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And this is the dwarfing, warping, distorting influence which operates upon each
and every coloured man in the United States. He is forced to take his outlook on all
things, not from the view-point of a citizen, or a man, or even a human being, but from
the view-point of a coloured man. It is wonderful to me that the race has progressed
s0 broadly as it has, since most of its thought and all of its activity must run through
the narrow neck of this one funnel. (Johnson 20-21)
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This gives to every coloured man, in proportion to his intellectuality, a sort of dual
personality; there is one phase of him which is disclosed only in the freemasonry of his
own race. I have often watched with interest and sometimes with amazement even
ignorant coloured men under cover of broad grins and minstrel antics maintain this

dualism in the presence of white men. (Johnson 21-22)
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I noticed the ivory whiteness of my skin, the beauty of my mouth, the size and liquid
darkness of my eyes, and how the long, black lashes that fringed and shaded them
produced an effect that was strangely fascinating even to me. I noticed the softness
and glossiness of my dark hair that fell in waves over my temples, making my forehead

appear whiter than it really was. (Johnson 17; my italics)
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- I made up my mind to go back into the very heart of the South, to live among the people,
and drink in my inspiration firsthand. I gloated over the immense amount of material
I had to work with, not only modern rag-time, but also the old slave songs—material
which no one had yet touched. (Johnson 142-143)
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A great wave of humiliation and shame swept over me. Shame that I belonged to a
race that could be so dealt with; and shame for my country, that it, the great example of
democracy to the world, should be the only civilized, if not the only state on earth,

where a human being would be burned alive. (Johnson 187-189)

All the while I understood that it was not discouragement or fear or search for a larger
field of action and opportunity that was driving me out of the Negro race. I knew that
it was shame, unbearable shame. Shame at being identified with a people that could
with impunity be treated worse than animals. For certainly the law would restrain

and punish the malicious burning alive of animals. (Johnson 190-191)
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My love for my children makes me glad that I am what I am and keeps me from
desiring to be otherwise; and yet, when I sometimes open a little box in which I still
keep my fast yellowing manuscripts, the only tangible remnants of a vanished dream, a
dead ambition, a sacrificed talent, I cannot repress the thought, after all, I have chosen

the lesser part, that I have sold my birthright for a mess of pottage. (Johnson 211)
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J. W. Johnson, The Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man
and “Double-consciousness”

KOTANI Koji

The present paper is an investigation of the various echoes in The Autobiography of an
Ex-Colured Man of what W.E.B. Du Bois called black “double-consciousness.” J.W. Johnson,
the author of the fictional autobiography, narrates the life of a black man who passes the color
line between black and white. Du Boig’s “double-consciouness” is reflected in the sense of
duality not only in the narrative structure of The Autobiography but also in the
characterization of the protagonist-narrator. The narrator weaves a success story of
self-realization through his musical creativity, while his unconscious desire to be a white man
undercuts it. His encounter with a lynching makes him give up his alleged ambition to bring
honor and fame to the black race by creating black music deeply rooted in folk culture and
tradition. Instead, he finally chooses to be white and engages money-making, thereby
acquiring “a mess of pottage.”

Johnson gives this account of the ex-colored man in the form of simulated autobiography.
This act of telling seems to be a kind of ritual and it suggests that he wishes vicariously to be
free from the very qualities that he seems to have in common with the ex-colored man. By so

doing perhaps Johnson attempts to make a new start for integrating his own

“double-consciousness” as a black.
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