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The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man by James Weldon Johnson was a first of its kind in its fictitious way of relating stories of life during reconstruction to the general audience. Through its language, themes, and guise of secrecy in its characters, The ECM is to this day a relevant reminder of history past. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Unlike “race novels” at the time, Johnson was not trying to reveal anything about the African American race and the struggle they faced during this time after the Civil War, but rather write a narrative from the perspective of a mixed-race man going through these trials and tribulations. Johnson ultimately kept the information in his novel vague and without names, unlike popular race novels at the time, which aimed to put a face to the struggles African Americans faced.  Johnson wanted the readership to believe that the novel was that of a true story, Johnson waned the readership to believe that the fictitious novel was a true story.”[footnoteRef:1] “Race Novels” at this time generally used hyperboles such as allegories and melodramas.1 Johnson both follows and breaks this formula for “race novels.” While he sometimes uses hyperboles, he then shifts focus off of these very same features and downplays what he previously said using allegories and melodramas. This is specifically seen on Page 64 where Johnson writes, “The man’s powers...filled me with a sort of unearthly terror. He seemed to be some grim, mute, but relentless tyrant, possessing over me a supernatural power which he used to drive me mercilessly to exhaustion,” but adds “very rarely.”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, Norton Critical Ed. (New York & London: W.W. Norton and Company, 2015), xxiii
2Ibid., xxv]  [2: ] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK11][bookmark: OLE_LINK12]The views expressed by Johnson in the Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man accurately depict the outlook of race relations in the United States during the period of reconstruction. In reviews of the ECM written when it was first published in 1912, many expressed similar views that this novel was revolutionary in its depiction of race in the South. In a review from the Springfield (MA) Republican, the author examines “an unusual picture of well to-do, well-educated negro society” and “as for the negroes in the south…they may be roughly divided into three classes, not so much in respect to themselves, as in respect to their relations to the whites.”3 These reviews touch on the fact that this novel was unique and shocking to readers during this period. While the story was not graphic in nature, the language and depiction of events showed readers a reality with which they were not acquainted, such as when a “criminal” black man was burned alive, as well as the lynching’s that took place and were discussed throughout the narrative.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, Norton Critical Ed. (New York & London: W.W. Norton and Company, 2015), 276-277] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK13][bookmark: OLE_LINK14]While told as a fiction narrative, the story of the Ex-Colored Man rings true to this time in the South. A common theme in the novel is that of the turmoil the ex-colored man feels in regard to his race. During this time after the Civil War, it was common for people of a mixed-race to feel a sense of confusion. This same theme still rings true to many of the race today, especially in a society where some people still believe that being of a mixed race is in some way “wrong” or “dirty.” The novel does a wonderful job in recognizing the struggle and making it relatable even to audiences 106 years prior to being published for the first time. This novel highlights how life is different depending on what area one lived in during this period of time. Johnson shows how the ECM feels when he is living in one area versus the other, even telling the stories when he lives overseas and is asked by a man in France whether they actually burn people alive in the United States. Today’s audiences can find similarities between the ECM’s experience with the lynching and police brutality because of their wrongful discrimination against people of color, whether or not they committed the acts they are punished for. This evokes an emotion of sadness and anger towards those committing this wrongful discrimination from both the ECM and the audience. Johnson’s use of these themes still rings true in the lives of many Americans today. While race relations have in some ways gotten better, there are still people who commit wrongdoing based on race. Johnson’s The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man can show us that if history is repeated, entire sects of races can be marginalized and feel just as the ECM does, discriminated against and unsure of their role in society as a member.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man, Norton Critical Ed. (New York & London: W.W. Norton and Company, 2015), xxvi.] 

The reader can see through the narrative that Johnson writes as well as the reviews that this novel is one unlike that of its time and is still a relevant reminder of the past in recent years. 
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