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Historically, the African-American literary tradition, as evidenced by the slave narratives of the 

nineteenth century, was torn between its recognition of what Maria Varsam termed the “concrete 

dystopia” and an undying hope instead for a more “concrete utopia,” characterized by “freedom 

from violence, inequality, and domination” (209). In the early works of Frederick Douglass and 

William Wells Brown, however, it became apparent that no such utopia actually ever existed in 

the racially-charged climate of the antebellum South. Rather, the “concrete utopia” (209) many 

slaves and freed blacks envisioned ultimately needed to be created with their own voices and their 

own hands—a message that continued as a predominant thread in literature of the Harlem 

Renaissance. From Claude McKay to Langston Hughes, the era’s most renowned writers sought 

to capture a vision in fiction of what that utopia could be, offering a national and transnational 

exploration of the cultural and political ideologies that could help usher in that unbounded soul of 

which Phillis Wheatley once dreamed. In particular, this paper will focus on Hughes’s 1930 novel, 

Not Without Laughter, and the ideological journey of its protagonist, Sandy Rogers, as a way to 

examine the diverse cultural and political strategies authored by the W.E.B. Du Boises and Booker 

T. Washingtons of the time. By tracing Sandy’s coming of age and his exposure to these theories 

of utopia-building, we can better understand the concept of the black utopia itself and the very real 

work that the African-American community needed to do to a break a system in which “all of us 

niggers are too far back in this white man’s country” (Hughes 217). 
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