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Black Internationalism

Jane Nardal

There is in this postwar era a lowering or the attempt at a lowering of
the barriers thac exist between countries, Wil the various frontiers, cus-
tom duties, prejudices, cultural mores, religion, and languages allow this
project to be realized? We want 10 hope for this, those of us who note at
the same time the birth of 2 movement not ar all opposed to this firse
one. Blacks of all origins, of different nationalities, mores, and religions
vaguely feel that in spite of everything they belong to one and the same
race. Previously the more assimilated blacks looked down arrogancly
upon their colored brethren, believing themselves surely of a different
species than they; on the other hand, certain blacks who had never left
Aftican soil o be led into slavery looked down upon as so many base
swine those who at the whim of whites had been enslaved, then freed,
then molded into the white man's image.

Then came war, dislocation, blacks from every origin coming ro-
gether in Europe, the suffetings of the war, the similar infelicities of
Postwar period. Then snobs—whom we must thank here—and
artists launched Negro arc. They taught many blacks, who themselves
were surprised, that there existed in Aftica an absolutely original black
serature and sculprure, that in America poetry and sublime songs,
\e Spirituals,” had been composed by wretched black slaves. Suc-

revealed to the white world as well as the black was the p'las'

€Ity of black bodies in their sculptural attitudes, giving way with-

OBt transition 1o an undulation, or to a sudden slackening, undcrﬁl::c

e of thythm, the sovereign master of their bodics; in this bh‘l:uk‘ﬁ' s
mystetious to whites, the artist would discover tones 5o s ifting

nd 1 : ither his joy or his despair; the
S EXpressions so fleeting as to make cither his joy

105




106 — Jane Nardal

cinema, the theater, the music hall opened their doors to the conquer-

ing blacks.
All these reasons—from the mast important to the most futile—
must be tzken into account 1o explain the birth among Negroes of a
race spirit. Henceforth there would be some interest, some originality,
some pride in being Negro, in turning back toward Africa, the cradle of
Negroes, in remembering a common otigin, The Negro would perhaps
have his part to play in the concert of the races, where until now, weak

and intimidated, he has kept quiet.
Erom these new ideas, new words, whence the creative significance of
the terms: Afro-American, Afto-Latin. They confirm out thesis while
casting new meaning on the nature of this Black Internationalism. If the
Negro wants to know himself, assert his personality, and not be the copy
of this or that type from another race (which often carns him contempt
and mockery), it does not follow from that, however, that he becomes
resolutely hostile to A1l contributions made by another race. On the
contrary, he must learn to profit from others acquired experience and
intellecrual wealth, butin order to know himself better and to assert his
personality. To be Afro-American, to be Afro-Latin, means o be an en-
coutagement, 2 consolation, an example for the blacks of Africa by
showing them that certain benefits of white civilization do not neces:
sarily lead to a rejection of one's race.

Africans, on the other hand, could profit from this example by ree-
onciling these teachings with the millennial traditions of whi'ch they are
justly proud. For it no longer comes into the head of the cultivated man
to treat them en Masse as SAVages. The wotk of sociologists has'n ¢
known to the white world the centers of Aftican civilization, theif FE
gious systems, their forms of government, their artistic wealth. Hcﬂ“:
the bitterness they feel for having been despoiled is understandable af :
can be atcenuated by that peculiar effect of the coloniz'atio:}: chat B

linking together, of unifying in a racial solidarity, and, in spll;_ &
feuds between the conquering peopless wibes who hadn' the U™

idea in this regard. .
Along this barely trodden path, American blacks have beett .’,
neers, 1 believe. To convince oneself of this, it sufﬁ?cs o red ¥
Negro by Alain Locke, which is slated to appear in French t
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Exotic Puppets — [09

Nevercheless, it seems that the box full of exotic accessories has been
overcurned, or at least chat someone else has succeeded thac pontiff,
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, It would be bad grace for us to complain
about all the fuss made over Bernardin with his exotic and enchanting
sites, full of idyllic creatures, the good savage, and the white man be-
come innocent anew. Similarly, the grear Romantic writers, Hugo,
Lamartine, and Michelet, on the one hand; Mrs. Beecher Stowe, on the
other, lay stress on the same point: for the needs of the humanicarian
cause, the exotic character, in the occurrence the black slave, is adorned
with every virtue—these writers engendered an abundang posterity.

of the prestig the ‘_'"

middl®
% hin 3 ’ § 1l o lhc g
What a deception for juse like a livde French gi o e 8

peing O

Works like L'Ulysce négre by Marius-Ary Leblond, a wricer from
Reunion Island; e Nigger of the Narcisous by Conrad; Le Pot au noir by
Chadourne; [and] the tales of C, Farrére already seem to break with this
tradition and claim 1o give 2 more truthful portrait of the colored man
to sedentary and sentimeneal metropolizans,

But Josephine came, Josephine Baker you understand, and bored
a hole through the painted backdrop associated with Bernardin, Here ic
i that 2 woman of color leaps onstage with her shellacked hair and
sparkling smile, She js certainly still dressed in feachers and banana
Ieaves, buc she brings o Parisians che latest Broadway products (the
Charleston, jazz, etc.). The transition berween past and presenc, the sol-
deting between virgin forest and modernism, is what American blacks
have accomplished and rendered tangible.

And the blasé artises and snobs find in them whar they seek: the sa-
¥orous, spicy contras of primitive beings in an ultramodern frame of
Atican frenzy unfurled in the cubist decor of a nightclub, This explains
e unprecedented vogue and the swell of enthusiasm generated by a litele
Presse who was begging on the sidewalks of St. Louis (Mississippi).!
%ot she and her friends {Joe Alex, Douglas Johnny, Hudgins), in the
entertaining the Parisian public, offer new and truculenc jm-
80 the avant-garde writers, In hearing their sweet and raucous
in concert, in the music hall, on records, these writers reconsti-
i8¢ atmosphere where one still hears something reminiscent
Wailing of poor slaves with an afterraste of naiveté and now and
“‘;; : Thus, in modern, exotic literature, the poetic imagination
he of jrs Prerogatives, even when it no longer awards the prize
*€ to good “Uncle Toms.”
et the grenadine syrup of Bernardin and Beecher Stowe, here

| 5!
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liquor and cackeails of Soupault, of Carl Van Vechten:
Cover your face, Uncle Tom, up there; here is your grandson Edgar
Manning, the hero of Soupauld’s novel, free and let loose in a civilization
whose vices alone has he imitated; a jazz-band Negro, he leads an exis-
as nocturnal as it is sleazy, rakes drugs, kills a woman. That's
Soupault’s Negro. These same character types and vices are found in
Carl Van Vechren's Nigger Heaven, but in the New York world of billion-
aire blacks. The femme fatale represented there has nothing to do with
the Romantic portrait of the black woman in Michelet. These writers
have led the way: no doubt the Morands and company will fall into

step. -
But, you t

are the hard

rence

¢ll me, what does chis existence, which, it is true, is colot-

ful, bustling. and intoxicating, have in commen with our own, with its
tranquil grace and Jow dances, excepe the decor? Let the black Creoles

not be surprised, since a new pontiff there is, © be so devoured by re-
rrers and writers in a rus faic a litele longer, and

h to generalize. W
maybe they will be genuflecting before Claude Farrére.
Shall we pronounce ourselves for one ot the other of these two pon-
ciffs? With which sauce do we want

t0 be caten: the idealist sauce o the
realist one? Here is the right answer

__the American novelists of colon,
dismissing their portrayers, have put themselves T the task. We will one
day see whether they have fared better.

We shall no Jonger go to the woods;
down, the beautiful lady there has picked
the song, Paul Morand, having destroyed all the false
of the French when it comes to the subject of blacks, preseits
che sevised and corrected stercotype of the “New Negro,” as

rcprescmcd to them from 1930 to 19 [oief ...

In a series of novellas, he presents in the following order (for he tra¥®
cled over 50,000 kilometers and to 28 Negro count
black under the characteristics of the Haitian Occi
who succeeds in delivering his country from the American yoke o
to turn it into a soviet republic and bring back the Americat$t
American Negro, represented by the dancing girl, Congo: # jazt g

cian: black leaders Octavius Bloom and Doctor Lincoln Vampi© ¢
mulatto multimillionaire Ms. Pamela Freedman: and finally: the 8

\, fetishism, and cannibalism.

Negro into sorcery
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equality, frazernity, clay houses that last three years. public lovemaking,
divorces, publicity: ete.” (page 206).

Having made this arification, may we not allow ouselves to praise
the expository qualities and the clarity of I' Morand's style, a style
that contains, moreoven cuch modern, original and fresh images, the
backbones of the palm trees docile before the breeze smeared with
moonlight—"Eightcen-carat gtars” (p. 20}. We even smile upon reading
certain sentences where We €€ indeed: “French, born sly.” He notes
the frequency of imperfect subjunctives, the absence of a's from our
speech—the coffee-and-cream anarchists of Chicago—o0r, again “a face |
the color of stout foam,” €t and other gracious expressions: “Before- l
hand, Pamela was in the habit of saying like the others: ‘Those awful
blacks.”" He also notes how certain men of color can pass for being
South American.

In shor, after these amenities, we need 10 look really close to sce, as
if with regrets—it’s no longer in fashion 1@ be humanitarian, is t?—
[that] a vague sympathy for blacks peeks through in sentences like the
following: “the exploited, enslaved, beaten, mareyred race who did not
deserve its fate and who can hope for happiness only in the afrerlife”
{page 102). Or, again, despite its impassive tone, the following paren-
thetical urterance: “(Paris, the friend of Negroes, is not the Paris in
Texas),” or this one: *[Tlhe aunt . . . recalled the South (United Srates)
and its lynching trees” (page 158). Or the fitst chaprers of the novel
“Goodbye New York™ (pages 209 and 211), where he strips bare the
hypocrisy of Americans struggling with their racial prejudices. These
pages must be kept in mind, stamped as they ar¢ with a very Ladn
frankness and humanity, if we are not 10 conglude, oo quickly pﬂhfl”
upon reading the povellas “Excelsior” and “Charleston,” that cverything
gets Americanized. Paul Morand takes a real pleasure i being the door
ra-door salesman in France of American prejudices.

“Before 1914," writes Pau! Morand, “a black person was 0
laughable and exotic.” Now, from the point of view of plastici® he
made us come ot ahead. The European admites him in the same W
1 beautiful animal, with which he shares, like Congo the dan.ocr o
Josephine Baker), its suppleness, joys and “immediately gransim! b
energy” (page 81). The conquest of the artist chus completes €0
mains for the European o do the same to the middle class: *©
lectuals. For that, we await some European 10 attribute €€t
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