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N O man is an island by himself. By 
extension, we may say that no 

group of people is all by itself, isolat
ed, uncared. A hundred years ago, when 
communication was precarious, un
certain, haphazard and l imited what 
happened in one part of the world had 
slight, if any repercussion in another. 
Wi th increasing means of communica
t ion, the spread of literacy and pass 
media, communities are no more i m 
prisoned wi th in their own walls. A 
stone thrown at a window of an Ame
rican Embassy in Conakry can have the 
effect of a change in State policy in 
the United States of America. This is 
why Isaacs' book has relevance beyond 
the shores of America, even if the sub
ject dealt wi th could be of passionate 
interest only in that land. Wisely, 
Isaacs explains the purpose and plan of 
his book with a sub-title: "The impact 
of world affairs on the race problem 
in the United Slates and particularly 
on the Negro, his view of himself:'. his 
country and of Africa ' ' . 

We, in India, know of the problems 
inherited by the Negroes in America 
only by hearsay. Some of us may have 
read Gunnar Myrdal's classic study " A n 
American Dilemma''. It is doubiful 
whether even a bare percentage of 
those who profess to study the Amer i 
can social scene have read W E B du 
Bois. It is even more doubtful whether 
one in a thousand of those Indian 
readers who have seen Look or Life 
or The Saturday Evening Post have 
heard of Ebony. Most educated Indians 
would profess to knowing that Neuron 
in America enjoy a second-class ci t i /en-
ship status and the recent fight for 
civi l liberty waged by the Rev Mart in 
Luther King surely has stirred greater 
interest in the future of Negroes in the 
United States. But what more, beyond 
some cursory facts about lynching, 
would the average Indian know? 

Is the Indian Interested? 

More importantly it may be asked: 
is the Indian really interested in the 
fate of the Negro in the United States, 
except as a talking-point in an argu
ment over the second-class citizenship 
of the untouchable in India? 

Very few books on the Negro seem 
available in India and at least: to this 
reviewer, Isaacs' bibliography append
ed at the end of his book has been a 
revelation. It may be argued that the 

fate of America's submerged tenth is 
of no major consequence to a develop
ing country. That would be a short
sighted argument, if only because the 
Negro in America is asserting himself, 
w i l l continue to assert himself and 
what he thinks tomorrow wi l l be con
ditioned by what support he gets to
day from the outside world. India is a 
large part of that outside world. 

India's attitude towards the Ameri
can Negro has been undefined because 
most: Indians continue to think of the 
United Slates in terms of White Ame
rica. This is not to say that Indians 
have no sympathy for the Negro or 
that they have no awareness of the 
Negro problem. But to most Indians, 
the Negro problem is a distant one; 
they wi l l sympathise wi th the Negro, 
feel proud of his achievement, cut to 
what extent they wi l l align themselves 
with the Negro emotionally is a ques
tion that mis reviewer finds hard to 
answer. From what he has gathered 
from the few: Negroes who came to 
India as Embassy officials, the impres
sion was that the Negroes felt they were 
not "accepted" by the Indian commu
nity. Whether this was a object ive 
fo i l ing among the Negroes carrying a 
chip on their shoulders or an object 
fact remains for the sociologist to find 
out. And would describing Joe Louis as 
the "Black Bomber" instead of as the 
"Brown Bomber" have endeared h im 
more to the Indian reader? 

"The New World of Negro Ameri
cans" is a work of great scholarship: 
Isaacs has done a good deal of inter. 
viewing in depth and has revealed to 
us the thinking of contemporary Negro 
Americans in regard to themselves, 
their country and Africa, It is natural, 
of course, that American Negro think
ing should be viewed against the A f r i 
can background. But why Africa alone, 
important though it is? Did India, at 
any time, have any effect on American 
Negro thinking? Isaacs does not seem 
to have thought it worthwhile to pur
sue this line of study. And yet there is 
no doubt that India has been in the 
minds of important. Negroes whether 
it be W E B Du Bois or Paul Robeson 
who has been completely ignored by 
the author, India was a live issue for 
du Bois who wrote as early as in 1920 
that 

"the world war was primarily the 
jealous and avaricious struggle for 
the largest share in exploiting dark

er races. As such it is and must 
be hut the prelude to the armed 
and indignant protests of those des
pised and raped peoples. Today 
Japan is hammering on the doors of 
justice, China is raising her half-
manacled hands to knock next, I n 
dia is wri thing for the freedom to 
knock . . . " 

Isaacs also quotes somewhat extensive
ly from du Bois' novel "Dark Princess" 
in which an Indian princess is the 
heroine. Of this book Isaacs says: 

"Du Bois poured his racial fantasies, 
his views of the wor ld , his obses
sion wi th colour, his public judg
ments and his secret hopes, and 
some of his own innermost dreams 
into a novel he called "Dark Prin
cess", published in 1928. It is one 
of the most forgotten of his many 
books and as a work of literature 
deserves no other fate. But as a 
biographical item it is very much 
worth dwelling upon here for a bit, 
since it tells us so much about our 
man and about our subject'. 

If Isaacs thought that the book was 
so relevant to an understanding of du 
Bois, the man. why one wonders did 
he not pursue the subject of Indian in 
fluence on Negro thinking to its logical 
conclusim? 

Had India and China Any Influence? 

We do not know— and Isaacs ob
viously did not care to ask — what 
Negroes in the past thought: about India 
in a variety of contexts. How did 
Negroes react to the era of India's 
struggle for independence? What was 
tile role of Gandhi as a morale builder 
among Negroes? How was Gandhi — 
and. later, Nehru — regarded in Negro 
society? It is no secret that the Rev-
Martin Luther King spent a few months 
in India to study the Gandhian techni
que of non-violence. Even before he 
embarked on non-cooperation during 
the Montgomery bus strike, he was re
ported to have made a study of 
Gandhi's life. How deep are Rev 
King's roots in the Gandhian way? 

Isaacs speaks of his studies — like 
Ralph Ellison being influenced by 
T S Eliot or Malraux or Eugene Debs, 
but, was anyone, one wonders, ever 
influenced by Nehru's "Discovery of 
India''? Many hundreds of Negroes 
must have lived in India during the 
second world war: did they take back 
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wi th them any impressions? And If so, 
what, were they? 

In a curious way, we are vouchsafed 
l i t t le information on whether—if at all 
—China had any effect on the th inking 
of American Negroes, References to 
China are perfunctory: it is hard to 
believe that enlightened American Ne
gro opinion was not influenced by 
China and one is led to think that per
haps Isaccs deliberately l imited his 
canvass to what his subject thought 
about himself, his own country and 
Africa. If this is true, there is another 
book wait ing to be wri t ten. 

New Light on Negro Thinking 

The significance of this book Is that 
it takes the l i d off the minds of Ameri
can Negroes and enables us to see 
what goes on inside them. Isaccs inter
viewed fifty-five individuals extensively 
and had briefer conversations w i t h an
other twenty-five more. The result is 
as i l luminat ing as can be expected. It 
must have been a hard book to write, 
for w i th the best of intentions it must 
be difficult to be entirely objective. One 
gets the impression that Isaccs is un
sympathetic to de Bois whom he calls 
a ' 'romantic racist". But Isaacs does 
not presume to judge: he is content to 
repor t He reports in depth on the 
attitude of the American Negro to 
"blackness", towards his "nobodiness", 
towards his own sense of inadequacy 
in a white wor ld . It is both a frighten
ing and fascinating report. It saddens 
one to th ink that any people could be 
so browbeaten by the forces of history 
into such submission to their fate. 
What w i l l happen to them in the end? 
What is their fate going to be? Isaacsz' 
own comment is that "this is being 
settled by the great glacial pressures 
that do finally move human society". 

The fate 'of Negroes in America must 
necessarily be the prime concern of 
Americans, both white and negro, 
Indians can, at best, take a peripheral 
interest in the race problem in the 
United States. Any interference in the 
situation in America can do only harm 
to the Negroes; but the time w i l l sure
ly have to come when the Negroes w i l l 
find their equality w i t h the whites in 
America. A n d then what? The pra. 
gmatist might suggest that the proper 
thing to do is to worry about the here 
and now. Once the American Negro 
finds his "equality" w i t h the white — 
and how to define this stage w i l l al
ways remain a problem — it can only 
do good al l round. Colour w i l l no 
more then be a stigma. It would be a 
wonderful era in ' w h i c h to live: one 

hopes that era wil l come in one's own 
life-time. T i l l then, one has to con
tinue to expose the tragedies that 
occur all around us. This is what 

Isaacs has done and for which not only 
his countrymen.. while and black, but 
human beings every where have to be 
thankful. 
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