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The Negro Question

By THE STROLLING REPORTER

ARLEM has now become the National Capital of the
Negroes in the United States. Instead of Harlem being
considered as a local community it has taken on an interna-
tional import. There is no need for anyone to refer to Harlem
as a part of New York City. Negroes from all over the
Western Hemisphere ook upon Harlem as “Negro Heaven”
without benefit of Father Divine, To them Harlem is what
Mecca is to the Mohammedans.

Not only are they coming here from our own South but
also from the Caribbean Islands as rapidly as transportation
will carry them. The Negroes of the South would rather live
in poverty in Harlem than on three meals a day in the South.
To them it means political and personal liberty. They are
free to go and come as they please. They are not barred from
theaters, restaurants or any other public places of assembly.
The parks and beaches are open to them. While the mass of
the Negroes live in “ghettos,” some large and some small,
they will move anywhere an owner is willing to take them.
There are no legal restrictions against them living in any part
of New York City.

Hariem now has a population of approximately
It is bounded roughly by 11Cth Street (at the upper end of
Central Park), the East River, St, Nicholas Avenue and the
Harlem River, taking in some of the better sections of upper
Manhattan,

Contrary to general report, every house a Negro lives in is
not a slum dwelling, for in West Harlem some of the better
type of tenements, as well as private homes, are found. The
rundown dwellings are no worse than those filled by poor
whites, There is, however, much congestion. This is due to
their poverty and the fact that their color bars them from
being accepted as tenants hy many owners. The transporta-
tion facilities are most excellent, for the area is served by
three subway lines as well as buses and crosstown street rail-
ways. Harlem Negroes have their own theaters and hotels,
The most famous dance hall in all America—the Savoy—is
in their midst. Their night clubs and “hot spots” are patronized
largely by the white sporting element who usually- irequent
Broadway and the theatrical district. There is much poverty
in the section, but it is unfortunate that the Negroes are bemng
exploited by white reformers for the purpose of keepmg

{ themielves in the limelight by obtaining front page copy.
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There is crime in Harlem but no more than is found in
practically every community in the world. A small disturb-
ance by Negroes is magnified into a race riot and the Negro
uplifters make capital of it, even to the extent of seeking legis-
lation to correct some evils on which they base the cause of

the trouble, usually bad housing and lack of playgrounds or
recreation facilities. In spite of these charges there are many
playgrounds, excellent schools, good police and fire protection,
and the Health and Sanitation Departments pay particular
attention to Harlem because of its congestion.

Scme of the swankiest private homes kave been turned into
rooming houses to accommodate Negroes who cannot find
apartments of their own. Many of the best planned parks in
the country are found in this area with benches and walks as

“well as switnming pools and recreation centers.

Harlem is colorful. When Negroes have money they dress
in the height of fashion, and on Easter day Seventh Avenue
ottshines Fifth Avenue. They know how to dress when they
have the means. Their dark faces are accentuated by bright
colors of their hats and garments. The dazzling “Sepia Gals”
attract playboys from the Broadway section.

On the fringe of St. Nicholas Park is the famous Gold Hill.
The high-grade dwellings there are occupied by colored actors
and Negroes who are in business that gives them an income
sufficient to pay the high rent on The Hill. There are many
excellent musicians among them and they have some fine
orchestras which are often engaged to play in the dance halls
frequented exclusively by white folks.

As citizens Negroes take fuil advantage of Election Day.
They have given up voting the Repuhlican ticket exclusively
and now split themselves among all the parties. Of the twenty-
two Manhattan members of the Assembly in the State Legis-
lature three are Negroes. One of them, who has been there
for nearly ten years, is one of the outstanding members of
the legislative bady.

At a recent election for City Council, Clayton W. Powell,
a minister of the largest congregation in Harlem, was elected.
On the day after election he issued the following statement:

“Give us jobs and we will provide our own housing and
support our families without recourse to relief or charity.
Give us an opportunity of the freedom of movement so that
we can live where we desire instead of being compelled to
segregate ourselves in arcas where we must live because we
have not the freedom of movement.”

His first statement slapped the reformers between the eyes,
for here was a man who understood clearly that the need for
charity is due to the lack of ahility to preduce for one’s own
sell. It is unfortunate that Dr. T"owell did not at the same
time tell how it might be possible to provide more jobs for
Negroes as well as for others.

His second statement is one which is a hope on his part.
It is true that Negroes are not barred by law against living
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anywhere in the City, yet when owners take them in, white
folks begin to move away. This has caused many to insist that
Negroes destroy real estate values. It is not the Negro who
destroys the value but the fact that he is unable, because of
his poverty, to pay the economic rent. Realty value is capi-
talized income.

It is difficult for Negroes to get jobs, for there are very few
employers who will take them ; some will not hire them under
any conditions, while others give the reason that their white
employees would refuse to work with them. Thus many com-
petent workers are barred because of their color. They are,
however, engaged in menial work such as sweeping floors,
cleaning ceilars (in other words, all the dirty work), or acting
as messengers or doormen.

In the past few ycars many of the younger generation
have taken up stenography and typing, passed Civil Service
examinations and are employed in various municipal depart-
ments.

Politically, the Negroes have fared hetter. Several of them
are judges in our lower courts, one is a Civil Service Com-
missioner, another is a member of the Municipal Housing
Authority. One of the outstanding men who sat in the Con-
stitutional Convention three years ago was a resident of
Harlem. On a number of occasions when he took the floor to
explain some points in constitutional law he was applauded
by the members of the convention. He is an able man and a
fine orator. The district he represented was about 50% white.

There are Negro police and firemen as well as letter carriers
and employees in the Department of Sanitation. At the last

[ session of the New York State legislature, labor unions were
forhidden to bar Negroes from membership. Nevertheless,
according to a statement from the head of the Negro YMCA,
not over 1,000 Negroes living in Harlem are employed in

} defense industry.

That many of our Negroes need help under the present
conditions is admitted generally, It is unfortunate, however,
that there are pressure groups in the community who fre-
quently issue statements in relation to the Harlem situation.

Recently a report was made by the City-wide Citizens’
Committee on ITarlem, part of which follows: “An iron law
of rent [sic] takes from the Negro families the most they can
pay, regardless of what they can afford. At all income levels
from $500 to $3,000 Negroes paid higher average rents than
white families. According to one study, rent absorbed 30%
of the Negro family income. There are cases where tenants

, paid 509 or more of their income. Numerous studies empha-
size?ﬁ?ﬁigh rents paid by Negroes for accommodations. . . .

“The low income of the Negro is the most serious aspect
of his housing problem. Half the Negro families in Harlem
have incomes under $837 per annum. While the housing
problem of the lowest income group is the product of a dis-
crepancy between income and rent, the blades of this scissors

are closer in the case of the Negro. The disparity between
rent and income is greater here, the income lower, the rent
extracting a higher proportion of that income. Low income
is responsible for lodging, congestion and crowding. The
housing problem would be relieved by per capita increase in
Negro income. Then, the housing problem would resolve
itself into a problem of providing houses. But, with half the
families having incomes less than $837 annually, one can
hardly be optimistic about the solution of the housing prob-
lem via housing alone. A capacity to pay rent must be created
as well. A double-edged attack on the problem is essential to
approach its full solution. In the meantime, housing must be
provided as soon as practicable to meet the needs of those

. thousands of Negro families who can and are willing to pay
the rent in public housing projects, but are not given the
opportunity.”

The same report indicates that in the last quarter of a
century, Harlem’s Negro population rose 600%, while the
area expanded only 20 blocks north and south and three blocks
east and west. .

While it is truye this report recognizes that the low wage
of the Negro s a factor in his family life, what reformers
usually stress is that he is compelled to pay from 30 to 50%
of his income for rent and then conclude that the Negro is

w@_g@t and that white folks pay a lower rent
or similar accommodations. Here again is misleading infor-
mation though it is true on the edge of Harlem owners of
property are inducing their white families to remain by offer-
ing them a lower rental, They do not want Negro tenants,
the reason heing that they want to retain their property
equities.

The law of supply and demand in Harlem is working true
to form, A demand for shelter always increases the cost. The
solution then would be to lessen the demand in this particular
district. This is not peculiar to Harlem but to any other part
of the world where there is 2 demand exceeding the supply.

Que of the remedies offered by the Citizens’ Committee is
that the state provide shelter at a price the Negroes can
afford, which means subsidiés and charity housing. This is
not a solution. While it would benefit those moving into the
subsidized houses, it would not prevent others from coming
to the district.

The announcement by the OPA that there would be a ceiling
on prices gave another opening to the Harlem uplifters to
prove that the Negroes were overcharged on foodstuffs (they
either did not know, or ignored deliberately, the fact that
there is no ceiling on foodstuffs yet, September 1942). The
report they issued during August of this year was to the effect
that purchases of certain foodstuffs cost $5.88 in Harlem as
against $5.58 in other parts of the city. They therelore con-
cluded that the Negroes were being overcharged 6%.
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- tuffs. He should know better. The ‘building and:site of such

' A A market wouId be tax-free as mumcrpal property,. but. the. _
A site would prove rather expensive. There would be no’ savmg Ld
 to. the” Negroes Prices. of foodstuffs, Irke clothmg and- shoes i

is'a matter of shoppmg

n _'State should goin t'or prov1d1ng shelter and food for the poor,
_mstead of 1 removmg some of the obstacles that ‘prevent inen

: prowde for their: oW needs

o

- of the South but ‘the condrtrons under wlnch he was ‘com:=.
TR pelled to hve sotired" him against ‘his lot, He:is- the’ ch1

| yu of labor; yet the Southern employers failed to- recogmze th1s s

'and allowed hitn'to emrgrate from'the South

" If the Negro workers-and sharecroppers of the SOUth fe'.-' f-;f_-'wﬂl oppose this point of view as to how Negroes: mrght get

. jobs-but -the fact still remains that it is absurd to° expect a -

‘comfort and provide for their- families “instead  of coming to community to provide jobs for éverybody’ who wants to live 7

the North where. jobs’ for them are few at all times, and ‘where i."-_"there We tried it w1th the WPA and it wasted hundreds of

L their presence has a"tendency to ﬂood the fabor- market Thelr' 4 yillions of «dollars."
o I,mereasmg mﬂux into: -Harlem-is eausrng antagomsm agamst; e
- them even. though it is unwarranted After all, you: eannot

‘change: huttian nature. - Men will’ ﬁght for thelr_ homes and'

'_;:_eerved better, treatment, they would be able. to live there in.

o 7 their jobs against’what they. call “interlopers.’

A member of the Mumcrpal Councrl who is closely con=
gnected w1th these reiormers at once: 1ntroduced a: resolutmn .
sin the Council urgmg ‘the Mayor to bmld a:public market’ i
'I-Ia.rlem S0, that the Negroes could. save imoney ‘oti their food-.

ere. simply arouses a. feeling: among the Negroes that they
-are being robbed by the ‘white shopkeepers The groups. ‘behind
ik these “mvestlgattons” are nof :all’ Commumsts or Soc1ahsts

ince Dr.. Powell has recogmzed the Negro problem msofar
- jobs are concerned, it might be well for him to consrder" .
ow ‘the- Negroes mrght ‘get: their employment thereby de-
'reasmg the pressure on ‘Harlem; The Negro is an- agrlcul- -\-.f':'The answer is self evrdent Tt is held out of use by specnlators.

ural worker. We liave no farms in Harlem. He was employed - for higlier prices, and in the past few years the Federal Gov-

. __'m the- Cottort frelds, ‘the stigar plantat:ons and the truck farms i ernment has paid landowners for not growing crops. As’ we.
i see'it; the Negro problem is a land problem. Few of them are
-employed 'in our factories and rmlls and in; the bmldmg

: .mdustry they are a rarity. -

- war work 1n ‘Harlem buf much talk, mass Theetings,- reportst‘"

j-:of the general government and that then- treatment should be )
+ equal. No segregation-and no- “J"lm Crow”. cars, This, how-'

ever,’ the South will ‘not _recognize.” Governor Talmadge of
Georgza recently declared that *“we “will - treat - the Negro i

«__decently but -he cati’t go'to our schools ,hor can he' live: next.
' door ‘to us. We will continue segregatmn T ]

This'is: ‘one of the chief reasons. why the. Negro is leavmgf-

“the, Sotith ' (to'the- dxsa.dvantage of the Southern states where
. L C o the Negro is‘the principal supply of labor)- and coming to'the
S Statements that the prrces in Harlem are’ hrgher than else-‘;' i North- where they flood 'the labor market. That they cannot
‘get jobs is not.so riuch because of discrimination but because -
_tlig employer undoubtedly looks upon whlte labor as. rnore"
fefﬁcrent : -
"‘but their: a,etlons are creatmg a t'eelmg among ‘many that the e 3 _~It rmght be well 1{ Dr Powell and the ed1tors of the Negro:'
:press'would give some attention to the land questlon for after _
:_;'_'all'land is the source. of all jobs and out of the land comes

; .:‘-from gettzng }obs that will: g:ve them a return suﬁﬁcrent to _f -everythmg we require.

A recent feport made by a promment Negro stated “The -

Negroes of the South are only perm1tted to work the’ poorest .-
Tand,; :yet we know that. there are millions- of acrés-of ‘rich-

fafid -in the. South.” 'Why can’t the Negro work this land ?-

There-is no doubt there are many in” the eommumty who:

The trek: of the kaes and the Arkres mto Cahforma cre-

“ated ‘much d1smay there. Their. labor, however - was ‘utilized
-+ at’once in harvestmg the. food | crop but shelter had to be" Pro-: .

T vided for' them and- tl‘llS was accomphshed by cooperation -

“The life of the sharecropper is not:ah CﬂVlOuS one. The i between the state’ and the federal government. The migration

§ '_,flandowner takes: from him all that he.¢an possibly’ produce, . was due to the dust bowl in the Southwest where the farmers .

~and no matter How. hardor how long the Negro-and his family - were driven off their lands becaise of lack of rain and irriga-

S a work atthe.end.o the year he is still in‘debit to the landowrier.
.27 In the past few years the Southern states have recoghized *
" the nieed of better edication. More schools for thém are fow-

. “being provided and the Negroes are begmmng to understand - -of Citizens’ Committees~~but no solution. Perhaps ‘some of

somethmg about our - form of government They vead the { the Negro leaders: may give- serious thought to-the land qties=

_Declaratxon of Indepe ndence and find it does mot app ly to tlon always bearmg in’ mmd that Tand was: made to’ be used o
§ them'so faras the Southis concerned. Yet in Splte ofall thelr. :
- drawbacks. we now have Negro phys1e1ans, lawyers, sc1enttsts,-_.
'archrtects, buildes, Only a short time ago:one of their scieti- ll'.,N egro problem R
- tists had_discovered a. process” for: making synthehc rubber. i - SRR TR
3‘* His .services _were at--once: secured by -Henry Ford: Thelr

edueatron however has made them feel that they are a part'-'

tion: Fortunately for them, and-for California, most. of the "
mxgrant workers:are now employed on' war work. There i is'no

[

and not-to be held out of tise for speculative plirposes. - .
Back to the’ land w;ll be a start toward the solutron of the o

L Governor Talmadge has sifice met wrth a. severe pohtxcal setback .
havmg been defeated in-the recent. Georgra pnmary electmns



