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All You Need is One Drop


The United States of America has an extensive history of racial injustice and was even built upon the idea of Caucasian supremacy, especially towards African Americans.  It wasn’t until the early 20th century that African Americans truly began to be respected for their talents and contributions to American literature.  It was during this time in Harlem, also known as the Harlem Renaissance that multiracial writer Jean Toomer emerged as one of the most unique writers in America.  Jean Toomer’s life experience from being multiracial in America during the Harlem Renaissance not only influenced this literary works, but also affected his outlook on life.


The Harlem Renaissance was a time during the 1920’s that African American writers, musicians, poets, and other artists flourished Coombs 8).  Harlem was considered a center of creativity for blacks and out came some of the most inspiring artists of today, such as Langston Hughes, Zora Neal Hurston, and Countee Cullen (Coombs 1).  During the Harlem Renaissance, African Americans still faced many hardships. Traditional stereotypes and ill-conceived notions added to the racial tensions throughout the country (Coombs 2).  Whites were the majority and blacks were below them.  The two classes didn’t mix, and certainly didn’t have relationships. That was almost a sin.  Interracial relationships were shunned.  Black children weren’t accepted; imagine being a product of white and black parents.  Multiracial children, such as Jean Toomer were often denied by both whites and blacks, which eventually led to a feeling of isolationism (Coombs 4).  Whites weren’t ready to accept the possibility of multiracial individuals and saw them as “freaks” (Powell 4).  Blacks were angered or even jealous of “white blood” (Powell 4).


Nathaniel Eugene Toomer was born on December 26, 1894 in Washington D.C. to a Black mother and a Caucasian father (Williams 1).  His complexion was extremely light and had very subtle African American features (Paul 3). His simple, Caucasian features played a huge part throughout his life. He was able to “pass” for a white man (Foley 5).  The American society has the “one drop rule”, which means that one drop of African American blood makes you black (Powell 8).  Jean Toomer was heritably “black”, but because Toomer didn’t look black, he was bale to go to white schools (Williams 3).  His family lived in both white and black neighborhoods so he also spent time at black schools (Foley 1).  It was during his teenage years Toomer began forming his views on race (Williams 4).


Toomer himself said he had an “…advantage over most people in knowing the truth about race (Paul 5).”  Although he chose not to identify truly with any race, he definitely saw the benefit and took advantage of being Caucasian (Williams 1).  Colleges and other post-secondary schools were racist , but Toomer knew identifying as white would allow him greater access and opportunities (Paul 6).  He studied at the University of Wisconsin, the Massachusetts College of Agriculture, the University of Chicago, and a few other “whites only” schools (Williams 6).  It was at this time he began writing and expressing his thoughts and ideas on paper and began focusing on writing (Foley 3).  After studying under various teachers and various subjects, Toomer relocated to Sparta, Georgia to teach (Williams 6).


Living in Sparta where southern African American culture was so prevalent, Toomer began to appreciate and further explore the “negro culture” of spirituals, gospel, and other customs he was exposed to (Williams 8).  Years of living as a white man and his new found interest in African American culture led to the creation of Cane, his literary masterpiece (Foley 9).  Cane reflects Toomer’s views on race in general, as well as his own race saying that he himself is “American,” and “shouldn’t have to be put into an unjust classification system” (Paul 15).  Toomer expressed his desire for “racelessness” and an end to the classifications that controlled most of his life (Paul 15).


The public’s reaction to Cane gave him the status as one of the most prolific and intuitive black authors of the Harlem Renaissance, a title he would probably renounce. The reaction in the black community was outraged and saw it as an attack on everything blacks were working for.  The viewed it as Toomer rejecting his African American heritage in order to be more accepted (Powell 11). Whites mostly overlooked the novel and failed to see its revolutionary way of thinking about race (Foley 13). Jean Toomer may not have wanted to be called black; however, he can’t deny that it was his experiences that contributed mostly to his writings. And according to the “one drop rule,” Jean Toomer will forever be a “black” writer.  
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