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In his 1926 seminal essay “Criteria of Negro Art,” William Edward Burghardt Du Bois argues 

that a fundamental component of any good African-American literature is propaganda—a direct 

response, in his mind, to the racial discrimination and tension developing at the time. From this 

lens, Fire in the Flint by Walter White, a text generally overlooked in much existing Harlem 

Renaissance criticism, anticipates this trend, offering a counter-image of the black community 

and its white counterparts as presented in texts such as the 1905 novel The Clansmen: An 

Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan by Thomas Dixon. Depicting the African-American 

people as equally fierce in their pursuits of education and racial equality, White challenges the 

single story of black inferiority that Dixon’s novel previously advances, hoping to combat the 

overwhelmingly skewed perception of blacks across the United States. 

 

Dixon’s novel, after all, was perhaps one of the most controversial novels of its time, later giving 

birth to the equally provocative 1915 silent film The Birth of a Nation and spreading an image of 

the African-American people as the stereotypical Zip Coon popularized on the minstrel stage. 

Such texts, classified by Charles H. Nichols Jr. as “Confederate romance[s],” were essential in 

promoting the American racial hierarchy and the image of the black community, in its perceived 

inability to ever meet the social and intellectual standards of white society, as a threat to the 

American way of life. Examining these two texts in conversation is therefore integral to gaining 

a more complete understanding of the dueling perceptions of African-American society in the 

early to mid-1900s. 

 

This proposed paper will examine one of the most grossly under-represented texts of the Harlem 

Renaissance era, Walter White’s 1924 Fire in the Flint, as a departure from the popular image of 

the black offered in Dixon’s novel. This work, after all, represents a movement toward social 

justice and presents valuable insight into the way in which black authors of the era effectively 

fulfilled this expectation of protest and propaganda as part of an alternative intellectual strategy 

aimed directly at racial uplift and social change.  

 

Keywords: reconstruction of race; challenging racial stereotypes; protest and propaganda 

mailto:cvarlack@umbc.edu

