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Those eager to understand or indict the imperial mindset of a Condoleeza Rice or, indeed even a Colin Powell could do worse than recall the complicated response of prominent African American intellectuals to the nation’s heyday of unabashed imperialism one hundred years ago. Many of us would like to think that most influential black writers and journalists of the turn-of-the-century necessarily opposed the U.S. annexation of Hawaii, the invasion and control of Cuba and the Philippines, and the long string of military incursions into Central America and Caribbeans.  Yet even as W.E. B. DuBois, Ida B. Wells, and other black intellectuals critiqued the nation’s imperial aims, equally influential figures such as Booker T. Washington and Pauline Hopkins proved willing to endorse U.S. expansion, however cautiously. These figures supported the new imperialism for any number of reasons—patriotic ideals, a belief in the idea of the civilizing mission, personal ambition—but one suspects they convinced themselves of the rightness of empire for a distinctly practical concern: a need for some sense of prophylactic connection to the Republican power elite regardless of their undeniable domestic racism and their new alarming imperial policies. For all its obvious reliance on white supremacist discourse, for all its cruelty to people of color abroad, in the eyes of some blacks the new empire seemed to hold forth the prospect of bonding more tightly to “civilized” Washington in a terrible time of lynching and political disenfranchisement. 

No major African American intellectual of the era illustrates the political appeal of a pro-imperialist stance more visibly than James Weldon Johnson, an ardent Republican who served as a U.S. consul to Puerto Cabello, Venezuela (1906-1909) and Corinto, Nicaragua (1909-1912). Talented and ambitious, well aware that African American success often depended on the patronage of powerful white men, it should hardly come as a surprise that Johnson would prove willing to do the empire’s work.  Indeed, he not only fulfilled his quotidian duties in both posts, but also proved a crucial figure in the Marine’s defense of Adolpho Diaz and his pro-U.S. Nicaraguan regime. Yet this was only one side of Johnson’s perspective on U.S. imperialism. From the late 1890s, Johnson expressed concern that US expansion did not so much challenge as support Jim Crow at home. His poem “The Colored Sergeant,” (1898)  rebuts Theodore Roosevelt’s charge that black soldiers performed poorly at the battle for San Juan Hill, while his libretto to the unproduced opera, “Tolosa,” (1899) satirizes U.S. annexation of islands in the Pacific. And this critique of US expansion would continue to inform Johnson’s work well into the new century and his diplomatic career. In 1908 he complained to Booker T. Washington that Jim Crow racism made the U.S. very unpopular in the Caribbean and South America--a position which would inform his speech “Why Latin Americans Dislike the United States” (1913) and his most famous indictment of U.S. imperialism: the scathing expose of the corrupt US occupation of Haiti published in the Nation in 1920.  Johnson, it seems, both supported and critiqued U.S. imperialism. 

In this paper, I examine how Johnson’s divided perspective on empire manifests itself with respect to his favorite cultural form, black popular music, specifically, ragtime. Examining his boastful commentary on “the world-conquering” sound of ragtime in such essays as “American Music” (1916), the preface to The Book of American Negro Poetry (1922), and the novel The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912; 1927), I argue that Johnson attempts to find in the global dissemination of black music a way of resolving his problematic relationship to U.S. expansion.  Contemporary history provided a rationale for such a fantasy. During the rise of the new U.S. imperialism in the fin-de-siecle, black music came to play an even more visible role in official military and mainstream nationalist cultures than ever before.  Ragtime’s appearance in the late 1890s—whether in Tom Turpin’s “Harlem Rag” (1897) or in Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag” (1898)—coincided with the Spanish-American War, a fact not lost on the writers of such contemporary songs as “Get off of Cuba’s toes,” “Panama Rag” and “Philippine Rag”; the new intimacy of “raced” popular music and the expansionist nation-state grows all the more apparent when we remember that John Philip Sousa’s Afro-Latino number “El Capitan” was played on the deck of Admiral Dewey’s flagship in Manila Harbor. When Johnson describes ragtime in terms of triumphant marches and “the blare and jangle of national spirit,” he suggests not only that U.S. military and black music can work together for national glory, but also that African Americans should see in U.S. imperialism the possibility of greater political enfranchisement.  If U.S. expansion triumphed to black musical backdrop then black people had managed to bind themselves more closely to the prevailing patriotic structure of feeling.  First-class citizenship couldn’t be far behind. That Johnson’s enthusiasm for a black imperial sound never succeeded in eliminating his anxieties over the racial and political costs of identifying with U.S. expansion emerges in The Autobiography—a novel which troubles “the world conquering” vision of black music the black diplomat usually found so appealing.  My paper ends by examining how that novel’s titular character fails to complete a successful global ragtime tour and to mine the resources of black folk music at home: a series of linked disappointments which lead to his decision to abandon entirely the black struggle and pass for white.  In this instructive narrative, the swaggering sound of the empire rag gives way to the private lament of the racial passer; or, to put it another way, the black imperialist finds a new song to sing.

