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In his 1937 autobiography, A Long Way from Home, Claude McKay acknowledges “there are 

educated Negroes who believe that the color line will be dissolved eventually by light-skinned 

Negroids ‘passing white,’ by miscegenation and final assimilation by the white group” (351). 

This perspective is certainly evident throughout the literature of the Harlem Renaissance, 

particularly The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man by James Weldon Johnson. In this central 

work, an unnamed protagonist and narrator struggle with racial passing, either adopted or 

involuntary, in an American social system heavily defined by its color consciousness and 

discrimination. In The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, for instance, the unnamed narrator 

determines to “let the world take me for what it would,” resolving that “it was not necessary for 

me to go about with a label of inferiority pasted across my forehead” (Johnson 90). 

  

Though such scenes frequent the pages of Harlem Renaissance literature—an active reflection of 

a real world trend commonplace across the American landscape, this author approaches the 

notion of racial passing from a different lens, not as counterfeit but as the necessary cultural 

negotiation of two very really and very valid sides of a racially-indeterminate self. What this 

work ultimately reveals, then, is a politics of color and racial identity in which passing is not 

necessarily counterfeit and inauthentic, as many Harlem Renaissance passing narratives from 

Jessie Redmon Fauset's Comedy: American Style to Walter White's Flight might suggest. This 

paper thus examines the dilemma of racial passing in Johnson work in order to discover the 

intellectual argument at work and the politics of color that this key Harlem Renaissance author 

sought to present. 
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