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“WITNESSES FOR FREEDOM"

THIS unusual bodk is a thought-
—ful study of Negro autobiogra-
phies during the last half cen-
tury. The author, Rebecca Chal-
mers Barton, shows here the in-
finite variety of Negro personali-
1y as well as the way in which
Negroes have reacted to the pre-
judiced world around them. She
has grouped a number of the
autobiographies together under
gencral headings which again
demonstrate the vast differences
among them. Beginning with
Booker T. Washington and com-
ing down _through Richard
Wright, Mrs. Barton has caught
the spirit of each remarkably
well

The author has divided her
twenty-three subjects into four
headings: The Accommodators,
The Achievers, The Experiment-
ers ang the Protestors for a New
Freedom. With Booker T. Wash-
ington in the first group are
James D. Corrothers, William
Pickens, and Jane Hunter, all
of whom sought “peace at the
“white’ price” Mrs. Barton
probes psychologically into the
pages of these auntobiographies
to discover why each man of
woman became what he was. Her
understanding of the back-
grounds of the people she dis-

cusses and of the whole field of.

race relations is great. The analy-
s1s of Booker T. Washington and
his theories of racial accommo-
dation is especially keen, The
following lines arr 3 pond ex-
ample of M= T cL o0 ilce

writing which gues to the heart
3

of a particular subject, in this
case Booker T. Washington:
“Cloaked in an armor of per-
sonal immunity, he passes se-
renely along the path of ra-
cial plagues, His capacity fo
interpret the favorable accept-
ance of himself as a change
for the better in American race
relations suggesits psychologi.
cal explanations ranging from
wishful thinking 1o struggle
for status, His failure fo ana-
lyze reasons for his personal
triumph which nestle in the
pages of his own life history
suggests an ‘ostrich in the
sand’ technique, Whether in-
spired"by fear, naivete, or de-
liberate startegy. the result
is satislying to him. He is a
master of accommodation to
his environment. In this pro-
cess the race problem hLecomes
both the sword and the shin-
ing plume.”

Included among the five
Achievers are Marshall W. “Ma-
jor” Taylor, the fastest bicycle
rider in the world; Matthew W.
Henson, North Pole. explorer,
and W. C. Handy, father of the
blues. These writers won recog-
nition on the basis of their own
achievernents in competition
with whites.

The Experimenters include
William Stanley Braithwaite,
Zora Neale Hurston, Claude Mc~
Kay and- Era Bell Thompson.
Each of these is a strong individ-
ualist who secks happiness re-
fatisoly uinun' - by the dis-
crimination they have met, Most
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of them grew up in white com-
munities. .

The Protestors for a New Free-
dom are described by Mrs. Bar-
ton as those Negroes who al-
though they “have fully as much
claim to be regarded and to re-
gard themselves as distinct in-
dividuals in spite of societal ills,
they voluntarily subordinate
their individualism to the larger
race problem.” Among, them are
W. E. B. DuBois, Langston
Hughes,- James Weldon Johnson,
J. Saunders Redding, and Rich-
ard Wright. The author has
included a discussion of Fred.
erick Douglass’ story of his life
here although it oelongs to the
19th rather than the 20th cen-
tury. However, he is the spirit-
ual precursor of this last group
as Mrs. Barton points out and a
look at his autobiography makes
this clear. ‘

“Witnesses for Freedom" is
not a re-working of familiar ma-
terial; it is a new approach to
the development of the Negro
through an analysis of twenty-
three men and women who rose
to the top in their respective
ﬁgldg. As Alain Locke states in
his introddction the book “af-
fords an unsentimental and
tht_erefure sobering and enlight-
ening journey into the psycho-
logical heart of the American
race problem. Yet primarily, the
bonlk: is a study of progressively
r  ‘ng Negro self-interpre-
tation.”
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