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In scholarship on early twentieth-century African American history, leaders, and civil rights organizations—leaders such as Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Dubois, James Weldon Johnson, and Marcus Garvey; and organizations such as the NAACP and the Urban League—Hubert Harrison is invariably present in the footnotes, usually in relationship to his criticism of some aspect or the other of their policies. One surmises that such scholars found Harrison’s opinions and reactions to them among the papers of the various leaders and organizations as well as in the various newspapers Harrison edited.  There are as well the two books that Harrison published: The Negro and the Nation (1917) and When Africa Awakes  (1920).

The presence of African American Studies curricula in US institutions of higher learning automatically resulted in some scholarship on figures such Harrison who had hitherto been confined to the footnotes of African American scholarship; and, as Jeffrey Perry shows us in his chapter “Biographical Sources on Harrison,” not only are there now entries on Harrison in various biographical dictionaries, but sections of dissertations and entire essays as well that are devoted to his thought. Notwithstanding these, Perry’s dissertation “Hubert Henry Harrison ‘The Father of Harlem Radicalism’: The Early Years—1883 through the Founding of the Liberty League and The Voice in 1917,” and John G. Jackson’s Hubert Henry Harrison: The Black Socrates (Austin: American Atheist Press, 1987) seem to be the only book-length studies devoted entirely to Hubert Harrison.  That A Hubert Harrison Reader is the first text of Harrison’s writings to be made available to a wide readership should strike scholars as an anomaly. Yet it is not, inasmuch as Harrison was never identified with the mainstream African American organizations and leaders of his day and was often critical of their dependence on white leadership and philanthropy and (what he would on occasion call) their “disservice” to the African American people; moreover, he never had the flamboyance that made Marcus Garvey a leader (Harrison would say a swindler) of the masses and an object of mainstream media curiosity. Besides, he never sacrificed his proletarian roots for the spotlight of leadership. And it is quite likely he was one of those whose views were censored, who were shut out, by the “gatekeepers.” In short, he was not part of the influence network, and, given his penchant for candor, could not be. His death too at age 44, at the zenith of his political maturity, at the very time when he declared that he would no longer publicly criticize black organizations, is in part responsible for the small space accorded him in African American history of ideas.

A Hubert Harrison Reader is  therefore a much needed text. Perry’s interest here, it is evident, is to present the vast range of Harrison’s themes and interests. From the selections here (138 of the over 700 pieces available, Perry tells us (p.10)) it is evident that Perry wants his readers to see Harrison for the prophet (man of vision), profound thinker, scholar, literary stylist, and independent thinker he was. Here, for example, is a quote from the first paragraph of Perry’s introduction: 

A brilliant writer, orator, educator, critic, and political activist, Hubert Harrison (1883- 1927) is one of the truly important, yet neglected, figures of early twentieth-century America. Harrison was described by the historian Joel A. Rogers, in World’s Great Men of Color, as “the foremost Afro-American intellect of his time” and “one of America’s greatest minds.  . . . No one worked more seriously and indefatigably to enlighten his fellow-men” and “none of the Afro-American leaders of this time had a saner and more effective program.” (1)

Having read the 138 pieces in A Hubert Harrison Reader and being quite knowledgeable about the work and programs of the various African American organizations of the early twentieth century, I agree with this assessment, with, of course, the reservation that Harrison never lived to test the practicality of his plan for the economic and intellectual salvation of what he would have termed, in 1927, the Negro-American nation.

In considering Perry’s vast contribution to the Harrison Reader, I shall focus on his choice of texts, organization, his introductions, and his annotations.  He organizes the pieces thematically into thirteen sections that show Harrison’s wide-ranging interests, erudition, and literary skills. Although such an approach disrupts the chronology of the pieces and results at times in repetition (of ideas, for example), it was probably the best way to do it.

Perry chose most of his pieces from Harrison’s published texts. Those that are from the pieces that editors rejected provide valuable insight into how censorship of ideas worked in the black and white print media. The pieces from Harrison’s diaries, especially those his views on Garvey and Garveyism, show us some of what even this most candid of writers could not tell the public. They therefore give us a sense of the public and private Hubert Harrison.

Perry employs three forms of introduction: a global introduction, section introductions, and prefaces to the individual pieces. His global introduction provides us with accounts by Harrison’s contemporaries of his intellectual prowess and exceptional oratorical abilities, as well as a thorough biographical sketch of Harrison, beginning with his birth on St. Croix, in 1883, and his growing up there while it was still a Danish colony, on to New York, to which he migrated in 1900. From there he traces Harrison’s education up to the high school level and the numerous turns and setbacks his life took while he worked as an unflagging activist in the cause for Black political and economic justice: from his affiliations with the Socialist Party and the American Federation of Labor and breaks with and denunciations of them when he realized that theirs was a race-first policy; to his development of his own Black race-first policy and founding of the Liberty League and The Voice newspaper in 1917 to promote it;  to his editing of  the New Negro magazine; to his initial enthusiasm and later contempt for Garveyism, including the editorship of Garvey’s paper the New World; to the last three years of his life, when he founded The International Colored Unity League for the purpose of implementing his vision for African and African American political and economic emancipation. As regards the introductions to each of the thirteen sections, these occasionally repeat information already given in the general introduction, but they are valuable inasmuch as they discuss the historical context of the ideas and opinions Harrison expresses in the pieces comprising the section. But, concerning the prefaces to each of the pieces, I am less sure of their necessity, since they sometimes seem to be providing mere summaries that might be valuable to lazy readers but insulting to others. At times, however, they are invaluable, as is the case with item 15 (p. 76). The excessive number of prefaces might have been avoided by way of footnoting. 

Perry’s annotation is extensive. The research he undertook to clarify Harrison’s obscure references as well as to provide first names and initials for the army of authors  Harrison refers to only by their family names is impressive. It is exemplary scholarship.

Notwithstanding Perry’s contributions, Harrison’s texts are the marrow of this book, and it is to them that I shall now turn. It becomes evident from the first piece in the book, a letter in the New York Times of December 11, 1904, written when Harrison was only twenty-one, that we are dealing with someone passionately, analytically (and sometimes satirically) engaged with the issues of day and the historical parameters that framed them, as well as with a man whose psyche was effectively inoculated against the overt and insidious poisons of racial bigotry. The letter was in response to a New York Times editorial that describes the black race as chicken thieves. Here is an excerpt from it:

I, Sir, am a Negro, and, strange as it may appear, I am proud of it. In the name of my race I resent the indignity which your editorial has put upon us.

The editorial expressly stated that Africans (Negroes) “of any age, sex (sic!) or previous condition of servitude” had been wont to steal chickens since the days of Ham and Noah’s ark. I may remark that the Noah’s ark story, far from being a fact, is an impossible myth, and I refer the writer to Prof. Huxley’s Lay Sermons, Critiques and Address.  I would also submit that any man of ordinary intelligence can from the Christian Bible itself  tell that Ham (if there ever was a Noah) was not a Negro at all. This narrows the chicken-stealing period considerably, and when I point out that under the tribal governments of Africa chicken culture was a thing unknown it is narrowed still more closely.

I would also point out that in the West Indies, where fowls are plenteous, chicken stealing is much less common than suicide is here. Therefore it cannot be true that all Negroes are prone to steal fowls, nor that some Negroes have been wont to do so since the days of wine-bibbing Noah. 

I, as a Negro, can have no objection to a bit of news that reports a Jersey Negro, or many Jersey Negroes, as being dexterous stealers of chicken; but I strongly object to the sweeping opinion of any newspaper that we are a race of thieves—either as fowls or anything else.

Harrison here subjects to rigorous intellectual scrutiny the casual racism and absurd reasoning that white Americans displayed when they spoke and wrote about Blacks, as well as the myths, Judaic and otherwise, they employed to justify segregation and economic exploitation.  Here is someone who understands in the minutest of detail how metonymy and myth serve in the vilification of African Americans; here too is someone equipped with effective rejoinders.

In a diary entry dated November 11, 1907 Harrison laments the plight of the race, and vows in solemn, religious language to devote his life to its service:

Poor heart-sore and soul-starved Mother Race, who shall minister to thy deep desires, who shall bound up thy wounds and raise thee up again if these and such as there are to be thy prophets and thy priests? Oh Africa! when shall be the term of thy long degradation? Behold here, even now, I pledge thee, O my Mother, that I shall devote my years to thee, shall work for thy redemption even in the land of thine exile and set before mine eyes an ideal of service to thee inextricably blent with service for my myself; shall love thee and be proud of thee and glory in thy power now lying dormant and shall strive to bring it to the light. Take my youth, my labors, my love, my life, my all and do thou when I shall have died for thee, take me to thy bosom, an untamed, untamable African (p. 33).

By any objective measure it is in the service of Africa and her children scattered across the diaspora that Harrison spent his life. He educated US socialists about their conscious and unconscious racism and of the need to transcend racial barriers if they were truly to serve the proletariat and prevent American capitalists from using Blacks as weapons against organized labor. He worked in the ranks of the IWW and wrote on their behalf to further the rights of Black workers (items 10-16). He abandoned the Socialists and labor unions when he saw how deformed they were by racist dogma, and adopted a race-first strategy and message, in military economic terms. To this end he founded the Liberty League of Negro-Americans and its newspaper The Voice and played a prominent role in the Manhood Movement; later, when illness forced him to give up publishing The Voice, he became the editor the New Negro, a periodical with a similar mission. Harrison employed these media to harangue Blacks to educate themselves in order to attain economic and intellectual power—even to the point of providing them with reading lists. He castigated Blacks for not availing themselves of the formal, free and racially unsegregated education available in New York at all levels as well as the numerous opportunities for informal education, and he upbraided Black colleges and universities for perpetuating a white curriculum that reinforced the notion of Whites as masters and Blacks as servants (items 35- 39). Indeed, he was demanding Black studies programs fifty years before the sit-ins that made them a reality, even at Howard University  (item 39). He himself used his articles to educate Blacks on a wide range of subjects, including the racism of Abraham Lincoln (providing information that up to this day most US history texts elide: the failed 13 Amendment which Lincoln was prepared to implement to guarantee slavery into perpetuity (items 40-41)), and Europe’s and the US’s imperial practices in Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean.  He argued that the NAACP’s dependence on white patronage and white leaders forced it to assent to government policies that were inimical to African American interests. Two of Dubois’s compromises especially galled him: Dubois’s support of Wilson’s war policy, in a war which, Harrison argued, was about imperial expansion in Africa (historians such as Martin Gilbert have confirmed his thesis) but fought under the guise of expanding democracy in Europe even while Wilson was indifferent to lynching and expanding segregation at home; and the NAACP’s abandonment of the fight for federal anti-lynching legislation. Harrison’s denunciations of these compromises are vitriolic, and he must have known the price he would pay, for as early as 1911, he had lost a job at the post office because he’d criticized Booker T. Washington’s policies and had advised Blacks to cease being slaves of the Republican Party (items 18-34).  And there is a great deal more that this review cannot cover. Harrison’s texts are a feast for the intellect and a rich source of information and opinion on the African American issues of Harrison’s day.

When James Weldon Johnson died, the black and white press lamented his passing. Yet it is doubtful whether Johnson’s living to a ripe old age would have altered one iota of African-American existence. But Harrison’s living into old age might have, given that many of the economic policies adopted by the Black Muslims beginning in the 1950s, that the educational reforms Black students of the 1960s and 1970s fought for and won, not to mention the civil rights confrontations of the same period (including the view that there should be a homeland in the US for Blacks who did not want to be a part of white America)—were policies envisaged in Harrison’s manifesto for the International Colored Unity League created just before his death in 1927.
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