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" A. PHILIP RANDOLPH AND CHANDLER OWEN

The New Negro — What Is He?
August 1920

f

The heated debate surrounding the meaning of the term “New Negro”
in the years following World War I prompted the editors of the conserva-
tive black newspaper The New York Age fo ask readers for their opin-
ions on the new radical spirit. Although many respondents, whose letters
appeared in a ‘symposium” in the newspaper from January 24 to March
20, 1920, enthustastically endorsed “protest” and “manhood,” A. Philip
Randolph and Chandler Owen, editors of socialist journal The Messen-
ger, objected to the business-oriented Age claiming any association with
black militancy. In this article from The Messenger, they explain their
unique version of the New Negro concept. Randolph migrated to- New
York in 1912 from Jacksonville, Florida, to attend New York’s City Col-
lege. A native of North Carolina, Owen also migrated to New York, in
1913, to attend Columbia University. The pair met in 1916, joined the

A Phlhp Randolph and Chandler Owen, “The New Negro-—What Is He?” The Messen-
ger, 2 (August 1920): 73-74.
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Socialist Party in the same year, and started The Messenger in 1917.
In the early days of their association, they argued against American par-
ticipation. in World War I and for the rights of workers, especially black
workers. ‘They were arrested in 1918 for violating the Espionage Act
(1917), which made public statements against the war illegal, but were
quzckly freed when the judge reﬁtsed to believe that two black men could
write so eloquently.: In 1925, Randolph organized the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters union, which achieved a historic collective bargain-
ing agreement with the Pullman Company-in 1937.

Our title was the subject of an editorial in the New York Age which
formed the basis of an extensive symposium. Most of the replies, how-
ever, have been vague and nebulous. THE MESSENGER, therefore,
undertakes to supply the New York Age and the general pubhc w1th a
definite and clear portrayal of the New Negro.

It is well nigh axiomatic that the most accurate test of what a man
or institution or a movement is, is ﬁrst, what its alms are; second, what
its methods are, or how- it expects to achieve its aims; and thll'd its
general relations to current movements.

Now, what are the aims of the New Negro? T he answer to th1s
question will fall under three general heads namely, political, eco-
normc and social.

In politics, the New Negro, unlike the Old Negro, cannot be lulled
into a false sense of secirity with political spoils and patronage. A job
is not the price of his vote. He will not continue to accept political
promissory. notes from a political debtor, who has already had the
power, but who has refused to satisfy his political obligations. The
New Negro demands political equality. He recognizes the necessity of
selective as well as elective representation. He realizes that so long as
the Negro votes for the Republican or Democratic party, he will have
only the right and privilege to elect but not to select his representa-
tives. And he who selects the representatlves controls the representa-
tive. The New Negro stands for universal suffrage.

A word about the economic aims of the New Negro. Here, as a
worker, he demands the full product of his toil. His immediate aim is
more wages, shorter hours and better working conditions. As a con-
sumer, he seeks to buy in the market, commodities at the lowest pos-
sible price.

The social aims of the New Negro are decidedly different from
those of the Old Negro. Here he stands for absolute and unequivocal
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“social equality.” He realizes that there cannot be any qualified equal-
ity. He insists that a society which is based upon justice can only be a
society composed of social equals. He insists upon identity of social
treatment. With respect to intermarriage, he maintains that it is the
only logical, sound and correct aim for the Negro to entertain. He
realizes that the acceptance of laws against intermarriage is tanta-
mount to the acceptance of the stigma of inferiority. Besides, laws
against intermarriage expose Negro women to sexual exploitation,
and deprive their offspring, by white men, of the right to inherit the
property of their father. Statistics show that there are nearly four mil-
lion mulattoes in America as a result of miscegenation.

So much then for the aims of the New Negro. A word now about
his methods. It is with respect to methods that the essential dl_fference
between the New and Old Negro relates.

First, the methods by which the New Negro expects to realize his
political aims are radical. He would repudiate and discard both of the
old parties—Republican and Democratic. His knowledge of political
science enables him to see that a political organization must have an
economic foundation. A party whose money comes from working
people, must and will represent working people. Now, everybody con-
cedes that the Negro is essentially a worker. There are no big capital-
ists among them. There are a few petit bourgeoisie,? but the process
of money concentration is destined to weed them out and drop them
down into the ranks of the working class. In fact, the interests of all
Negroes are tied up with the workers. Therefore, the Negro should
support a working class political party. He is a fool or insane, who
opposes his best interests by supporting his enemy. As workers,
Negroes have nothing in common with their employers. The Negro
wants high wages; the employer wants to pay low wages. The Negro
wants to work short hours; the employer wants to work him long
hours. Since this is true, it follows as a logical corollary that the Negro
should not support the party of the employing class. Now, it is a ques-
tion of fact that the Republican and Democratic Parties are parties of
the employing or capitalist class.

On the economic field, the New Negro advocates that the Negro
join the labor unions. Wherever white unions discriminate against the
Negro worker, then the only sensible thing to do is to form indepen-
dent unions to fight both the white capitalists for more wages and

*Sex between the races.
?The owners of small shops and businesses.
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shorter hours, on the one hand, and white labor unions for justice, on
the other. It is folly for the Negro to fight labor organization because
some white unions ignorantly ignore or oppose him. It is about as log-
ical and wise as to repudiate and condemn writing on the ground that
it is used by some crooks for forgery. As a consumer, he would orga-
nize cooperative societies to reduce the high cost of living.

- The social methods are: education and physical action in self
defense. That education must constitute the basis of all action, is
beyond the realm of question. And to fight back in self defense,
should be accepted as a matter of course. No one who will not fight to
protect his life is fit to live. Self defense is recognized as a legitimate
weapon in all civilized countries. Yet the Old Crowd Negroes have
counseled the doctrine 6f non-resistance.

As to current movements; the Negro would accept, praise and sup-
port that which his enemies reject, condemn and oppose. He is toler-
ant. He would restore free speech, a free press and freedom of
assemblage. He would release Debs.® He would recognize the right of
Russia to self determination. He is opposed to the Treaty and the
League of Nations. Yet, he rejects Lodge’s reservations.* He knows
that neither will help the people. As to Negro leaders, his object is to
destroy them all and build up new ones.

Finally, the New Negro arrived upon the scene at the time of all
other forward, progressive groups and movements—after the great
world war. He is the product of the same world wide forces that have
- brought into being the great liberal and radical movements that are
now seizing the reins of political, economic and social power in all of
the civilized countries of the world.

His presence is inevitable in these times of economic chaos, polit-
ical upheaval and social distress. Yes, there is a New Negro. And it is
he who will pilot the Negro through this terrible hour of storm and
stress.

3Eugene V. Debs (1855-1926), labor leader, who ran as a socialist candidate for pres-
ident five times between 1904 and 1920. During his last campaign in 1919, Debs went to
jail under the Espionage Act (1917) for speaking out agaist U.S. participation in World
War 1.

*‘Henry Cabot Lodge (1850-1894), Republican senator from Massachusetts who
opposed U.S. participation in the League of Nations after World War I and was instru-
mental in defeating ratification of the Versailles Treaty in the Senate (1919).
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