

Why troops in Alabama to protect a peaceful protest? Because the patterns of slave days—a hundred years after Emancipation—still exist there. Why for a long time, were racial problems more acute in Southern California than in Northern California? Because Southern California with its oil and industrial plants, drew thousands of white and black workers from Louisiana and Texas and other southern areas who brought their prejudices and problems with them. These folks did not migrate to Northern California in such vast numbers. When I lived in San Francisco, for example, racial discrimination scarcely existed in any serious degree, while a few hundred miles to the South in the same state, many public places—restaurants, theatres, bowling alleys—refused service to Negroes and Mexicans. Japanese, Chinese, and Filipino-Americans were also discriminated against in Southern California. There, during the war, Japanese-Americans, even third and fourth generation citizens born in America, were put into concentration camps. White German Americans were not so incarcerated. German prisoners of war could eat in Southern restaurants and dining cars, while American Negro soldiers guarding them could not. One of the contradictions of democracy!

Variations in patterns of race relations really vary to a confusing degree even in the North, from one state to another, one city to another, but worsening the further South one travels. In New York City, during my residence of more than a quarter of a century, I have encountered perhaps less than a half dozen incidents of color discrimination—and these of a very minor nature. New York is, I would say, like London, a not unpleasant city for people of color to live in. But just across the river from New York, in New Jersey less than a half hour away, Negroes may still encounter difficulties or downright refusal in some places of public service. Two hours further South by train, in Delaware or Maryland, in cities like Baltimore, deep South prejudices still prevail. An hour further on, in Washington, until a few years ago, Negroes could not attend any downtown theatres. Not only Negroes, but dark diplomats from the African and Asian countries today, find housing most difficult in our nation’s capital. And a little thing like getting a haircut outside the Negro neighborhoods can become a major problem.

In Virginia, just across the Potomac from Washington, colored motorists may find food and lodging along the highways a serious problem. Once when I was motoring through Virginia on a lecture tour, on a warm autumn day I stopped at a roadside refreshment shop to purchase some cool bottles of soda to take out to the car. But when I went to open the screen door of the shack, the proprietor inside held the door so that it would not open. He said, “We got a hole cut around on the side where we serve niggers.”

Under the Civil Rights Bill, Negro travellers theoretically are allowed to use the rest rooms at gas stations along the highways. But many toilet facilities are now kept locked. Negro motorists may buy gas, but station attendants often refuse to give them rest room keys, claiming the plumbing is out of order. There are some gas stations in the Deep South that will not even sell petrol to Negroes—and sometimes not even to whites if their cars bear Northern license tags. Southerners lately are inclined to take most Northern whites as “nigger-lovers,” therefore they may refuse them service, too.

To me, a Northern Negro, the ways of the South are puzzling indeed. In some cities anyone may ride in any taxi cab. In other cities, Negroes may not ride in white driven cabs; and white persons may not occupy Negro driven cabs. For example, a white and a Negro professor travelling together from, say a New York University to attend an educational seminar in, say Atlanta, may not ride together from the station to the seminar in the same taxi. Once in Texas I learned that in Houston I could ride from the airport into the city by official airport transportation. Forty miles away, in Dallas, Negroes were not permitted to ride in airport limousines. I had to telephone into the city for a colored taxi and wait an hour to get into town. Airlines claim that they are not responsible for ground transportation. The Negro singing-actress, Muriel Rahn, was once on a plane forced to make an emergency landing in an Alabama cotton field during a blinding snowstorm. The pilot telephoned into Huntsville for taxis to transport the passengers into town. However, none of the cabs would take Miss Rahn, the lone Negro passenger, who was left standing alone in the middle of an icy field. She had to take refuge in a black tenant farmer’s cabin. When she finally got into the city, no hotel would house her for the night. Miss Rahn sued the airline, but without results. Just as a white person is almost never punished for a crime against a Negro in the South, so a Negro seldom wins a lawsuit against a white man or firm.

Such are the ways of the American South—not only strange, but contradictory from region to region.

There is an old saying to the effect that white Southerners love individual Negroes whom they know, but do not like Negroes in the mass at all. Certainly most Southerners oppose mass aspirations toward civic, social or political equality—Selma being a case in point—where even the basic democratic right of the ballot is not granted black citizens. But Negroes may vote freely in New York and Chicago, Detroit, San Francisco and Los Angeles—as the number of Negroes in national, state and municipal offices proves. Negroes in most large Northern cities work not only in industries, but in laboratories, offices, department stores, hospitals, and transportation facilities. While some unions, North and South, still hold to antiquated color bars, and the powerful Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers may not have any Negro members, the most powerful entertainment union in the country, Actors Equity, has a Negro president, Frederick O’Neil; and A. Philip Randolph, a Negro, is vice-president of the American Federation of Labor.

Front doors are gradually opening to Negroes in many parts of America, but in Alabama and Mississippi, South Carolina and Georgia, even back doors are still closed. That is the American dilemma. The country is divided in its racial attitudes. Its major parties are divided in their racial attitudes. The Southern Democrats and the Northern are far from seeing eye to eye. The Republicans are even more divided and, at the moment cannot make up their minds at all what to do before the next presidential election rolls around. “To be or not to be” pro-Negro, that is the question. And how to square daily behavior with all those beautiful words about equality in the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Supreme Court decisions? Certainly the Negro poses a mighty problem for America these days. It is too bad that that first slave ship in 1619 landed twenty Negars at Jamestown.

Maybe that ship should have been sunk.






Langston Hughes, “Black Writers in a Troubled World”









Address at the First World Festival of Negro Arts, Dakar, Senegal, April 1966. Langston Hughes Papers. James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/337699. Accessed January 28, 2021. Reprinted by permission of Harold Ober Associates and the Estate of Langston Hughes.


Editor’s Note: With the support of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Léopold Sédar Senghor, the first President of Senegal following the country’s independence from France, convened the three-week First World Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar in April 1966. Hughes had been appointed by President Lyndon Johnson to lead the large American delegation of writers, dancers, and musicians at the festival. Among luminaries including Marion Williams, Duke Ellington, and Alvin Ailey, Hughes emerged, according to foreign correspondent Lloyd Garrison of the New York Times, as one of the festival’s most visible celebrities: “[Y]oung writers from all over Africa followed him about the city and haunted his hotel the way American youngsters dog favorite baseball players.”63 Hughes used his prominent platform at the festival to address contemporary Black literature, the challenges of audience for racial artists, and the confluences of African and African American art and writing. Figure 5.1 depicts Hughes speaking at the festival.
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Figure 5.1   Langston Hughes speaks at the First World Festival of Negro Arts, Dakar, Senegal, April 1966. Photo by United States Information Agency/PhotoQuest/Getty Images. Used by permission.





The consensus among many Negroes is that American society is falling to pieces, going to the dogs, stewing in its own iniquity, and bogged down in the gutters of Saigon. The work of the most dynamic of the younger Negro writers confirms this. Certainly, in some ways, their books are about as near the gutter as—in their opinion—America seems to be. Negroes in general are seldom inclined to do anything halfway. What they do, when they do it, is usually done whole hog and with gusto. A few years ago the United States Supreme Court let down the bars to literary censorship in America and Lady Chatterley’s Lover could be published unexpurgated. Thereafter, Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer and William Burroughs’ Naked Lunch, as well as Jean Genet were without hinderance publicly offered for sale on American bookstalls. LeRoi Jones must then have said in effect, “Why not I?” and proceeded to out-do and out-sex in four-letter words any known white writer up to that date.

In the Jones play, The Toilet, every other word is a word that in times past would have made ordinary citizens blush, and which even today makes ladies stuff their fingers in their ears. Younger Negro writers like LeRoi Jones, Charles Wright in The Wig, and the poets of the Village excuse obscenities by saying that America is obscene, and that the only way to show this obscenity is by calling a spade a spade, especially a white spade. James Baldwin sends down the “fire next time” on white America, and LeRoi Jones says to whites in print and in speeches, “Drop dead!”

In the old days of slavery no doubt Negroes used to talk quite badly about whites “down at the big gate”—but never in the Big House. Nowadays, Negroes talk about whites badly right in the middle of the whites’ own parlors, lecture halls and libraries. They “tell them off” in profane and no uncertain terms. But the funny thing is that many whites seem to love it—or did—until the Black Arts Theatre in Harlem, operated by Mr. Jones, began to bar whites from entering—even those ultra liberals who had donated money to the theatre, and had most highly acclaimed LeRoi as a writer.64 But finally, the whites began to get mad, really mad. Now white critics are united in proclaiming the decline and fall of LeRoi Jones. He has goaded them into howling and growling. But this, Jones has done deliberately, I gather, in the belief that by giving America the shock treatment, something might happen to so shake America up that life between the Atlantic and the Pacific might change—for triumphant blacks, at least, if not for the country itself which is, according to their theory, beyond salvation. The most talented of the young Negro writers have become America’s prophets of doom, black ravens cawing over carrion.

Slightly older Negro writers now in their literary prime like Ralph Ellison (Invisible Man), John Killens (And Then We Heard the Thunder), Julian Mayfield (The Grand Parade), Paule Marshall (Brown Girl, Brownstones) and Alston Anderson (All God’s Children), all call attention to America’s racial defects but, having developed as novelists before Baldwin’s Another Country popularized the word merde (more ugly in English than it is in French)—and preceding LeRoi Jones’ The System of Dante’s Hell by at least a decade—content themselves certainly with dire pictures of their country’s dilemma but without finger-painting in excrement on America’s lily white canvas. The much older writers of color dating from the Negro Renaissance days of the Twenties—those writers who preceded and up to Richard Wright, like Arna Bontemps (Black Thunder), Ann Petry (The Street), and myself (the Simple books, for example), as well as Richard Wright in Native Son, never dreamed of revealing the Negro people to themselves in terms of motherfuckers; or of shocking white readers with bad language rather than with bad facts.

The Negro writer in the United States has always had—has been forced to have in spite of himself—two audiences, one black, one white. And, as long has been America’s dilemma, seldom “the twain shall meet.” The fence between the two audiences is the color bar which in reality stretches around the world. Writers who feel they must straddle this fence, perforce acquire a split personality. Writers who do not care whether they straddle the fence of color or not, are usually the best writers, attempting at least to let their art leap the barriers of color, poverty, or whatever other roadblocks to artistic truth there may be. Unfortunately, some writers get artistic truth and financial success mixed up, get critical acclaim and personal integrity confused. Such are the dilemmas which the double audience creates. Which set of readers to please—the white, the black, or both at once?

The best writers are those who possess enough self-integrity to wish first and foremost to please themselves, only themselves, and nobody else. But this, when one is young and one’s thinking is unclear—and one’s ability to analyze this world about one is uncertain—is not easy. To some extent, African writers must have a similar problem—not in terms of race and color, but I would think, in terms of folk life in contrast to urban thinking, regional tongues against European, tribalism or educated-ism, the basic roots or the young branches. These things should not be problems—but I imagine they might be. Then there is the reading and publishing world outside of Africa. The very fact that all the major publishers of African writers are in Paris or London or New York, and the ultimate editors are white, is not unlike a similar problem that has long faced American Negro writers. Until the recent formation of the Johnson Publishing Company in Chicago (owners of Ebony and Jet), all the major publishers in the United States where Negro writers might get published were white. All the major literary magazines are white. All the major critics and setters of literary styles are white. No wonder one of our most prolific and popularly gifted writers, Frank Yerby (who once wrote deeply moving short stories of Negro life), went “white.” For a long time now Yerby has published only highly successful “white” romances that sell year after year to Hollywood.

An even more gifted colored writer in the Twenties, Jean Toomer, author of a single highly acclaimed book, Cane, filled with the sadness and beauty of life in the black South, went “white” too, and never wrote anything else worthwhile.65 Just this year a talented Negro writer refused to grant permission for the use of a story in an anthology of Negro short stories because the writer did not wish to “be typed as a Negro writer,” but in complexion this author could by no stretch of the imagination be called white. So one of the dilemmas of the black writer in America is how to keep from being white-ized. That some of the young writers are going to the other extreme and insisting on being blacker than black is to be understood. And that, in their angry frustration, they resort to the use of the dirtiest words in the language, is to be understood, too.

Now, the subject of the colloquium: What is the function and significance of African Negro art in the life of the people and for the people? This is where négritude comes into play. Négritude, as I have garnered from Senegal’s distinguished poet, Léopold Sédar Senghor, has its roots deep in the beauty of the black people—in what the younger writers and musicians in America call “soul” which I would define in this way: Soul is a synthesis of the essence of Negro folk art redistilled—particularly the old music and its flavor, the ancient basic beat out of Africa, the folk rhymes and Ashanti stories—expressed in contemporary ways so definitely and emotionally colored with the old, that it gives a distinctly “Negro” flavor to today’s music, painting or writing—or even to merely personal attitudes and daily conversation. Soul is contemporary Harlem’s négritude, revealing to the Negro people and the world the beauty within themselves. I once tried to say this in a poem:


I’ve known rivers:

I’ve known rivers ancient as the world

and older than the flow

of human blood in human veins.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

I bathed in the Euphrates

when dawns were young.

I built my hut near the Congo

and it lulled me to sleep.

I looked upon the Nile

and raised the pyramids above it.

I heard the singing of the Mississippi

when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans,

and I’ve seen its muddy bosom

turn all golden in the sunset.

I’ve known rivers:

Ancient, dusky rivers.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.


If one may ascribe a prime function to any creative writing, it is, I think, to affirm life, to yeah-say the excitement of living in relation to the vast rhythms of the universe of which we are a part, to untie the riddles of the gutter in order to closer tie the knot between man and God. As to Negro writing and writers, one of our aims, it seems to me, should be to gather the strengths of our people in Africa and the Americas into a tapestry of words as strong as the bronzes of Benin, the memories of Songhay and Mele, the war cry of Chaka, the beat of the blues, and the Uhuru of African freedom, and give it to the world with pride and love, and the kind of humanity and affection that Senghor put into his poem To the American Negro Troops when he said: “You bring the springtime of peace / And hope at the end of hope. … / Oh, black brothers, / warriors whose mouths are singing flowers— / Delight of living when winter is over— / You I salute as messengers of peace!”66 That is Senghor. To this I affirm, how mighty it would be if the black writers of our troubled world became our messengers of peace. How wonderful it would be if: “Frères noirs, guerriers dont la bouche / est fleur qui chante— / Oh! délice de vivre après l’hiver— / je vous salue comme des messagers de paix.”67






Richard Rive, “Taos in Harlem: An Interview with Langston Hughes”



Contrast, vol. 14, 1967, pp. 33–39. Reprinted courtesy of New Contrast and the South African Literary Journal (Pty) Ltd.


Editor’s Note: After accepting an invitation in 1953 to serve as a judge for the South African Drum magazine’s short story contest, Hughes initiated a correspondence with the African writers, including Richard Rive, whom he would eventually feature in his 1960 anthology, An African Treasury: Articles, Essays, Stories, Poems by Black Africans. Hughes and Rive exchanged numerous letters over the years and met for dinner in New York on February 17, 1966, the date of Rive’s interview with Hughes.68


Thunder of the Rain God:

 And we three

 Smitten by beauty.

Thunder of the Rain God

 And we three

 Weary, weary.

Thunder of the Rain God

 And you, he and I

 Waiting for nothingness … 69


of a house on Taos. But Harlem is not Taos. Do you understand the stillness of a house in Taos? But Harlem is not beauty and riches and lushness. It is slum, bright, hard and brittle. The biggest, the greatest. It is not a night in Taos. Harlem is wine and dope and Lennox Avenue and the Afro-American and Leroi Jones and Langston Hughes. And Langston Hughes. It is not Taos. It is the ballad of a girl whose name is mud, madam and the number writer, the montage of a dream deferred.

Dear Richard,

Arna Bontemps will be in New York at midweek and says he would like to meet you, too … if you like, and can, on Thursday, February 17th, come over to my house about 5 and look at poetry … then about 7 or 8 we can have dinner together …


           Langston.

Across

    The Harlem roof-tops

    Moon is shining

    Night sky is blue

    Stars are great drops

    Of golden dew.70


But not tonight, not tonight. Tonight cold winds blow colder, making smoke of one’s breath. Cold cross-town winds where one catches the bus on 125th for 5th Avenue, Harlem. And from there two blocks North then one West, ring three times and ask for Langston. Slum exterior in a slum district, up broken steps, then knock three times. Rent collector? Number man? Or a poet in search of poets? Come about 5 and look at the montage of a dream deferred.


To fling my arms wide

In some place of the sun

To whirl and to dance

Till the white day is done

Then rest at cool evening

Beneath a tall tree

While night comes on gently

Dark like me—71


Langston Hughes born Joplin, Missouri in 1902, has devoted his life to writing and lecturing. His poetry, short stories, autobiographies, song lyrics, plays and books for young people have been widely read by Americans, and up-to-date he has published some thirty books. His public readings of his poetry which began after publication of his first book, The Weary Blues, in 1926, have continued to be warmly received. Books and doctoral dissertations have already begun to be written about him.


Night coming tenderly,

Black like me—


Dark like me. Franks Restaurant on 125th Street near 3rd Avenue. Corner table for Langston, Arna and me. Overawed waiter overawed by two famous Negro writers and one not-so-famous but all the way from Africa. Shrimp cocktails, oysters, scallops in shells and french fries, drowned unmercifully in ketchup.

—Langston, how would you define the Negro Renaissance of the 1920s, and how important do you think it was towards the development of Negro literature?

Cigarette-smoking, fluttering hands toying with paper-napkin, frowning owl-eyed through horn-rimmed glasses chewing the question, then

—The Negro Renaissance?

—Yes, Langston, the Negro Renaissance.

—Man, that was long before you were born. Yes, it was very important. You should read my Big Sea.

—Were you on relief then? I heard the W.P.A. rescued many writers who needed help during the Great Depression. Including you?

—Excluding me. I was never part of W.P.A.

Puckered domed forehead of the poet carrying thoughts from Franks and the present to the thirties, the strolling twenties, with Harlem on relief and house parties on Lennox to pay the rent. What happens to a dream deferred


Does it dry up

Like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore—

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over—

Like a syrupy sweet?72


Or a raisin in the sun? Browns Hotel, Mayfair, London. London and our first meeting, myself self-consciously wearing my best face to meet the greatest living Negro writer in the world.

—What they call you, son?

—Me? I’m Richard Rive from South Africa.

—Richard Rive? Yes man, you wrote …

The reeling off of pygmy works, midget efforts, splinterings of a youth who wanted to be a writer, caught askance by the Establishment.

—I know you, you’re Dick from Africa. Come and have a drink.

Browns or Franks? London, New York or Paris? Lambeth or Harlem? Humility characterises the truly great. Sartre drinking alone at a table in the Dome, Eliot thinking of the Hollow Men in Russell Square, Langston laughing through fried chicken.


I went to look for Joy,

Slim, dancing Joy,

Gay, laughing Joy,

Bright-eyed Joy—

And I found her

Driving the butcher cart,

In the arm of the butcher boy!73


Langston Hughes talking to a young man from Africa who wanted to write books, then talking to a grown man from Africa who wrote books.

—Do you think that American Negro Poetry will finally be completely integrated into American literature?

—No.

—And lose its ethnic quality?

—Lord, no.

—And would such a state be preferable?

—No, no, no.

—And …

—No!

And Arna watches the word-play amused. Half a century of poetry written on his face, on his grey-sleeked hair, on the quiet of his manner. While Langston smokes and talks and talks and talks, parrying questions of the young South African who has since written.

—And what streams or tendencies, if any, do you detect in contemporary American Negro Poetry?

—Imitation of contemporary white ‘beatnik’ poetry.

—And Leroi Jones?

—He proves we can outdo the others.

—Can we?


Play the blues for me

Play the blues for me

No other music

’ll ease my misery.

Sing a soothin’ song

Say a soothin’ song

Cause the man I love’s done

Done me wrong.74


Hovering waiter hovering pencil-poised, waiting to jab down instructions. Penguin-suited, evening-faced, passive.

—Wine, Sir?

—Yes.

—White or red?

—White. Dick here’s from South Africa. Bring a bottle of Constantia white.

—White an’ fish.

—Red an’ meat.

—If you’re white you’re all right.

—If you’re brown stick around.

But if you’re black it’s all right by Franks. Smell of wood and paper-napkins and clean, shiny, cardboard menus, plastic-coated. And talk of London, Paris, Dakar. Birmingham, Alabama and Martin Luther. Deep in my heart, I do believe. And Negritude and Césaire and Sédar Senghor. Ralph Ellison and Claude Brown. Manchild in the Promised Land. Should a writer preach or sing? Sing. SING.


Night of the two moons,

And the seventeen stars,

Night of the day before yesterday

And the day after tomorrow,

Night of the four songs unsung:

Sorrow! Sorrow!

Sorrow! Sorrow!75


Night moving slowly black like me, dark like me.

—You know Countee Cullen, Langston?

—Who?

—Countee Cullen. Remember? ‘Yet do I marvel at this curious thing, to make a poet black and bid him sing.’76 Remember?

—Yes, I remember. I knew him, but not so well.

—And the tragedy of his personal life?

—I do not know.

—Did it influence his writing?

—I do not know. Have a cigarette, Dick.

—Sorry, I’m not smoking.

Polite rebuff. To make a poet black.77 Cullen should not have been mentioned. And Richard Wright?

—And Richard Wright, Langston?

—He influenced Ellison. Daring and frankness in subject and treatment. Yes, he influenced Ellison.

—And what of the African writers, Langston?

Years ago, years and years ago, when I was 17 and young, Langston wrote to Cape Town, and asked me to go on writing. And sent me autographed copies of The Weary Blues, and Laughing to Keep From Crying, and The Big Sea, ‘to Richard with admiration and regard,’ and asked me to go on writing. And to send all my stuff. And I did, nervously tying up the fledgling manuscripts and sending them over the seas. And long after a book came back, smelling sweet and fresh-paged, and there was my name on the cover, and that book was me.

—What of the South African writers, Langston?

—Read my anthologies on Africa, Dick, Read your own stories and read what I said about them.

—I don’t have to read Africa, I am it.

—I also sometimes feel I am it.


Sleepy Giant

You’ve been resting awhile.

Now I see the thunder

And the lightning

In your smile.

Now I see

The storm clouds

In your waking eyes:

The thunder,

The wonder

And the young

Surprise.78


Open the white Constantia wine, smelling of Cape Town, and the Atlantic breakers, and the mist over Table Mountain, and the green grape-lands of Harlem, Muizenberg surf washing Lennox Avenue, with the Southern Cross shining bleakly overhead, weakly over Harlem.

—And of your own contribution Langston, no one doubts. No one doubts Arna’s contribution.

Arna Bontemps sips quiet wine and listens.

—But would your poetic function have worked as well had you not been a Negro in a white society?

—No. My dramatic subject would have been lacking but not my poetic function. Not the soul stuff.

—Soul?

—Yes, soul. A sort of synthesis of the essence of the Negro folk arts, particularly the old music and its flavour, expressed in contemporary ways so clearly and emotionally with the old that it gives a distinctly ‘Negro’ flavour to today’s material in music, painting, writing or merely in personal attitudes and conversations.

—Found in whom? what? where?

—Ray Charles; Mingus; Margaret Bond’s music; James Brown; James Meredith’s autobiographies; Alvin Ailey’s Negro ballet; my Simple stories; Jacob Lawrence paintings; Nina Simone’s singing; Moms Mabley’s monologues; Cassius Clay’s pronouncements; the emotional overtones of Harlem and Watts; that whites feel but fail to understand; something to which only ‘soul-brothers’ born to the tradition can fully react in whatever form it occurs.

—And that is soul?

—That is soul.


You also took my spirituals and gone.

You put me in Macbeth and Carmen Jones

And all kinds of swing Mikados

And in everything but what’s about me—

But someday somebody’ll

Stand up and talk about me,

And write about me—

Black and beautiful—

And sing about me—

And put on plays about me!

I reckon it’ll be

Me myself!

Yes, it’ll be me.79


Check written. Cheque signed. Overcoat-muffled against the Harlem night, and discussion over. Langston to Harlem, Arna to Nashville, and I to Columbia and Cape Town.

—Good night.

—Good night.

—Night.


Let America Be America Again: Conversations with Langston Hughes. Christopher C. De Santis, Oxford University Press. © Christopher C. De Santis 2022. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192855046.003.0006
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Chapter 1


1. Opportunity: A Journal of Negro Life, edited by Charles S. Johnson, was the official publication of the National Urban League.

2. “The Weary Blues” was first published in Opportunity, May 1925, p. 143.

3. “Suicide’s Note” was first published in Vanity Fair, September 1925, p. 62.

4. Regarding this conflict with his father, Hughes wrote in the first volume of his autobiography, “My father hated Negroes. I think he hated himself, too, for being a Negro. He disliked all of his family because they were Negroes and remained in the United States, where none of them had a chance to be much of anything but servants … ” Langston Hughes, The Big Sea, 1940, Hill and Wang, 1993, p. 40.

5. Carl Van Vechten quotes this passage in his foreword to Hughes’s The Weary Blues, 1926, Alfred A. Knopf, 2015, p. xxii.

6. “Our Land” was first published in World Tomorrow, May 1923, p. 147. In The Weary Blues (1926), Hughes ended “Our Land” with two additional lines: “Oh, sweet, away! / Ah, my beloved one, away!”

7. Hughes is most likely referring to Countee Cullen, a classically trained African American writer whose poems largely adhered to European traditions of form and meter.

8. In this anecdote, Hughes is referring to himself and a dinner celebrating younger writers of the Harlem Renaissance. The dinner, organized by “The Literature Lovers of Washington, D.C.,” was held in Washington at the Phillis Wheatley YWCA on March 3, 1925.

9. An early masterpiece of the Harlem Renaissance, the experimental book Cane, published in 1923, is frequently referred to as a novel but defies traditional expectations of genre in Jean Toomer’s unique blending of poetry, short fiction, character sketches, drama, songs, and simple line drawings.

10. German artist Winold Reiss’s portraits of African Americans were featured in a 1924 special issue of Survey Graphic and included in Alain Locke’s definitive anthology of the Harlem Renaissance, The New Negro: An Interpretation, published in 1925.

11. William M. Kelley, “Langston Hughes: The Sewer Dweller,” New York Amsterdam News, February 9, 1927, p. 22.

12. Dewey R. Jones, “Songs of the Lowly,” Chicago Defender, February 5, 1927, pt. 2, p.1.

13. Hughes attended Columbia University for two semesters and then decided to pursue his studies at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania, where he graduated in 1929.

14. Hughes had spent several months in 1924 living and working in Paris and in August of that year, he traveled with a friend to Italy. He refers in the first line of this essay to the bleak days he spent alone and nearly broke in Genoa in September and early October, 1924, while waiting for passage on a ship that would accept a Black sailor.

15. Hughes’s great-uncle, John Mercer Langston, was the son of an enslaved black woman and a white Virginia plantation owner. Active in the anti-slavery movement, Langston went on to become a Howard University law professor, the United States minister to Haiti, and a legislator in the House of Representatives.

16. Hughes describes this dramatic gesture in the first volume of his autobiography: “It was like throwing a million bricks out of my heart—for it wasn’t only the books that I wanted to throw away, but everything unpleasant and miserable out of my past: the memory of my father, the poverty and uncertainties of my mother’s life, the stupidities of color prejudice, black in a white world, the fear of not finding a job, the bewilderment of no one to talk to about things that trouble you, the feeling of always being controlled by others—by parents, by employers, by some outer necessity not your own. All those things I wanted to throw away. To be free of. To escape from. I wanted to be a man on my own, control my own life, and go my own way. So I threw the books in the sea.” See Langston Hughes, The Big Sea, 1940, Hill and Wang, 1993, pp. 97–98.

17. Dewey R. Jones’s review of Van Vechten’s novel is representative of the more scathing criticism published in the Black press: “Of all the books I have read on Race life in America by contemporary writers, “Nigger Heaven” easily takes its place at the bottom of the list. It is drivel, pure and simple … 256 pages of lurid details about women’s undergarments … slushy scenes in Harlem cabarets … grotesque character names … impossible dialect … and general confusion.” See Jones, “A Joke on Harlem,” Chicago Defender, September 11, 1926, p. A1.

18. Smalls’ Paradise was a popular Harlem nightclub where an integrated clientele was served by waiters on roller-skates.

19. Van Vechten, with whom Hughes shared a close friendship for forty years, drew from his interest in and commitment to celebrating and archiving African American cultural productions in founding the James Weldon Johnson Memorial Collection of books, manuscripts, and visual materials at Yale University in 1941.

20. Memphis’s Beale Street, Harlem’s Lenox Avenue, and Chicago’s State Street are streets historically rich with African American culture.

21. See Arnold Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes, Vol. I: 1902–1941, I, Too, Sing America, Oxford University Press, 1986, pp. 179–180.

22. Son is an Afro-Cuban musical form central to contemporary Cuban popular music.

23. The Spingarn Medal is awarded annually by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to recognize outstanding achievements by African Americans.

24. The William E. Harmon Foundation Awards for Distinguished Achievement among Negroes were instituted in 1926 to stimulate and recognize creative work in a number of areas, including literature, music, fine arts, business and industry, science, education, religion, and race relations.

25. See Langston Hughes, I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey, 1956, Hill and Wang, 1994, pp. 242–243; 277.

26. R. P. Hood (Special Agent in Charge) to J. Edgar Hoover, Los Angeles, February 7, 1942, FBI Records: The Vault—Langston Hughes, part 01, p. 6, https://vault.fbi.gov/langston-hughes/langston-hughes-part-01-of-04/view, accessed December 22, 2020.

27. “Intermarriage laws”—or anti-miscegenation laws, as they were more widely termed—persisted in the United States long after Hughes’s speech. In 2000, Alabama became the last state in the country to overturn such laws.

28. See Langston Hughes, I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey, 1956, Hill and Wang, 1994, p. 270.

29. Cuba’s first dictator, Gerardo Machado, was overthrown in August 1933—shortly after Hughes’s piece was published—and replaced by another eventual dictator, Fulgencio Batista. Adolph Hitler was named Chancellor of Germany by President Paul von Hindenburg in January 1933 and quickly began abolishing the powers of the German states. On the same date that this issue of China Forum was published—July 14, 1933—non-Nazi parties were formally outlawed in Germany, and the German government began mandating forced sterilizations of certain individuals through the Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring.

30. The result of Hughes’s studies was a brief book of essays, A Negro Looks at Soviet Central Asia, published in 1934 by the Co-operative Publishing Society of Foreign Workers in the U.S.S.R.—Moscow-Leningrad. The book is out of print but is included in its entirety in Essays on Art, Race, Politics, and World Affairs, Vol. 9: The Collected Works of Langston Hughes, ed. Christopher C. De Santis (University of Missouri Press, 2002).

31. Hughes recounts this interrogation in I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey.

32. See “Call for an American Writers’ Congress,” New Masses, January 22, 1935, p. 20.

33. Hughes is likely referring to the U. S. Supreme Court ruling in the case of Grovey v. Townsend on April 1, 1935, which upheld a white county clerk’s decision to deny an African American man a ballot in a Democratic primary election in Texas.

34. 17-year-old Cordie Cheek was an African American male lynched in 1933 by a Tennessee mob for allegedly assaulting a white girl.

35. Arsine and mustard gases were used against Africans by the fascist dictator Benito Mussolini’s troops during the Italo-Ethiopian War (1935–1936).

36. In his draft of this radio speech, Hughes followed this sentence regarding militaristic and fascist trends in the United States with a list: War Budgets; C.C.C. Camps; Jingo Press; Military training; Markets abroad; Colonies; and Munitions lobbies. He then elaborated on the list with an “insertion” at the end of the manuscript. I have replaced the list above with the text of the insertion.

37. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), part of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal, was created in 1933 to employ jobless young men for projects such as trail and campground maintenance, tree planting, and the stocking of lakes and rivers. The U. S. Army was deeply involved in administering the CCC.

38. Herbert Kline, “Drama of Negro Life,” New Theatre, February 1936, p. 26.

39. On 25 March 1931, a deputy sheriff in Alabama led an armed white mob in arresting nine young African Americans. The “Scottsboro Boys,” as they came to be called in the press, were jailed in Scottsboro and charged with the rape of two white women. Eight of the youths, who insisted they had never seen the women prior to their arrests, were put on trial within two weeks of the incident. They were quickly convicted by all-white juries and sentenced to death. The trial of the ninth youth ended in a mistrial, because the jurors and the prosecution disagreed about a death sentence. In March 1932 the Alabama Supreme Court reversed the conviction of the youngest of the nine youths, and in November 1932 the United States Supreme Court overturned guilty verdicts against the other seven. Over the next four years, there were a series of retrials, appeals—some of which reached the United States Supreme Court again—and more retrials, even though Ruby Bates, one of the alleged victims, recanted her charges of rape on the witness stand and admitted that she had fabricated the entire story. In the end, none of the youths was put to death for the alleged crime.

40. Lewis was an American labor leader who founded the Committee for Industrial Organizations (later renamed the Congress of Industrial Organizations) in 1935.

41. See Langston Hughes Papers, James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/348300, accessed September 22, 2021.

42. See Langston Hughes Papers, James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/archival_objects/337483, accessed January 28, 2021.

43. Harris confuses here the Opportunity magazine prize awarded to Hughes in 1925 for his poem, “The Weary Blues,” and the Harmon Foundation Gold Medal awarded to him in 1930 for his first novel, Not Without Laughter.

44. In this list of Hughes’s achievements, Harris neglects to mention Fine Clothes to the Jew (1927), Dear Lovely Death (1931), The Negro Mother (1931), Popo and Fifina (1932), and Scottsboro Limited (1932) as well as the productions of Little Ham (1936), Troubled Island (1936), and Joy to My Soul (1937).

45. The International Workers Order (IWO), founded in 1930 as a fraternal organization for immigrants as well as native-born Black and White workers, also arranged for low-cost health and burial insurance for its members and sponsored schools, music and drama organizations, and a magazine. Members were not required to belong to the Communist Party USA—and the majority did not—but the IWO was closely associated with the Party’s politics.

46. Nelson was a labor activist, Communist Party official, and Political Commisar in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade during the Spanish Civil War.

47. Oliver Law, who had served in the United States Army during World War I, was a communist labor organizer and the first African American to lead an integrated unit as Commander of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade during the Spanish Civil War.

48. Wright’s first book, Uncle Tom’s Children, published in 1938, is a collection of four thematically related short stories.

49. Langston Hughes, Letters from Langston: From the Harlem Renaissance to the Red Scare and Beyond, ed. Evelyn Louise Crawford and Mary Louise Patterson, University of California Press, 2016, p. 144.

50. Langston Hughes, Selected Letters of Langston Hughes, ed. Arnold Rampersad and David Roessel, with Christa Fratantoro, Alfred A. Knopf, 2015, p. 203.

51. “Exiles’ Woes Move Writers’ Congress,” New York Times, June 5, 1939, p. 22.

52. Biographer Faith Berry indicates that Hughes was serving as a regional vice-president of the League of American Writers when he made this speech.








Chapter 2


1. Philadelphia Mayor Samuel Davis Wilson banned a production of Mulatto in February 1937 on the grounds that the play was morally and socially indecent. The ban in Philadelphia was upheld after Wilson’s death in 1939 by his successor, Acting Mayor George Connell.

2. The first volume of Hughes’s autobiography, The Big Sea, was published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1940.

3. In an article published in the New York Daily Mirror on August 26, 1934, the historian Charles A. Beard included Hughes among the twenty-five “ ‘most interesting’ persons in the nation, each a leader ‘to whom in times of stress we can turn and who is socially conscious.’ ” Quoted in Arnold Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes, Vol. I: 1902–1941, I, Too, Sing America, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 297.

4. “Goodbye Christ” first appeared in Negro Worker, November–December 1932, p. 32.

5. Aimee Semple McPherson was a well-known Pentecostal evangelist based in Southern California.

6. Octavus Roy Cohen was an American author and regular contributor to the Saturday Evening Post. He was best known for the stereotypically drawn Black characters of his dialect fiction.

7. In some versions of the statement, Hughes preceded this sentence with, “I have never been a member of the Communist party.” It is unclear whether Hughes or the Defender editors made the decision to delete the sentence in this published version.

8. Robert P. Patterson to Director of Civilian Defense, September 24, 1941, record group 165, file 15640-115, National Archives. Quoted in Patrick Scott Washburn, A Question of Sedition: The Federal Government’s Investigation of the Black Press during World War II, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 37.

9. Langston Hughes, “Problems of the Negro Writer: The Bread and Butter Side,” Saturday Review, April 20, 1963, pp. 19–21.

10. The reference here may be to the repetition of the phrase, “Yes, sir!” in the poem, “Porter” from Hughes’s book, Fine Clothes to the Jew, Alfred A. Knopf, 1927.

11. This is likely a reference to the poem, “Negro Dancers,” first published in Crisis, March 1925, p. 221, which begins: “ ‘Me an’ ma baby’s / Got two mo’ ways, /Two mo’ ways to do de Charleston!’ ”

12. Hughes included the poem, “Young Gal’s Blues,” in Fine Clothes to the Jew.

13. “Madam” is the correct spelling for this cycle of poems.

14. African American blood donors during World War II were at first excluded outright by the Red Cross, but as demand for blood increased, they were accepted on a segregated basis.

15. The correct title is “Freedom’s Plow.”

16. Samuel Grafton was a columnist for the New York Post and an advocate for United States intervention on behalf of Jewish people during the Holocaust.

17. Emil Ludwig was a biographer and author of a controversial book, The Moral Conquest of Germany (1945), which essentialized and argued for extended harsh treatment of Germans. Louis Nizer was a trial lawyer and author of What to Do with Germany (1944), a book that advocated the ending of Germany’s nationhood and the reeducation of Germans.

18. Hughes served as an active member of the Advisory Editorial Board of Common Ground, the quarterly magazine of the Common Council for American Unity (CCAU), from 1942 until 1950, when the magazine ceased publication. He contributed work fairly frequently to the publication during the 1940s, attracted by the CCAU’s recognition of cultural diversity and promotion of cultural unity. See William Beyer, “Langston Hughes and Common Ground in the 1940s,” American Studies in Scandinavia, vol. 23, 1991, pp. 29–42.

19. In his article, “How the South Feels about the Race Problem” (Atlantic Monthly, January 1944, pp. 48–49), David L. Cohn, a popular Mississippi writer, argued that white attitudes toward racial intermixing were too strong to permit social equality between the races.

20. In response to A. Philip Randolph’s organization of the March on Washington Movement, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive Order 8802 on June 25, 1941. The order prohibited discrimination in the defense industry and in government, and it led to the establishment of the President’s Committee on Fair Employment Practices (FEPC).

21. In the months leading up to the election in 1944 of President Franklin D. Roosevelt for a fourth term, there were over eleven million Americans serving in the armed forces who would potentially be deprived of their right to vote. Republicans as well as Democrats (particularly in the South) opposed to Roosevelt’s liberal policies had a vested interest in ensuring that absentee voters wouldn’t clinch the reelection of Roosevelt. A deeply flawed amendment to the Soldier Voting Act of 1942 was passed and became law in April 1944, resulting in a relatively small percentage (about 25%) of Americans in the armed services casting an absentee ballot. During debates preceding the passage of the amended act into law, Louisiana Senator John Overton declared that in “Mississippi and Louisiana, down in the Solid South, we have got to retain our constitutional rights to prescribe qualifications of electors, and for what reason? Because we are bound to maintain white supremacy in those states.” Overton is quoted in Molly Guptill Manning, “Fighting to Lose the Vote: How the Soldier Voting Acts of 1942 and 1944 Disenfranchised America’s Armed Forces,” New York University Journal of Legislation and Public Policy, vol. 19, no. 2, spring 2016, pp. 335–378.

22. McWilliams is referring to race riots in Detroit, Michigan; the Harlem neighborhood of New York City; Beaumont, Texas; and Los Angeles, California, all of which occurred in June 1943.

23. This excerpt from Lincoln’s “Reply to Emancipation Memorial Presented by Chicago Christians of All Denominations” (September 13, 1862) contains several errors. The correct text is as follows: “What good would a proclamation of emancipation from me do, especially as we are now situated? I do not want to issue a document that the whole world will see must necessarily be inoperative, like the Pope’s bull against the comet! Would my word free the slaves, when I cannot even enforce the Constitution in the rebel States? Is there a single court, or magistrate, or individual that would be influenced by it there?” See Roy P. Basler et al., eds., The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, vol. 5, Rutgers University Press, 1953, p. 420.

24. The first African American Democrat elected to Congress, Illinois Representative Arthur Mitchell argued successfully in Mitchell v. U.S. (1941) for equal amenities on interstate trains after being forced in 1937 to relinquish his first-class seat for a seat on the Jim Crow car while traveling by train from Chicago to Arkansas.

25. Mark Ethridge, a southern white liberal and the first chairman of the Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC), made the statement to which the questioner refers at a 1941 public FEPC hearing in Birmingham, Alabama.

26. The questioner is referring to the June 1943 Detroit race riot.

27. Shakespeare in Harlem was published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1942.

28. Hughes began writing a weekly column for the Chicago Defender in 1942 and contributed to the influential newspaper for over twenty years.

29. Located in the Broadway theater district, the Stage Door Canteen in New York was one of several canteens in United States cities, London, and Paris that provided free food and entertainment to American and allied servicemen during World War II.

30. The Big Sea, published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1940, was the first volume of Hughes’s autobiography. The second volume, I Wonder as I Wander, was published by Rinehart in 1956.

31. “Feet o’ Jesus” was first published on the cover of Opportunity, October 1926.

32. Gerald L. K. Smith and the isolationist America First Party, which Smith founded in 1943, picketed Hughes’s appearance at Wayne University (now Wayne State University) on April 14, 1943.

33. The Dies Committee was another name for the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), formed in 1938 to investigate allegedly subversive acts, individuals, and groups. Texas Democratic Representative Martin Dies chaired the committee.

34. The FBI had indeed looked Hughes up and created its first case file on him in March 1941. Eventually, the Bureau assembled a file of well over 500 pages on Hughes.

35. Thorstein Veblen was an American economist and sociologist and author of the highly influential book, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899).

36. The poem to which Hughes refers is “Seven Moments of Love,” first published in Esquire, May 1940, pp. 60–61.

37. Harrington likely refers here to the spectacle lynching of Claude Neal on October 26, 1934, the time and place of which were announced in advance and reported broadly, ensuring a large crowd.

38. The correct year is 1925.

39. Hughes met Vachel Lindsay in 1925.

40. Gwendolyn Brooks won the Pulitzer Prize in 1950 for her book of poems, Annie Allen. She was the first African American to be recognized with this prestigious award.

41. Hughes refers here to the anthology, The Poetry of the Negro, 1746–1949, ed. Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps, Doubleday, 1949. Hughes and Bontemp’s anthology was the first of its kind to include both African American and Caribbean poets and contributed to Hughes’s project, according to the scholar John Lowney, of “constructing an internationalist framework for the cultural production of the African Diaspora in the late 1940s” and “developing an international literary public for his own poetry.” See Lowney, “Langston Hughes’s Cold War Audiences: Black Internationalism, The Popular Front, and The Poetry of the Negro, 1746–1949,” Langston Hughes Review, vol. 23, Fall 2009, pp. 50–71.

42. Hughes included this short verse in his essay, “Children and Poetry,” The Langston Hughes Reader, George Braziller, Inc., 1958, pp. 145–146.

43. Thomas W. Talley, Negro Folk Rhymes: Wise and Otherwise, With a Study, Macmillan Co., 1922.

44. Dudley Fitts, ed., Anthology of Contemporary Latin-American Poetry, New Directions, 1942.

45. Bayoan, published in Río Piedras, Puerto Rico, was the monthly newspaper of the Sociedad Independentista Puertorriqueña.








Chapter 3


1. Eric McHenry recently found compelling evidence to suggest that Hughes was born in 1901. See Jennifer Schuessler, “Same Poet, Give or Take a Year,” New York Times, August 11, 2018, p. C1.

2. The reference here to “the University” may be an inaccurate transcription of Atlanta University, where Hughes served as Visiting Professor of Creative Writing in spring 1947. Hughes also refers in this segment of the testimony to the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, where he was appointed for three months in 1949 as a visiting lecturer on poetry.

3. In 1947 Hughes traveled to Jamaica, where he spent a month vacationing and talking with some of the writers he would include in his anthology, co-edited with Arna Bontemps, The Poetry of the Negro, 1746–1949, Doubleday, 1949.

4. Government transcript note 8: Langston Hughes, Scottsboro Limited: Four Poems and a Play in Verse (New York: The Golden Stair Press, 1932).

5. “Ballads of Lenin” was first published in Granville Hicks et al, eds., Proletarian Literature in the United States: An Anthology, International Publishers, 1935.

6. Aimee is the correct spelling of McPherson’s first name.

7. Government transcript note 9: In the public hearing on March 26, Senator McCarthy inserted the entire text of “Goodbye Christ” in the record and added: “As far as I know, this was not in any of the books purchased by the information program. This is merely included in the record on request, to show the type of thinking of Mr. Hughes at that time, the type of writings which were being purchased.”

8. Dirksen’s description of the handbill contains a minor inaccuracy. On the handbill, the hotel is listed as the Vista Del Arroyo Hotel. The handbill concludes:

ATTEND THE LUNCHEON CHRISTIANS

And Hear

GEORGE PALMER PUTNAM

Introduce the author of the above “poem,”

MR. LANGSTON HUGHES

Distinguished young Negro poet—and eat, if you can.


See The Saturday Evening Post, December 21, 1940, p. 34.


9. “Goodbye Christ” was first published in Negro Worker, November–December 1932, p. 32. The correct quotation of the opening stanza and the first line of the second stanza is as follows:

Listen, Christ,

You did alright in your day, I reckon—

But that day’s gone now.

They ghosted you up a swell story, too,

Called it Bible—

But it’s dead now,

The popes and the preachers’ve

Made too much money from it.

They’ve sold you to too many

Kings, generals, robbers, and killers—



10. The correct quotation from “Goodbye Christ” is as follows: “Goodbye, / Christ Jesus Lord God Jehovah, / Beat it on away from here now. / Make way for a new guy with no religion at all— / A real guy named / Marx Communist Lenin Peasant Stalin Worker ME—”

11. Gerald L. K. Smith, founder of the antisemitic Christian Nationalist Crusade in 1942 and the America First Party in 1943, edited a monthly magazine, The Cross and the Flag, that was promoted with flyers featuring Hughes’s photo, the text of “Goodbye Christ,” and the boldfaced caption, “ ‘Hate Christ’ is the Slogan of the Communists.” See “ ‘Hate Christ’ is the Slogan of the Communists,” Undated. Harold Leventhal proletarian archive, 1885–1978, 2006-003. The University of Tulsa, McFarlin Library, Department of Special Collections & University Archives. https://utulsa.as.atlas-sys.com/repositories/2/archival_objects/371, accessed December 31, 2020.

12. The correct quotation from “Goodbye Christ” is as follows: “Goodbye, / Christ Jesus Lord God Jehova, / Beat it on away from here now.”

13. This is likely a typo in the transcript and should read, Shakespeare’s sonnets.

14. Republican Senator Joseph R. McCarthy of Wisconsin served as the chairperson of the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of the Committee on Government Operations at the time of Hughes’s testimony.

15. Cohn may be referencing Hughes’s statement of support, included in this volume, for William Z. Foster and James W. Ford, communist candidates for president and vice-president. See “Langston Hughes Sends Message from Russia to Voters,” Kansas City and Topeka Plaindealer, July 29, 1932, p. 2.

16. Cohn refers here to a column by Hughes concerning twelve Communist Party USA leaders tried in 1949 for violating the Smith Act. See Langston Hughes, “A Portent and a Warning to the Negro People from Hughes,” Chicago Defender, February 5, 1949, p. 6.

17. This is a reference to Langston Hughes, “Simple Sees Red,” Chicago Defender, April 26, 1947, p. 14. The piece was also published under the title “When a Man Sees Red” in Hughes’s Simple Speaks His Mind, Simon & Schuster, 1950, pp. 209–213.

18. Langston Hughes, “Good Morning Revolution,” New Masses, vol. 8, no. 3, September 1932, p. 5. The correct quotation is as follows: “Good-morning, Revolution: / You’re the very best friend / I ever had. / We gonna pal around together from now on.”

19. Langston Hughes, “One More ‘S’ in the U.S.A.,” Daily Worker, April 2, 1934, p. 7.

20. Government transcript note 10: In the public hearing on March 26, Senator McClellan asked: “May I inquire of counsel if you are quoting from books or works of the author that are now in the library?Mr. COHN. No; this one poem I quoted, ‘Put Another “S” in the USA to make it Soviet’ is as far as we know not in any poems in the collection in the information centers.”


21. Government transcript note 11: Langston Hughes, The Big Sea (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1940).

22. Hughes refers here to the Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) created in 1941 by executive order of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

23. Langston Hughes, “Hard Luck,” Poetry, vol. 29, no. 2, November 1926, p. 88. The correct quotation is as follows: “When hard luck overtakes you / Nothin’ for you to do. / When hard luck overtakes you / Nothin’ for you to do. / Gather up yo’ fine clothes / An’ sell ’em to de Jew.”

24. Government transcript note 12: Langston Hughes, Fine Clothes to the Jews [sic] (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1927).

25. The reference is to a poem, “One More ‘S’ in the U.S.A.”

26. Ivy Litvinov was a writer, translator, and the British-born wife of Bolshevik diplomat Maxim Litvinov.

27. The Masses was a monthly magazine founded in 1911 by Piet Vlag. Under Max Eastman’s editorship beginning in 1912, the journal was influential in radical socialist circles. After ceasing publication in 1917, the magazine was succeeded by the radical journals The Liberator (1918–1924) and The New Masses (1926–1948), the latter of which followed Communist party ideology and for which Hughes served as a contributing editor starting in September 1930.

28. See Faith Berry, Langston Hughes: Before and Beyond Harlem, Lawrence Hill and Company, 1983, p. 319; and Arnold Rampersad, “Langston Hughes and His Critics on the Left,” Langston Hughes Review, Fall 1986, p. 34.

29. David Chinitz, Which Sin to Bear? Authenticity and Compromise in Langston Hughes, Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 5.

30. On August 23, 1939, just before the start of World War II, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Foreign Minister of Germany, and Vyacheslav Mikhailovich Molotov, Foreign Minister of the Soviet Union, signed the German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact—also referred to as the Nazi-Soviet Pact—which stipulated that Germany and the Soviet Union would not attack each other and would work through any conflicts in an amicable manner. The Pact was to remain in effect for ten years, but it ended when Germany attacked the U.S.S.R. in 1941.

31. Senator McCarthy refers here to Robert Walter Scott McLeod, a former agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation who had been appointed in March 1953 as Administrator of the Bureau of Security and Consular Affairs in the United States Department of State. McLeod, a close friend of McCarthy, gained a reputation for purging the State Department of employees, including suspected homosexuals, considered to be security risks.

32. Senator McCarthy refers here to Robert Livingston Johnson, who took a leave from his position as President of Temple University on March 3, 1953, to head the State Department’s International Information Administration (IIA), created in January 1952 to elicit, among other goals, a “sharper definition and limitation of U.S. information and educational exchange objectives.” Johnson’s appointment, and the position itself, were short-lived. Johnson resigned from the position in July 1953, pleading ill health. On August 1, 1953, the IIA was consolidated into the United States Information Agency (USIA), created by President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Reorganization Plan No. 8 and Executive Order 10477. See IIA: The International Information Administration Program, Department of State, Division of Publications, January 1953, p. 1; Records of the United States Information Agency (RG 306), https://www.archives.gov/research/foreign-policy/related-records/rg-306, accessed July 21, 2021; and C. P. Trussell, “Broadcast Chief of ‘Voice’ Removed,” New York Times, February 25, 1953, p. 1.

33. In the published version, Hughes followed this line with, “And step on the gas, Christ! / Move!” The next stanza begins, “Don’t be so slow about movin’!”

34. Langston Hughes, The First Book of Negroes, Franklin Watts, 1952, p. 68. In the original, Hughes emphasized with italics the words “each one of us.”








Chapter 4


1. Langston Hughes, “Jazz Boys Whale in an Old Whaling Town,” Chicago Defender, July 21, 1956, p. 9.

2. It is unclear why the published version of this presentation only included this reference to poems from his book, Montage of a Dream Deferred (Henry Holt, 1951), but did not include the poems themselves.

3. See “Chicago Newsmen Cite King as ‘Man of Year,’ ” Chicago Defender, January 19, 1957, p. 1.

4. Vincent Tubbs, the managing editor of Jet magazine, led the efforts to form the Windy City Press Club in 1956 to help address issues specific to the press on Chicago’s South Side.

5. The Dixiecrats, a faction of the Democratic party during the 1948 presidential election, promoted white supremacy and were opposed to the Democratic party’s civil rights platform. Hughes is likely using the term more generally to refer to conservative southern Democrats.

6. Hughes published a version of this piece under the title, “Simple Says Acting Right is Better than Writing Right,” Chicago Defender, March 23, 1957, p. 10.

7. Arnold Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes, Vol. II: 1941–1967, I Dream a World, Oxford University Press, 1988, p. 270.

8. Autherine Lucy was chased from campus by a white mob and eventually expelled from the University of Alabama in 1956 after being admitted to the university following a successful legal case challenging segregation. Lucy’s expulsion was rescinded by academic administrators in 1988, and Lucy earned the M.A. degree at the University of Alabama in 1992.

9. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s home in Montgomery, Alabama, was bombed by a white supremacist on January 30, 1956. King was not at home, and his family was not injured in this act of racist terror.

10. Emmett Till, a 14-year-old African American, was abducted and killed in 1955 for allegedly whistling at a white woman in Mississippi. The NAACP immediately labeled the case a lynching and organized protests nationwide that became a rallying point for the Civil Rights Movement. Nevertheless, an all-white jury acquitted the men responsible for the boy’s death. The United States Justice Department reopened its investigation into the murder of Till in 2018, citing “the discovery of new information” in a report to Congress. See Alan Blinder, “U.S. Reopens Emmett Till Investigation, Almost 63 Years after His Murder,” New York Times, July 13, 2018, p. A15.

11. “Merry-Go-Round” was first published in Common Ground, Spring 1942, p. 27.

12. Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus defied federal desegregation rulings, refusing to integrate Little Rock High School. On September 2, 1957, just prior to MacGregor’s interview with Hughes, Faubus called in the Arkansas National Guard to prevent African American students—subsequently known as the “Little Rock Nine”—from entering the school.

13. Toy Harper and her husband, Emerson, were close family friends but not related to Hughes.

14. Cleveland’s Karamu House was founded in 1915 and is the oldest producing African American theater in the United States.

15. In 1941, Hughes committed to sending his papers to the “James Weldon Johnson Memorial Collection of Negro Arts and Letters” at Yale University. The collection—now known as The James Weldon Johnson Memorial Collection and housed at Yale’s Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library—was established in 1941 by Hughes’s close friend, the writer and photographer Carl Van Vechten.

16. “Court Orders Race Ban End,” Garden City Telegram, July 6, 1955, p. 1.

17. Langston Hughes, Fight for Freedom: The Story of the NAACP, W. W. Norton, 1962, p. 204.

18. Langston Hughes, Tambourines to Glory, John Day Company, 1958.

19. See, for example, Mary Helen Washington, The Other Blacklist: The African American Literary and Cultural Left of the 1950s, Columbia University Press, 2014.

20. Négritude was a literary and philosophical movement originating in the 1930s, but here Hughes seems to use the term more generally to refer to writers of Black African descent.

21. This is a version of Hughes’s poem, “Note on Commercial Theatre,” first published in Crisis, March 1940, p. 79.

22. Award citation quoted in Warren D. St. James, NAACP: Triumphs of a Pressure Group, 1909–1980, 1958, 2nd ed., rev., Exposition Press, 1980, pp. 293–294.

23. “I, Too” was first published in Survey Graphic, March 1, 1925, p. 683.

24. This is a version of “Feet O’ Jesus,” first published on the cover of Opportunity, October 1926.

25. This is a version of “Ma Lord,” first published in Crisis, June 1927, p. 123.

26. The correct quotation is “Make way for a new guy with no religion at all— / A real guy named / Marx Communist Lenin Peasant Stalin Worker ME—” Hughes did not include the line, “Goodbye, Christ, good morning revolution” when he published the poem in Negro Worker, November–December 1932, p. 32. However, the line was appended to the end of the poem in circulars from the 1940s advertising Gerald L. K. Smith’s racist and anti-Semitic newsletter, The Cross and the Flag, the official publication of Smith’s Christian Nationalist Crusade. The advertisements included the headline, “HATE CHRIST is the Slogan of the Communists.” See “ ‘Hate Christ’ is the Slogan of the Communists,” undated, 2006.003.1.1.49, The University of Tulsa, McFarlin Library, Department of Special Collections & University Archives, https://utulsa.as.atlas-sys.com/repositories/2/archival_objects/371, accessed September 20, 2021.

27. This is likely a reference to Rueben Silver’s doctoral dissertation, “A History of the Karamu Theatre of Karamu House, 1915–1960,” The Ohio State University, 1961.

28. African American playwright Elizabeth Yates’s The Slave was first presented in 1931 by the Houston Negro Little Theatre. Although Hughes doesn’t recall the production in this interview, the Harlem Suitcase Theatre did present Yates’s play. See Bruce A. Glasrud and James M. Smallwood, eds., The African American Experience in Texas: An Anthology, Texas Tech University Press, 2007, p. 248; and Bernard L. Peterson, Jr., ed., The African American Theatre Directory, 1816–1960: A Comprehensive Guide to Early Black Theatre Organizations, Companies, Theatres, and Performing Groups, Greenwood Press, 1997, p. 92.

29. Hughes refers here to The New Negro Theatre, which he founded in Los Angeles in 1939.

30. See Alain Locke, “The Blondiau-Theatre Arts Collection,” in Blondiau-Theatre Arts Collection of Primitive African Art. On Exhibition—February 7th to March 5th, 1927, the New Art Circle … New York City, Theatre Arts Monthly, 1927.

31. Hughes and Hurston’s co-authored play, Mule Bone, was not produced until 1991, when it was staged at the Lincoln Center Theater in New York City.

32. Hurston died on January 28, 1960.

33. Willis Richardson published two anthologies: Plays and Pageants from the Life of the Negro, Associated Publishers, 1930, and, with coeditor May Miller, Negro History in Thirteen Plays, Associated Publishers, 1935.

34. Named after the African American stage actor Charles Sidney Gilpin, the Gilpin Players theater troupe performed at the Karamu House in Cleveland and premiered several of Hughes’s plays.

35. In an article in the New York Sunday Mirror on August 26, 1934, the historian Charles A. Beard referred to Hughes as one of the twenty-five most interesting people in the United States “to whom in times of stress we can turn and who is socially conscious.” Quoted in Arnold Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes, Vol. I: 1902–1941: I, Too, Sing America, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 297.

36. The far-right, bigoted “Mothers of America” organization that Hughes mentions was allied with Gerald L. K. Smith’s America First Party. The protest against Hughes occurred in Detroit on April 14, 1943.

37. Actress and producer Lucille Lortel established the White Barn Theatre in 1947 on her property in Norwalk, Connecticut. The theater was demolished in 2017 after unsuccessful fundraising efforts to save it.

38. Hughes refers here to the American National Theatre and Academy (ANTA), a non-profit theater producer established by the United States Congress in 1935.

39. The reference here is to Marc Blitzstein’s 1941 agit-prop musical, No for an Answer.

40. Rueben Silver refers here to the following racial generalization by Rowena Jelliffe: “Perhaps the chief talent which the Negro brings to the art of the theatre is his peculiar quality of motorness, his extraordinary body expressiveness, which more than compensates for the degree of facial expression which is lost to an audience (in comparison with white actors) due to a darker skin coloring. Next in line in his assets I would list his sense of rhythm, manifest in his movement and diction alike, and his never failing vitality.” See Rowena Woodham Jelliffe, “The Negro in the Field of Drama,” Opportunity: Journal of Negro Life, July 1928, p. 214.

41. The reference here is to drama critic William F. McDermott’s review of Little Ham, “Amusing Play Has First Showing by Gilpin Players at the Karamu Theater,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, March 25, 1936, n. pag.

42. Margaret (Margo) Jones, popularly known as the “Texas Tornado,” was a faculty member in drama at the University of Texas at Austin in the early 1940s and became a pioneer in professional regional theater when she established Theatre ’47 in Dallas in 1947.








Chapter 5


1. Five African Americans were killed by police and hundreds more were injured during the Harlem Riot of 1943, which began on August 1, 1943 after a White police officer shot and wounded a Black soldier in a dispute that took place in the lobby of Harlem’s Braddock Hotel. In “Notes of a Native Son,” James Baldwin wrote of his stepfather, who died on July 29, 1943, in the context of the violence and destruction of race riots, including the Harlem Riot of 1943. See James Baldwin “Notes of a Native Son,” Notes of a Native Son, Beacon Press, 1955, pp. 85–114.

2. See Langston Hughes, “Heads, Hair and Dreams,” Chicago Defender, January 21, 1961, p. 10.

3. Hansberry refers here to her essay, “Willie Loman, Walter Younger, and He Who Must Live,” Village Voice, August 12, 1959, pp. 7–8.

4. Kazin refers here to Mailer’s essay, “The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster,” Dissent, vol. 4, no. 3, 1957, pp. 276–293.

5. Baldwin refers here to a major character in William Faulkner’s 1932 novel, Light in August.

6. Kazin is perhaps referring to a letter to the Editor of the New York Times dated October 7, 1957, in which Faulkner opened: “The tragedy of Little Rock is that it has at last brought out into the light a fact which we knew was there but which, until it was dragged forcibly out of hiding, we could ignore by pretending it wasn’t there. This is the fact that white people and Negroes do not like and trust each other, and perhaps never can.” See William Faulkner, “To Unite for Freedom: Ability to Stand Together in Time of Crisis Is Affirmed,” New York Times, October 13, 1957, p. 10E.

7. The Defiant Ones, based on a story by Nedrick Young and adapted for the screen by Harold Jacob Smith, is a 1958 film starring Tony Curtis and Sidney Poitier about two escaped prisoners forced to work together for survival.

8. Hansberry may be referring to Edith Spurlock Sampson who, as the first African American delegate to the United Nations, was critiqued in the Black press as an opportunist and apologist for the United States State Department. Recent scholarship that examines Sampson’s career from an intersectional, critical race, feminist perspective challenges such critiques. See, for example, Gwen Jordan, “Engendering the History of Race and International Relations: The Career of Edith Sampson, 1927–1978,” Chicago-Kent Law Review, April 2012, pp. 521–548.

9. Hughes’s Tambourines to Glory opened at the Little Theatre on Broadway on November 2, 1963.

10. Roy DeCarava and Langston Hughes’s The Sweet Flypaper of Life, published by Simon and Schuster in 1955, features photographs of Harlem life by DeCarava with narration provided by Hughes’s fictional character, Sister Mary Bradley.

11. It is unclear whether Poston is referring to Hughes’s poem, “Lullaby (For a Black Mother)” (Crisis, March 1926), which opens with the lines, “My little dark baby, / My little earth-thing,” or “America” (Opportunity, June 1925), which opens, “Little dark baby, / Little Jew baby, / Little outcast, / America is seeking the stars, / America is seeking tomorrow. / You are America.” It is possible that Poston is ascribing to Hughes a poem, “Little Brown Baby,” that was written by Paul Laurence Dunbar and featured in Dunbar’s Lyrics of the Hearthside, Dodd, Mead, & Company, 1899. Hughes himself quoted from Dunbar’s “Little Brown Baby” in Hughes’s Famous American Negroes, Dodd, Mead, & Company, 1954, p. 90.

12. In July 1948, Hughes moved into a brownstone rowhouse at 20 East 127th Street in Harlem that he jointly owned with close friends Emerson and Toy Harper.

13. Hughes’s gospel play, Black Nativity, opened on Broadway’s 41st Street Theatre on December 11, 1961.

14. These lines are from Hughes’s poem, “Youth,” first published in Crisis, August 1924, p. 163.

15. Hughes published The First Book of Africa in 1960 with Crown, but his planned “First Book of Nigeria” was apparently never completed or published.

16. After writing a weekly column for the Chicago Defender for over twenty years, Hughes was contracted to write weekly columns for the New York Post in the early 1960s.

17. Poston refers here to the British Overseas Airways Corporation, now known as British Airways.

18. See Arnold Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes, Vol. II: 1941–1967, I Dream a World, Oxford University Press, 1988, p. 355.

19. This is a variation of Hughes’s poem, “Africa,” first published in Long Island University Review, June 1952, p. 12.

20. This is a variation of Hughes’s poem, “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” first published in Crisis, June 1921, p. 71.

21. Hughes’s poem, “Words Like Freedom,” was first published under the title “Refugee in America” in the Saturday Evening Post, February 6, 1943, p. 64.

22. This is a variation of Hughes’s “Poem,” first published in Crisis, August 1924, p. 163, and later published under the title “Youth.”

23. Howard Taubman, “Theater: ‘Tambourines’: ‘Gospel Singing Play’ is at Little Theater,” New York Times, November 4, 1963, p. 46.

24. Nichols refers here to the Little Theatre, 240 W. 44th St., New York, where Hughes’s Tambourines to Glory opened on November 2, 1963.

25. “The Weary Blues” was first published in Opportunity, May 1925, p. 143.

26. “Wide River,” was first published in Measure, June 1926, p. 15.

27. “Heaven” was first published in the The Carmel Pine Cone, July 4, 1941, p. 7.

28. “Snail” was first published in The Carmel Pine Cone, July 18, 1941, p. 6.

29. “Merry-Go-Round” was first published in Common Ground, Spring 1942, p. 27.

30. The Citizens’ Council movement promoting segregation and white supremacy started in Indianola, Mississippi just two months after the United States Supreme Court decision in the case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka on May 17, 1954, a day referred to by Mississippi Circuit Court Judge Tom P. Brady, a leader of the movement, and other council members as “Black Monday.”

31. Hughes refers here to Roy DeCarava, the photographer with whom he collaborated on The Sweet Flypaper of Life, Simon & Schuster, 1955.

32. Langston Hughes, The Big Sea, 1940, Hill and Wang, 1996, p. 85.

33. See Arnold Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes, Vol. I: 1902–1941, I, Too, Sing America, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 125.

34. H. Delaney Young, Jr., quotes here from Hughes’s epigraph to The Big Sea.

35. Hughes refers here to the Omega Psi Phi fraternity. The Beta Chapter was founded at Lincoln University in 1914.

36. “Dreams” was first published in World Tomorrow, May 1923, p. 147.

37. “American Heartbreak” was first published in Phylon, 3rd Quarter 1951, p. 248.

38. “Still Here” was first published in Hughes’s Jim Crow’s Last Stand, Negro Publication Society of America, 1943.

39. In The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, Rampersad and Roessel note that “Bad Luck Card” was first published under the title “Hard Luck” in Opportunity, October 1926, p. 315.

40. Life is Fine” first appeared in Hughes’s One-Way Ticket, Knopf, 1949. In earlier versions of the poem, Hughes ended with the following lines: “Life is fine! / Fine as wine! / Life is fine!”

41. “Low to High” was first published in Midwest Journal, Summer 1949, p. 25.

42. “High to Low” was first published in Midwest Journal, Summer 1949, p. 26.

43. “Ku Klux” was first published in Hughes’s Shakespeare in Harlem, Knopf, 1942.

44. “Democracy” was first published in Hughes’s Jim Crow’s Last Stand, Negro Publication Society of America, 1943, p. 6. In The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, Rampersad and Roessel note that Hughes later changed the title of the poem to “Freedom” for his book, The Panther and the Lash, Knopf, 1967.

45. “I, Too” was first published in Survey Graphic, March 1, 1925, p. 683.

46. David Hendy, a media and cultural history scholar, has done extensive research on Hughes and Bridson’s relationship for the documentary, “Langston Hughes at the Third,” https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b084cs44, accessed July 9, 2021.

47. Hughes refers here to the unanimous Supreme Court decision in the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka case that the segregation of Black and White students in public schools causes harm to Black students. In the decision of the Supreme Court on May 17, 1954, Chief Justice Earl Warren wrote: “We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” See Warren, Earl, and Supreme Court of The United States, U.S. Reports: Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483, 1953, retrieved from the Library of Congress, www.loc.gov/item/usrep347483/, accessed September 26, 2021. In 1955, the Supreme Court ordered that the process of desegregation be undertaken “with all deliberate speed.”

48. The Montgomery bus boycott of 1955 was organized by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., to protest the city’s segregated public bus system following Rosa Parks’s courageous act of civil disobedience and arrest on December 1, 1955. In 1956, a federal court ordered Montgomery to desegregate its buses.

49. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) emerged from a student conference held at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina, in April 1960. The conference was organized by civil rights leader Ella Baker to encourage a continuation of the kind of nonviolent protests represented by the Greensboro, North Carolina, sit-ins that took place in February 1960.

50. The Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), originally called the Committee of Racial Equality, was founded by civil rights leader James L. Farmer, Jr., and others in 1942.

51. James Oliver Eastland, a vocal segregationist and white supremacist, was a United States senator from Mississippi.

52. Hughes refers here to the Supreme Court decision on May 3, 1948, in the case of Shelley v. Kraemer that restrictive covenants in housing enforced by state courts constituted a violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. See Shelley v. Kraemer, 334 U.S. 1, 1948.

53. Hughes refers here to the Actors’ Equity Association, founded in 1913 to advocate for professional actors and stage managers.

54. Hughes refers here to William Lewis Moore, a White mail carrier and active member of CORE who, during a march for social justice, was shot and killed by a suspected Ku Klux Klansman near Atalla, Alabama on April 23, 1963.

55. Hughes refers here to the Reverend Bruce William Klunder, a White civil rights leader and member of CORE who was killed on April 7, 1964, when he attempted to stop a bulldozer during a demonstration to protest the construction of a new school building. The driver of the bulldozer insisted that Klunder had jumped in front of his cab. See “Bulldozer Kills Racial Protester,” New York Times, April 8, 1964, pp. 1, 29.

56. On April 22, 1964, James Farmer was joined by over 700 members of CORE at a civil rights demonstration on the opening day of the World’s Fair in New York. More than 200 demonstrators were arrested for climbing on exhibits and engaging in other acts of civil disobedience. See “CORE Chief among Scores Arrested on Grounds,” New York Times, April 23, 1964, p. 28.

57. On July 16, 1964, James Powell, a 15-year-old Black teenager from the Bronx, was shot and killed by a White, off-duty police officer in New York City after Powell and his friends allegedly disobeyed a White apartment building superintendent, who did not want the teens lounging on the stoops of his buildings and apparently hosed them down while shouting racial epithets. Powell allegedly threatened the superintendent with a knife after the hosing. The shooting was quickly met with indignation and claims of police brutality among Black communities in the city followed by six days of widespread rioting. See Michael W. Flamm, In the Heat of the Summer: The New York Riots of 1964 and the War on Crime, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016; and “ ‘Hot Summer’: Race Riots in North,” New York Times, July 26, 1964, p. 99.

58. Hughes refers here to a $3.4 Million antipoverty program in Harlem established in 1964. See Martin Arnold, “Harlem Program Gets $3.4 Million,” New York Times, June 24, 1964, pp. 1, 23.

59. Hughes refers here to California Proposition 14, a successful ballot initiative in 1964 that nullified the 1963 Rumford Fair Housing Act. The California Supreme Court declared in 1966 that Proposition 14 was unconstitutional, a decision the United States Supreme Court affirmed in 1967.

60. Hughes likely refers here to James Baldwin’s argument in The Fire Next Time that the continued oppression of Black people in the United States will be to the detriment of all Americans, including Whites: “[The Black man] is the key figure in his country, and the American future is precisely as bright or as dark as his. And the Negro recognizes this, in a negative way. Hence the question: Do I really want to be integrated into a burning house?” See James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time, Dial Press, 1963, p. 108.

61. Hughes refers here to Paul L. Bellesen, an African American in Nampa, Idaho, who, in 1965, joined the Ku Klux Klan by mail to play a joke on the white supremacist organization. Before he revealed the deception, Bellesen was appointed as a grand titan of the Klan. See “Negro’s Klan Membership is Revoked by the Wizard,” New York Times, February 26, 1965, p. 14.

62. Hughes refers here to violent confrontations stemming from distrust between mostly white police forces and Black residents that occurred during the summer of 1964 in multiple cities in Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania.

63. Lloyd Garrison, “The Vitality of Negro Art,” New York Times, May 1, 1966, p. 137.

64. The Black Arts Repertory Theatre/School to which Hughes refers, a central institution of the Black Arts Movement, was founded by Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones) in 1965.

65. Toomer’s publisher, Horace Liveright, indicated in a letter to Toomer on August 29, 1923, that in publicizing Cane, “there should be a definite note sounded about your colored blood.” Toomer replied to Liveright in a letter dated September 5, 1923: “My racial composition and my position in the world are realities which I alone may determine. … I do not expect to be told what I should consider myself to be. … Feature Negro if you wish, but do not expect me to feature it in advertisements for you. … Whatever statements I give will inevitably come from a synthetic human and art point of view, not from a racial one.” See Mark Helbling, “Jean Toomer and Waldo Frank: A Creative Friendship,” Jean Toomer: A Critical Evaluation, ed. Therman B. O’Daniel, Howard University Press, 1988, pp. 91–92.

66. In his file copy of this speech, Hughes quotes more liberally from his own translation of an excerpt of Léopold Sédar Senghor’s poem, “Aux Soldats Négro-Américains,” which I have abridged to respect copyrights. The same translation was included in Langston Hughes, ed., An African Treasury: Articles, Essays, Stories, Poems by Black Africans, Crown Publishers, 1960, pp. 199–200.

67. In his file copy of this speech, Hughes quotes more liberally from Senghor’s poem, “Aux Soldats Négro-Américains,” which I have abridged to respect copyrights. The poem was first published in Senghor’s book, Hosties Noires, Editions du Seuil, 1948, pp. 75–76.

68. See Shane Graham and John Walters, eds., Langston Hughes and the South African Drum Generation: The Correspondence, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 185–186.

69. Hughes’s poem, “A House in Taos,” was originally published in Palms, November 1926, pp. 35–36. In the original, the second line of the third stanza is “And you, she, and I.” It is unclear whether Rive’s quotation of this line, “And you, he and I,” is an error or a deliberate revision of the original.

70. Excerpt from Langston Hughes, “Harlem Night Song,” The Weary Blues, Alfred A. Knopf, 1926.

71. Excerpt from Langston Hughes, “Dream Variations,” which was first published under the title “Dream Variation” in Crisis, July 1924, p. 128.

72. Excerpt from Langston Hughes, “Harlem [2],” Montage of a Dream Deferred, Henry Holt & Co., 1951.

73. Excerpt from Langston Hughes, “Joy,” which was first published in Crisis, February 1926, p. 173. In the original, Hughes refers to the “butcher’s cart,” not, as Rive indicates here, the “butcher cart.”

74. Excerpt from Langston Hughes, “Misery,” first published in Opportunity, October 1926, p. 315. In the original, Hughes substituted “de” for “the” in the first two lines.

75. Langston Hughes, “Night: Four Songs,” Fields of Wonder, Alfred A. Knopf, 1947.

76. Rive is referring to the poem, “Yet Do I Marvel,” included in Countee Cullen, Color, Harper & Brothers, 1925, p. 3.

77. Cullen concludes the poem, “Yet Do I Marvel,” with the following lines: “Yet do I marvel at this curious thing: / To make a poet black, and bid him sing!”

78. Excerpt from Langston Hughes, “Africa,” first published in Long Island University Review, June 1952, p. 12.

79. Excerpt from Langston Hughes, “Note on Commercial Theatre,” first published in Crisis, March 1940, p. 79.
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