
Harlem Renaissance Synthesis 
 
 
Directions: 
 
The following prompt is based on the accompanying nine sources.  This question requires you to synthesize 
a variety of sources into a coherent, well-written essay. When you synthesize sources you refer to them to 
develop your position and cite them accurately. Avoid merely summarizing sources.  Remember to attribute 
both direct and indirect references. 
 
Background: 
 
During the period of Reconstruction which followed the Civil War, many African Americans experienced only 
limited gains in equality, education, and employment.  From the turn of the 20th century and up to World War 
II, which included the time period known as the Harlem Renaissance, African American writers and artists 
reflected upon their senses of identities and their experiences.  The texts that they generated demonstrate a 
great variety of different experiences, concerns, and reflections about the lives of blacks in America during 
this time. 
 
Assignment: 
 
Write an explanatory essay in which you analyze the complex range of concerns and experiences of African 
Americans during the time period from the 1890s through the 1930s. 
 
You may refer to the sources by their titles (Source A, Source B, etc.) or by the descriptions in the 
parentheses. 
 
 
Source A (Locke) 
Source B (Garvey) 
Source C (Washington) 
Source D (Dubois) 
Source E (Hayden) 
Source F (McKay) 
Source G (Bennett) 
Source H (Cullen) 
Source I (Meeropol/Holliday) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Source A 
 
Excerpt from “Enter the New Negro” by Alain Locke (March 1925)  
 
Therefore the Negro today wishes to be known for what he is, even in his faults and shortcomings, and 
scorns a craven and precarious survival at the price of seeming to be what he is not. He resents being 
spoken for as a social ward or minor, even by his own, and to being regarded a chronic patient for the 
sociological clinic, the sick man of American Democracy. For the same reasons he himself is through with 
those social nostrums and panaceas, the so-called "solutions" of his "problem," with which he and the 
country have been so liberally dosed in the past. Religion, freedom, education, money--in turn, he has 
ardently hoped for and peculiarly trusted these things; he still believes in them, but not in blind trust that they 
alone will solve his life-problem…. 
 
 He now becomes a conscious contributor and lays aside the status of beneficiary and ward for that of a 
collaborator and participant in American civilization. The great social gain in this is the releasing of our 
talented group from the arid fields of controversy and debate to the productive fields of creative expression. 
The especially cultural recognition they win should in turn prove the key to that revaluation of the Negro 
which must precede or accompany any considerable further betterment of race relationships. But whatever 
the general effect, the present generation will have added the motives of self expression and spiritual 
development to the old and still unfinished task of making material headway and progress. No one who 
understandingly faces the situation with its substantial accomplishment or views the new scene with its still 
more abundant promise can be entirely without hope. And certainly, if in our lifetime the Negro should not be 
able to celebrate his full initiation into American democracy, he can at least, on the warrant of these things, 
celebrate the attainment of a significant and satisfying new phase of group development, and with it a 
spiritual Coming of Age. 
 
Source B 
 
Excerpt from “The Philosophy and Opinions of Marcus Garvey” by Marcus Garvey (Compiled 1923) 
 
Some Negro leaders have advanced the belief that in another few years the white people will make up their 
minds to assimilate their black populations; thereby sinking all racial prejudice in the welcoming of the black 
race into the social companionship of the white. Such leaders further believe that by the amalgamation of 
black and white, a new type will spring up, and that type will become the American and West Indian of the 
future. This belief is preposterous. I believe that white men should be white, yellow men should be yellow, 
and black men should be black in the great panorama of races, until each and every race by its own 
initiative lifts itself up to the common standard of humanity, as to compel the respect and appreciation of all, 
and so make it possible for each one to stretch out the hand of welcome without being able to be prejudiced 
against the other because of any inferior and unfortunate condition.  
 
The white man of America will not, to any organized extent, assimilate the Negro, because in so doing, he 
feels that he will be committing racial suicide. This he is not prepared to do. It is true he illegitimately carries 
on a system of assimilation; but such assimilation, as practiced, is one that he is not prepared to support 
because he becomes prejudiced against his own offspring, if that offspring is the product of black and white; 
hence, to the white man the question of racial differences is eternal. So long as Negroes occupy an inferior 
position among the races and nations of the world, just so long will others be prejudiced against them, 
because it will be profitable for them to keep up their system of superiority. But when the Negro by his own 



initiative lifts himself from his low state to the highest human standard he will be in a position to stop 
begging and praying, and demand a place that no individual, race or nation will be able to deny him. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source C 
 
Excerpt from Speech by Booker T. Washington (1895) 
 
To those of my race who depend on bettering their condition in a foreign land or who underestimate the 
importance of cultivating friendly relations with the Southern white man, who is their next-door neighbor, I 
would say: “Cast down your bucket where you are”— cast it down in making friends in every manly way of 
the people of all races by whom we are surrounded. 
 
Cast it down in agriculture, mechanics, in commerce, in domestic service, and in the professions. And in this 
connection it is well to bear in mind that whatever other sins the South may be called to bear, when it comes 
to business, pure and simple, it is in the South that the Negro is given a man’s chance in the commercial 
world, and in nothing is this Exposition more eloquent than in emphasizing this chance. Our greatest danger 
is that in the great leap from slavery to freedom we may overlook the fact that the masses of us are to live 
by the productions of our hands, and fail to keep in mind that we shall prosper in proportion as we learn to 
dignify and glorify common labour, and put brains and skill into the common occupations of life; shall 
prosper in proportion as we learn to draw the line between the superficial and the substantial, the 
ornamental gewgaws of life and the useful. No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in 
tilling a field as in writing a poem. It is at the bottom of life we must begin, and not at the top. Nor should we 
permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities. 
 
To those of the white race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange tongue and habits 
for the prosperity of the South, were I permitted I would repeat what I say to my own race,“Cast down your 
bucket where you are.” Cast it down among the eight millions of Negroes whose habits you know, whose 
fidelity and love you have tested in days when to have proved treacherous meant the ruin of your firesides. 
Cast down your bucket among these people who have, without strikes and labour wars, tilled your fields, 
cleared your forests, builded your railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures from the bowels of the 
earth, and helped make possible this magnificent representation of the progress of the South. Casting down 
your bucket among my people, helping and encouraging them as you are doing on these grounds, and to 
education of head, hand, and heart, you will find that they will buy your surplus land, make blossom the 
waste places in your fields, and run your factories. While doing this, you can be sure in the future, as in the 
past, that you and your families will be surrounded by the most patient, faithful, law-abiding, and unresentful 
people that the world has seen. As we have proved our loyalty to you in the past, in nursing your children, 
watching by the sick-bed of your mothers and fathers, and often following them with tear-dimmed eyes to 
their graves, so in the future, in our humble way, we shall stand by you with a devotion that no foreigner can 
approach, ready to lay down our lives, if need be, in defense of yours, interlacing our industrial, commercial, 
civil, and religious life with yours in a way that shall make the interests of both races one. In all things that 
are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual 
progress. 
 
Source D 
 
Excerpts from WEB Dubois Speech (1905) 
 



Our enemies, triumphant for the present, are fighting the stars in their courses. Justice and humanity must 
prevail. We live to tell these dark brothers of ours–scattered in counsel, wavering and weak–that no bribe of 
money or notoriety, no promise of wealth or fame, is worth the surrender of a people’s manhood or the loss 
of a man’s self-respect. We refuse to surrender the leadership of this race to cowards and trucklers. We are 
men; we will be treated as men. On this rock we have planted our banners. We will never give up, though 
the trump of doom finds us still fighting. 
 
And we shall win. The past promised it, the present foretells it. Thank God for John Brown! Thank God for 
Garrison and Douglass! Sumner and Phillips, Nat Turner and Robert Gould Shaw, and all the hallowed dead 
who died for freedom! Thank God for all those to-day, few though their voices be, who have not forgotten 
the divine brotherhood of all men white and black, rich and poor, fortunate and unfortunate. 
We appeal to the young men and women of this nation, to those whose nostrils are not yet befouled by 
greed and snobbery and racial narrowness: Stand up for the right, prove yourselves worthy of your heritage 
and whether born north or south dare to treat men as men. Cannot the nation that has absorbed ten million 
foreigners into its political life without catastrophe absorb ten million Negro Americans into that same 
political life at less cost than their unjust and illegal exclusion will involve? 
 
 
Source E  
 
Palmer Hayden, The Janitor Who Paints, repainted 1940 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Source F 
 
The Tropics in New York 
by Claude McKay 
 
Bananas ripe and green, and ginger-root, 
Cocoa in pods and alligator pears, 
And tangerines and mangoes and grapefruit, 
Fit for the highest prize at parish fairs, 
 
Set in the window, bringing memories 
Of fruit-trees laden by low-singing rills, 
And dewy dawns, and mystical blue skies 
In benediction over nun-like hills. 
 
My eyes grew dim, and I could no more gaze; 
A wave of longing through my body swept, 
And, hungry for the old, familiar ways 
I turned aside and bowed my head and wept. 
 
Source G 
 
Heritage 
by Gwendolyn Bennett 
 
I want to see the slim palm trees, 
Pulling at the clouds 
With little pointed fingers. . . 
 
I want to see lithe Negro girls, 
Etched dark against the sky 
While sunset lingers. 
 
I want to hear the silent sands 
Singing to the moon 
Before the sphinx-still face. . . 
 
I want to hear the chanting 
Around the heathen fire 
Of a strange black race. 
 
I want to breath the lotus flower, 
Sighing to the stars 
With tendrils drinking at the Nile. . . 
 
I want to feel the surging 
Of my sad people’s soul 
Hidden by a minstrel smile. 
 
 

Source H 
 
Yet do I Marvel 
by Countee Cullen 
 
I doubt not God is good, well-meaning, kind, ​
And did He stoop to quibble could tell why ​
The little buried mole continues blind, ​
Why flesh that mirrors Him must someday die, ​
Make plain the reason tortured Tantalus ​
Is baited by the fickle fruit, declare ​
If merely brute caprice dooms Sisyphus ​
To struggle up a never-ending stair. ​
Inscrutable His ways are, and immune ​
To catechism by a mind too strewn ​
With petty cares to slightly understand ​
What awful brains compels His awful hand. ​
Yet do I marvel at this curious thing: ​
To make a poet black, and bid him sing! 
 
 
Source I 
 
Strange Fruit 
Abel Meeropol (words) 1937 
Sung by Billie Holliday 1939 
 
Southern trees bear a strange fruit​
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root​
Black bodies swingin' in the Southern breeze​
Strange fruit hangin' from the poplar trees​
​
Pastoral scene of the gallant South​
The bulgin' eyes and the twisted mouth​
Scent of magnolias sweet and fresh​
Then the sudden smell of burnin' flesh​
​
Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck​
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck​
For the sun to rot, for the tree to drop​
Here is a strange and bitter crop 
 


