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Becoming an Ex-Colored Man


James Weldon Johnson utilizes the techniques of autobiography to deliver an examination of race and class in Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man.  In doing so, Johnson casts his narrator into the dynamic that “the personal is political” and thus, the Race Question, which dominates the fictional text, offers up its indictment of racism in America.  Like the uplifting autobiographies that proceeded Johnson’s novel, Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery or W.E.B. Du Bois’ The Souls of Black Folks or Darkwater, Johnson’s narrator offers up a philosophical as well as a biographical discussion of the Race Question.  However, unlike these predecessors, who catalogue the path from the personal life to the political life, Johnson’s narrator’s chooses to serve his “personal” interests as a white man rather than using his intellect and talents to serve the “political” interests as a black man.  Johnson’s fictional tale tells not of an exemplary man, but tells of a man who chooses “self-interest” over “public good,” thus, separating from the novel from the autobiographies which his models his text and creating an “anti-hero.” While Johnson, through the narrator, offers up a searing indictment of racism in America, Johnson examines the apathy that also impedes its resolution.  Thus, through the catalogue of the narrator’s life, we see how the pursuit of “self-interest” crosses the color line, and thus, the apathy that infects the narrator is breed by his final exterior expressions of success: wealth.
