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A mi esposa, Natalia. Mi fe, mi luz, mi amor.
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ian, Kamika, Rob (big music) and Michelle, Joannie Parker, Skip, Sam-
uel Lind de Loiza Aldea, JoeSam., Mrs. Hinda Heller (and Simon),
Qa’id, Big Chief Andrew Justin, Tony and John, and of course my Ar-
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My big band of musical support includes: the late greats—Tito
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Everything in this world sits on the shoulders of our ancestors:
Tomas, Michael, Mary, R. J., Frederick Douglass, Black Elk, Okah Tub-
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Joyce, and the souls of Ireland, Panama, and Puerto Rico.

I would like to thank the contributors to the volume for their hard
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tors and staff at Stanford University Press: especially Laura Comay, Hel-
en Tartar, Nathan MacBrien, and the readers who contributed to the
shaping of this volume. I am honored to edit this volume of essays and
heartened by the strong interest in this field. Thank you to all of the peo-
ple who forwarded proposals, suggestions, leads, advice, warnings, and
guidance.

Negotiating the field of mixed race studies can be tricky. Only a mil-
lipede has more toes to step on. My advice to the reader is as follows:
remember who you are, make no assumptions, and listen carefully. In
Black Indians, author William Loren Katz recalls the words used to de-
scribe African-European-Native American frontiersman Edward Rose:
“cunning as a prairie wolf.” Try it; it worked for Rose.
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And so when she asked me, “What part Indian are you?”
I said, “T think it is my heart.”
Inez Petersen (As We Are Now 86)
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JONATHAN BRENNAN

Introduction

When I am East, my heart is West. When I am West, my
heart is East.
—Sui Sin Far, “Leaves from the Mental Portfolio of an Eurasian”

One of the seminal works of early-twentieth-century fiction in the canon
of African American (and American) literature is the novel Cane (1923),
by Jean Toomer. Cane, often acknowledged as the first African American
modernist novel, exerted a strong influence both on Toomer’s contempo-
raries and on later generations of African American writers. Henry Louis
Gates argues that Cane was an important forerunner in the African Amer-
ican literary tradition due to its complex form and multiple literary strate-
gies:

Not only are tropes such as repetition, catachesis, parataxis and chiasmus and

modes of mimesis used by Toomer but his work serves as a critical literary in-

fluence on writers in the African American tradition such as Sterling Brown,
Zora Neale Hurston, Ralph Ellison, and Toni Morrison."

Yet in 1930, Toomer refuses James Weldon Johnson permission to publish
his work in the Book of American Negro Poetry and writes to Nancy Cunard,
editing the anthology Negro, that “though I am interested in and deeply
value the Negro, I am not a Negro” (Gates 205). Toomer’s stance creates a
dilemma for critics of African American literature: Was Toomer an African
American writer, despite his denial that he was a Negro? Was Toomer
passing as European American? Is Cane an African American text?

In fact, there are no easy answers to the question as to whether
Toomer was African American or European American. The problem,
however, lies not in the answer, but in the question. Toomer was not ei-
ther African American or European American but both African American
and European American, and Native American as well. Like other mixed
race writers, he refused to allow himself to be corralled into a singular
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identity, because he experienced himself through multiple identities. In
an essay on mixed race writer Hum-ishu-ma (Mourning Dove), Carol
Roh Spaulding cites the mixed blood protagonist of Mourning Dove’s
novel, Cogewea (1927), in her description of the limitations imposed on
mixed race Indians by both Native Americans and European Americans:
“We despised breeds are in a zone of our own and when we break from
the corral erected about us we meet up with trouble.™ Roh Spaulding ar-
gues that this corral, despite its limitations, proves to be “a freely chosen
space beyond the reservation and the white man’s world” (106), a site
where Cogewea and her half-blood husband, Jim, have an opportunity to
exist beyond the constraints of racial designations, in a liminal state that
promises opportunity in place of tragedy.

In spite of the potential liberation that movement beyond racial des-
ignation can bring, as Cogewea states, “we meet up with trouble.” Be-
cause most mixed race people have been categorized according to the
prevailing mode of hypodescent, a policy that assigns mixed race indi-
viduals to the race that has been saddled with the lowest social status, any
attempts to move beyond racial proscription have traditionally been
viewed as a threat to already threatened communities. In Who is Black? F.
James Davis discusses both African American acceptance and rejection of
the one-drop rule, and examines the situation of a former student dis-
cussing her identity in a panel on racial discrimination:

“I am part French, part Cherokee Indian, part Filipino and part black. Our
family taught us to be aware of all of these groups, and just to be ourselves.”
... As this panelist tried to describe her feelings of group marginality, a
young black woman student (who appeared to be about half white, biologi-
cally) raised her hand and asserted strongly, “You don’t have any problem.
You are black.” There was a murmur of approval and nodding of heads, es-
pecially among the black students, but the panelist replied softly, “No. No.
Not just black. I am the other things too. All of them.”

Davis also notes that in a discussion following the class, some of his
African American students were “frustrated and disturbed by this ques-
tioning of the one-drop rule, which had provided them with a clear guide
to their own group identity”; some students accused the (openly) mixed
race student of attempting to “deny her race” (134). In fact, for many
mixed race members of marginalized communities, their attempts to as-
sert a mixed race identity are often met with concern or derision because
the marginalized community believes (often rightly) that it cannot afford
to lose additional members in the face of centuries of sustained genocide
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(or allow unknown potential members to join), and that because the vast
majority of the members of Native American and African American com-
munities are of mixed race, such an assertion might lead to the disintegra-
tion of their communities (and/or nations), and to a disruption or disso-
lution of their cultural traditions, social fabric, and political power.

But note Davis’s student’s response to the offer of community ex-
tended by the other student: “Not just black. I am the other things too.”
She did not try to deny her African American heritage but to assert her
other affiliations as well, to occupy multiple spaces, and this is precisely
what Toomer often attempted to do when challenged to define his iden-
tity as either black or white. In response to the question posed by Claude
Barnett of the Associated Negro Press, “are you Negroid?” Toomer re-
sponded that “the true and complete answer is one of some complexity
and for this reason perhaps it will not be seen and accepted until after I
am dead”; he goes on to recall his African American grandfather and ac-
knowledge that he (Toomer) had “peeped behind the veil ... and my
deepest impulse to literature ... is the direct result of what I saw.™ He
also argues that “insofar as the old folk-songs, syncopated rhythms, the
rich sweet taste of dark-skinned life, insofar as these are Negro, I am,
body and soul, negroid” (Gates 205). Toomer believed that “in time, in its
social phase, my art will aid in giving the Negro to himself” (196).

Toomer refused to observe established racial categories, despite the
strong hold they maintain over most Americans, and insisted on both cul-
tural affiliations and a complex identity, yet this complexity does not deny
African American heritage; in fact, Toomer clearly celebrates his “deepest
impulse to literature” and his cultural roots, believes that he writes for the
benefit of an African American community, and claims his Negro soul
quite openly. An assertion of multiple identities does not entail a destruc-
tion of all identities, but an insistence on the right to claim one’s true self.
Toomer claims this self when he also acknowledges the influence of “the
entire body of contemporary literature” (205), not just African American
literature, and when he writes himself as “an American with Negro blood
in his veins” (205). Toomer insisted upon an American identity alongside
his others, to achieve a “spiritual fusion” (204) of racial selves, and to ar-
gue as well that America’s future was one of mixed race. About his poem
“The First American” Toomer wrote, “In America, we are in the process
of forming a new race. ... I was one of the first conscious members of this
race” (201). With a conscious stance as a mixed race writer, he records the
reality of America’s mixed race population, arguing that the corral re-
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served for mixed race subjects might also promise the opportunity to ex-
pand the restricted definitions of race.

In spite of Toomer’s proclamations, we again meet up with “trouble”
in the form of resistance or skepticism. Henry Louis Gates (one of many
in a long line of critics) notes Toomer’s marriages to “two white women”
(208), and posits that Toomer’s racial assertions were oscillations be-
tween Toomer’s “black and his erased black self” (209), maintaining that,
in a “rhetorical gesture” (205), Toomer has denied his African American
heritage. Gates goes on to argue that “Toomer’s was a gesture of racial
castration, which, if not silencing his voice literally, then at least trans-
formed his deep black bass into a false soprano. Toomer did not want so
much to be white as most of us, like his fellow ‘colored of more than or-
dinary mental grasp,” would have it; rather he sought to be racially inde-
terminate, which Johnson suggests to be the nature of the castrato” (208).

In response to these strong accusations of racial abandonment, I
would argue that Toomer is only one of many writers to have published
successful work early in his career and struggled throughout the rest to
find his writing voice, or to find a receptive audience for his later writing
(if that was indeed his intention). Gates assigns this struggle to Toomer’s
refusal to be racially “determined,” thereby rewriting the mixed race
writer, Toomer, precisely in the emplotment of the tragic mulatto that
Toomer sought to avoid, representing his tragic literary fate as stemming
from his choice to follow a (European?) false soprano rather than an
(African?) deep bass literary voice. Gates’s argument raises many issues,
including his accusations of Toomer’s “passing” through marrying white
women (arguments leveled against Frederick Douglass and many other
mixed race writers as well), a romanticized trumpeting of African Ameri-
can culture/literary tradition over European American culture/literary
tradition (an unlikely argument when set beside Toomer’s French, Dutch,
Welsh, German, and Jewish ancestries) coupled with a gendered analysis
of Toomer’s literary intentions (soprano versus bass) that assigns the
mixed race writer, following a long tradition, apparently negative female
characteristics, and that even suggests a self-lynching through castration.
Gates also assumes that Toomer refused a single racial categorization only
after Cane was written (which he did not), and he reinforces the old and
prevailing myth that mixed race writers are indeed mulatto (from mules)
and thus sterile (castrato), lacking a definitive writing voice.

I do not mean to single out Gates, for in spite of these shortcomings
he also provides in his essay an often deep, nuanced, and penetrating



