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Earle V. Bryant, ed., Byline, Richard Wright: Articles from the Daily Worker and New 

Masses (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2015),   282 pp + i-xix. 

 

Reviewed by Barbara Foley, Rutgers University-Newark 

 

This compilation of Richard Wright’s early journalism will be of interest to scholars and 

readers concerned with a range of topics: Wright himself, Harlem during the Great 

Depression, midcentury Communist Party (CP)-affiliated antiracist radicalism, and the 

general connection between journalism and fiction.  Although Wright scholars have 

known for a long time that he published several journalistic pieces and poems in the 

New Masses (NM) and that he headed the Harlem Bureau of the Daily Worker (DW) 

during the second half of 1937, his leftist journalism has never until now been gathered 

and published.  The DW pieces in particular have remained unknown to anyone except 

scholars willing to work their way through old microfilm reels.  This compilation sheds 

new light on Wright’s politics and writing in the period when he was working on Uncle 

Tom’s Children (1938) as well as his mulling over ideas and themes that would emerge a 

few years later in Native Son (1940), Twelve Million Black Voices (1941), and his 

unpublished novel about women’s domestic-worker organizing in Black Hope, on which 

he worked for several years starting in 1940.  

 

Bryant has wisely decided not to present Wright’s writings sequentially, but instead in 

the five main divisions into which they readily fall.  “The Shame Spot of New York” 

focuses on rent strikes, demonstrations for lower prices, and protests against police 

brutality and the denial of medical care; “The Winds of War” treats Wright’s writings 

documenting the support in Harlem for Spanish Loyalists and Chinese antifascists;  

“Heroes Sung and Unsung” comprises articles about the boxer Joe Louis’s victory over 

the pro-Nazi German Max Schmeling, as well as a series of stories about William 

Campbell, a white truck driver who lost his life saving black children from a tenement 

fire; “A Burst of Fists on a New Horizon” (a line drawn from Wright’s 1934 poem “I 

Have Seen Black Hands”) centers on Wright’s descriptions of CP grassroots organizing; 

“Art for Life’s Sake” sheds light on Lead Belly’s reception in Harlem, as well as 

Wright’s short-lived relationship with the radical black cultural magazine New 

Challenge.  

 

One important insight gained from this gathering of Wright’s journalism has to do with 

the nature and extent of the impact of Communist politics in Harlem in the late 1930s.  

While Wright’s retrospective accounts of his relationship with the CP, starting in “I 

Tried to Be a Communist” (1944), were quite jaundiced, his enthusiasm for what it was 

accomplishing in Harlem in the late 1930s is apparent in just about everything he wrote 

at the time.  This blend of reportage and advocacy, present in even the shortest pieces, 
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comes out perhaps most clearly in one of his longest DW articles, an August 1937 piece, 

“What Happens at a Communist Party Branch Meeting in the Harlem Section.”  Here he 

alludes to how the Soviet Union is “building Socialism,” details egalitarian racial and 

gender interactions in the meeting, and concludes that “for the first time in American 

history the Negro is receiving his [sic] highest possible pitch of social consciousness  

[through] . . . education from the vanguard of the working class, the Communist Party” 

(190). Even in demonstrations of popular sentiment bearing no explicit relation to 

politics, like Harlem’s reaction to Louis’s victory over Schmeling, Wright discerns “the 

secret dynamics of proletarian aspiration. . . . They wanted to feel that the world was 

theirs as much as anybody else’s. . . . They wanted to own things in common and do 

things in common” (161).  It is difficult to believe that Wright was obeying orders when 

he wrote these words.   

 

Although Wright’s ambition was to make his way as a novelist—and he quit the DW job 

as soon as the positive reviews of UTC started to come in and there beckoned the 

promise of future income as a fiction writer—it is evident that he took seriously his job 

in the Harlem Bureau, producing well-researched and pungently written articles. 

Bryant’s brief prefaces to each section of the book cogently describe those features of the 

line and practice of the CP relevant to the political organizing in Harlem.  Unlike many 

scholars treating the relationship between black writers and the CP, Bryant appears to 

be remarkably free of the felt obligation to excuse, qualify, blame, or apologize. 

 

Wright’s energetic reportorial activity was no doubt enabled by the fact that, in 1937, 

the CP had a significant base in Harlem and was leading all kinds of campaigns around 

economic and social justice issues.  Moreover, there was still considerable unity among 

the black leftists working in Harlem.  The names coming up in Wright’s reportage 

sound like an honor roll of the Depression-era African American left:  Benjamin Davis, 

Angelo Herndon, Adam Clayton Powell, Sr., “Queen Mother” Audley Moore, Louise 

Patterson, Richard B. Moore, Thyra Edwards, Harry Haywood, Langston Hughes, Max 

Yergan, and—yes—Thurgood Marshall. While A. Philip Randolph, Frank Crosswaith, 

and Timothy Holmes, also named in the DW articles, would end up being antagonists 

of the CP—and several others would distance themselves in years to come—at the time 

of Wright’s custodianship of the Harlem Bureau, during the height of the Popular Front, 

everyone was pretty much trying to get along, and succeeding in doing so. 

 

Wright’s NM and DW journalism reveals some tantalizing connections with writings 

still to come.  His provocative description of Louis and Schmeling as a “white puppet 

and a black puppet” (157), for instance, anticipates an important symbolic passage in 

“Long Black Song” (a story in UTC) in which two men, black and white, about to kill or 

be killed, are described as “toys”—a Marxist-inflected formulation suggesting the larger 
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class forces at work in setting them against one another.  His honorific portraits of older 

women shouldering the responsibilities of family as well as political activism anticipate 

the depiction of Aunt Sue in “Bright and Morning Star” (a story appearing in the second 

edition of UTC).  His DW account of a slumlord’s court testimony, that “it would be 

counter to the ethics of his profession to charge lower rents to Negroes than other 

landlords were charging” (44), anticipates the heavily ironized courtroom testimony of 

Mr. Dalton in the trial scene in Native Son.  Wright’s warning that readers of an article 

about dire poverty should not “have a good cry . . . and then feel ‘purged’ . . . [because] 

tears can’t stop starvation” (60) anticipates his statement, in “How Bigger Was Born”—

the preface to the second edition of NS—that he regretted ever having written a book 

“which even bankers’ daughters could read and weep over and feel good about.”  (This 

was a mistaken estimate, in my view, of the impact of UTC.)  While the great majority of 

the urban photographs in Twelve Million Black Voices are of Chicago, the descriptions of 

Harlem tenements in Wright’s DW writings indicate that New York, not Chicago, was 

the primary inspiration for the 1941 text. Finally, and perhaps most important, Wright’s 

evident respect for the women leading much of the organizing in Harlem suggests the 

origins of Black Hope in his 1937 experiences as a reporter for the left press; more 

importantly, it indicates that the prevailing view of Wright as an irremediable sexist 

requires considerable revision.  

 

A further insight that emerges from Byline, Richard Wright is an enhanced appreciation 

of Wright’s influence on the young Ralph Ellison.  While it is well known that Ellison, 

recently arrived in New York, spent hours on end in Wright’s Harlem Bureau office—

he perused drafts of UTC as they landed in the drawer of Wright’s desk—Wright’s DW 

articles illuminate the portraiture of Harlem organizing by the Brotherhood 

(transparently the CP) in Invisible Man (1952).  This influence is in fact more clearly 

displayed in the drafts of the novel than in the published text, from which Ellison 

removed many passages and episodes portraying leftist activity in Harlem in a positive 

light.  The episode labeled in the drafts as “Fired Tenement,” for instance, obliquely 

draws upon the sacrificial death of William Campbell. The positive portrait of an 

antiracist white truck driver in Ellison’s very first foray into proletarian fiction—“Slick’s 

Gonna Learn” (1937)—furnishes an even earlier instance of Wright’s formative impact 

on Ellison, who in the late 1930s was also a passionate advocate of class-based 

multiracial unity. 

 

Times were hard in the Harlem of the late 1930s, very hard.  But Byline, Richard Wright 

reveals that thousands of class-conscious antiracists, both Party members and rank-and-

file activists, threw themselves into organizing efforts guided by the vision of a better 

world.  The young journalist who recorded this activity put his considerable talents into 
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the service of this movement.  This is a history—both political and literary—that we 

should honor and share. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


