Alain Locke e “The New Negro” 

Alain Locke: è forse il principale teorico del Rinascimento nero. Il saggio proposto introduce nel 1925 l’antologia The New Negro, che raccoglie opere rappresentative degli scrittori e pensatori neri, e lancia un messaggio insieme di critica e di speranza.
L’autore del saggio, Alain Locke (1886-1954) era nato e cresciuto a  Filadelfia. Dopo essersi laureato a Harvard, aveva proseguito i suoi studi  in Europa.   Dopo quattro anni di insegnamento alla Howard University, era ritornato a Harvard per un dottorato in filosofia. Ritornato alla Howard University nel 1918, vi aveva insegnato fino al 1953. In 1925 aveva curato un’edizione speciale della rivista  Survey Graphic, interamente dedicate alla vita di  Harlem, che era poi divenuta  una antologia intitolata The New Negro, e il  manifesto della  Harlem Renaissance,  ovvero del New Negro Movement. 
Nel saggio Locke dà voce alla nuova speranza che anima i neri radicati ad Harlem, e la visione di nuove possibilità che l’accompagna.  Locke apre il discorso rappresentando la rottura con il passato, il nuovo senso di sé e di orgoglio razziale che deve sostituire, nelle nuove generazioni nere, la paura, le rivendicazioni, il senso di sudditanza e di bisogno, ma anche il senso di parziale corresponsabilità nella propria condizione che ritiene abbia caratterizzato le generazioni precedenti. Locke rivendica l’appropriazione della tradizione nera, la sua trasformazione in forma culturale che contribuisce alla creazione della cultura americana integrata –dove bianchi e neri sono ugualmente rappresentati. L’autore vede nelle aperture delle classi più socialmente consapevoli dei bianchi la possibilità di un nuovo rapporto fra bianchi e neri e di un nuovo futuro per l’America. E tuttavia, come Martin Luther King negli anni cinquanta, rivendica il diritto ad appropriarsi di quelli che sono gli “American wants, American ideas”. Vi è in questo una volontà di appropriarsi dei valori americani attraverso la prospettiva di razza per poi poterna superare e arrivare a una completa, e nazionale condivisione “della cultura e delle istituzioni americane.”

Locke mette anche in evidenza come il movimento dei neri dal sud al nord, si affianchi al movimento generale che porta la gente dalla campagna alla città in quegli anni e ne sia anche parte integrante. Ed è all’interno di questo movimento nello spazio, che è anche un movimento di superamento delle differenze e suddivisioni settoriali precedenti che egli intende vedere il cambiamento possibile anche per i neri. E’ in questo contesto di movimento che Harlem, il quartiere di New York in cui si ritrovano neri di diversa provenienza e di diversa classe sociale, diventa il cuore del nuovo movimento culturale –insieme settoriale e nazionale. Harlem è l’equivalente di Israele per gli ebrei. Il punto di attrazione e di arrivo per un movimento vasto quanto il mondo e non solo quanto l’America. Harlem è il luogo della speranza e insieme del nuovo.
THE NEW NEGRO (1925)

I n the last decade something beyond the watch and guard of statistics has happened in the life of the American Negro. . . .
With this renewed self-respect and self-dependence, the life of the Negro community is bound to enter a new dynamic phase, the buoyancy from within compensating for whatever pressure there may be of conditions from without. The migrant masses, shifting from countryside to city, hurdle several generations of experience at a leap, but more important, the same thing happens spiritually in the life-attitudes and self-expression of the Young Negro, in his poetry, his art, his education and his new outlook, with the additional advantage, of course, of the poise and greater certainty of knowing what it is all about. From this comes the promise and warrant of a new leadership. As one of them has discerningly put it: 

We have tomorrow 

Bright before us 

Like a flame. 
Yesterday, a night-gone thing 
A sun-down name.
                               And dawn today 

                               Broad arch above the road we came. 

                               We march!
( Langston Hughes, “Youth,” ca. 1924)
F IRST we must observe some … changes . . .. A main change has been, of course, that shifting of the Negro population which has made the Negro problem no longer exclusively or even predominantly Southern. … Then the trend of migration has not only been toward the North and the Central Midwest, but city-ward and to the great centers of industry ⎯ the problems of adjustment are new, practical, local and not peculiarly racial. Rather they are an integral part of the large industrial and social problems of our present-day democracy. And finally, with the Negro rapidly in process of class differentiation, if it ever was warrantable to regard and treat the Negro en masse, it is becoming with every day less possible, more unjust and more ridiculous. 

…. The intelligent Negro of today … must know himself and be known for precisely what he is, and for that reason he welcomes the new scientific rather than the old sentimental interest. Sentimental interest in the Negro has ebbed. We used to lament this as the falling off of our friends; now we rejoice and pray to be delivered both from self-pity and condescension. The mind of each racial group has had a bitter weaning, apathy or hatred on one side matching disillusionment or resentment on the other; but they face each other today with the possibility at least of entirely new mutual attitudes.
….There is a growing realization that in social effort the cooperative basis must supplant long-distance philanthropy, and that the only safeguard for mass relations in the future must be provided in the carefully maintained contacts of the enlightened minorities of both race groups. In the intellectual realm a renewed and keen curiosity is replacing the recent apathy; the Negro is being carefully studied, not just talked about and discussed. In art and letters, instead of being wholly caricatured, he is being seriously portrayed and painted.
….this new phase of things is delicate; it will call for less charity but more justice; less help, but infinitely closer understanding. This is indeed a critical stage of race relationships because of the likelihood, if the new temper is not understood, of engendering sharp group antagonism and a second crop of more calculated prejudice. In some quarters, it has already done so. Having weaned the Negro, public opinion cannot continue to paternalize. The Negro today is inevitably moving forward under the control largely of his own objectives. What are these objectives? Those of his outer life are happily already well and finally formulated, for they are none other than the ideals of American institutions and democracy. Those of his inner life are yet in process of formation, for the new psychology at present is more of a consensus of feeling than of opinion, of attitude rather than of program. Still some points seem to have crystallized.

….

The Negro mind reaches out as yet to nothing but American wants, American ideas. But this forced attempt to build his Americanism on race values is a unique social experiment, and its ultimate success is impossible except through the fullest sharing of American culture and institutions. There should be no delusion about this. American nerves in sections unstrung with race hysteria are often fed the opiate that the trend of Negro advance is wholly separatist, and that the effect of its operation will be to encyst the Negro as a benign foreign body in the body politic. This cannot be ⎯ even if it were desirable. The racialism of the Negro is no limitation or reservation with respect to American life; it is only a constructive effort to build the obstructions in the stream of his progress into an efficient dam of social energy and power. Democracy itself is obstructed and stagnated to the extent that any of its channels are closed. Indeed they cannot be selectively closed. So the choice is not between one way for the Negro and another way for the rest, but between American institutions frustrated on the one hand and American ideals progressively fulfilled and realized on the other. 

There is, of course, a warrantably comfortable feeling in being on the right side of the country’s professed ideals. We realize that we cannot be undone without America’s undoing. It is within the gamut of this attitude that the thinking Negro faces America, but the variations of mood in connection with it are if anything more significant than the attitude itself. Sometimes we have it taken with the defiant ironic challenge of McKay:2 

Mine is the future grinding down today 

Like a great landslip moving to the sea, 

Bearing its freight of debris far away 

Where the green hungry waters restlessly 

Heave mammoth pyramids and break and roar 

Their eerie challenge to the crumbling shore. 

Sometimes, perhaps more frequently as yet, in the fervent and almost filial appeal and counsel of Weldon Johnson’s:
O Southland, dear Southland! 

Then why do you still cling 

To an idle age and a musty page, 

To a dead and useless thing. 

But between defiance and appeal, midway almost between cynicism and hope, the prevailing mind stands in the mood of the same author’s “To America,”4 an attitude of sober query and stoical challenge: 

How would you have us, as we are? 

Or sinking ’neath the load we bear, 

Our eyes fixed forward on a star, 

Or gazing empty at despair? 

Rising or falling? Men or things? 

With dragging pace or footsteps fleet? 

Strong, willing sinews in your wings, 

Or tightening chains about your feet? 

More and more, however, an intelligent realization of the great discrepancy between the American social creed and the American social practice forces upon the Negro the taking of the moral advantage that is his. Only the steadying and sobering effect of a truly characteristic gentleness of spirit prevents the rapid rise of a definite cynicism and counter-hate and a defiant superiority feeling. Human as this reaction would be, the majority still deprecate its advent, and would gladly see it forestalled by the speedy amelioration of its causes. We wish our race pride to be a healthier, more positive achievement than a feeling based upon a realization of the shortcomings of others. But all paths toward the attainment of a sound social attitude have been difficult; only a relatively few enlightened minds have been able as the phrase puts it “to rise above” prejudice. The ordinary man has had until recently only a hard choice between the alternatives of supine and humiliating submission and stimulating but hurtful counter-prejudice. Fortunately from some inner, desperate resourcefulness has recently sprung up the simple expedient of fighting prejudice by mental passive resistance, in other words by trying to ignore it. For the few, this manna may perhaps be effective, but the masses cannot thrive on it. 

FORTUNATELY there are constructive channels opening out into which the balked social feelings of the American Negro can flow freely. 

Without them there would be much more pressure and danger than there is. These compensating interests are racial but in a new and enlarged way. One is the consciousness of acting as the advance-guard of the African peoples in their contact with Twentieth Century civilization; the other, the sense of a mission of rehabilitating the race in world esteem from that loss of prestige for which the fate and conditions of slavery have so largely been responsible. Harlem, as we shall see, is the center of both these movements; she is the home of the Negro’s “Zionism.” The pulse of the Negro world has begun to beat in Harlem. A Negro newspaper carrying news material in English, French and Spanish, gathered from all quarters of America, the West Indies and Africa has maintained itself in Harlem for over five years. Two important magazines, both edited from New York, maintain their news and circulation consistently on a cosmopolitan scale. Under American auspices and backing, three pan-African congresses have been held 
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abroad for the discussion of common interests, colonial questions and the future cooperative development of Africa. In terms of the race question as a world problem, the Negro mind has leapt, so to speak, upon the parapets of prejudice and extended its cramped horizons. In so doing it has linked up with the growing group consciousness of the dark-peoples and is gradually learning their common interests. As one of our writers has recently put it: “It is imperative that we understand the white world in its relations to the non-white world.” As with the Jew, persecution is making the Negro international. 

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

Constructive participation in such causes cannot help giving the Negro valuable group incentives, as well as increased prestige at home and abroad. Our greatest rehabilitation may possibly come through such channels, but for the present, more immediate hope rests in the revaluation by white and black alike of the Negro in terms of his artistic endowments and cultural contributions, past and prospective. It must be increasingly recognized that the Negro has already made very substantial contributions, not only in his folk-art, music especially, which has always found appreciation, but in larger, though humbler and less acknowledged ways. For generations the Negro has been the peasant matrix of that section of America which has most undervalued him, and here he has contributed not only materially in labor and in social patience, but spiritually as well. The South has unconsciously absorbed the gift of his folk-temperament. In less than half a generation it will be easier to recognize this, but the fact remains that a leaven of humor, sentiment, imagination and tropic nonchalance has gone into the making of the South from a humble, unacknowledged source. A second crop of the Negro’s gifts promises still more largely. He now becomes a conscious contributor and lays aside the status of a beneficiary and ward for that of a collaborator and participant in American civilization. The great social gain in this is the releasing of our talented group from the arid fields of controversy and debate to the productive fields of creative expression. The especially cultural recognition they win should in turn prove the key to that revaluation of the Negro which must precede or accompany any considerable further betterment of race relationships. But whatever the general effect, the present generation will have added the motives of self-expression and spiritual development to the old and still unfinished task of making material headway and progress. No one who understandingly faces the situation with its substantial accomplishment or views the new scene with its still more abundant promise can be entirely without hope. And certainly, if in our lifetime the Negro should not be able to celebrate his full initiation into American democracy, he can at least, on the warrant of these things, celebrate the attainment of a significant and satisfying new phase of group development, and with it a spiritual Coming of Age. 

National
PAGE  
2

