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To J. E. and Amy Spingarn







A NOTE ON THE TEXT

This book was published in 1930 and reflects the attitudes of its time. The publisher’s decision to present it as it was originally published is not intended as endorsement of any offensive cultural representations or language.







INTRODUCTION

JASMINE MANS

Not Without Laughter, published in 1930, is the only novel Langston Hughes wrote in his lifetime, a marked departure from the poetry and short stories that he published previously at the height of the Harlem Renaissance and for which he is best known. Today, still, Hughes’s work champions the narrative of the Black family through his enduring language and legacy.

In Not Without Laughter, Hughes invites us to a small town in Kansas, effectively expanding the geography of our collective Black memory: this narrative does not unfold within the Southern framework so famously present in the Black literary canon, nor within the Harlem of Hughes’s poetry.

Beyond matters of geography, Hughes’s narrative vision is consistently expansive. Though his novel features a discernible plot and verisimilar characters, it is undeniably a new sort of novel. A poet’s novel. It intentionally resists traditional structure, instead placing a hyperawareness on language as the primary mode of storytelling. It is through this careful and authentic rendering of language that Hughes radically captures and celebrates the Black experience on the page. Even as he weaves a narrative story, the hallmarks of his poetic style are unmistakable, as is the reverence with which he carries each character’s voice across the page. Unashamed, he offers us the common tongue of Black folks, one that distorts the mouth and disrupts the “supposed to be” of American vernacular.

For Hughes, storytelling is intentionally flickering, firefly-like. He holds the Black reader in the palm of his hand with a grasp that affirms our humanity, a humanity that deserved to be recognized during his lifetime—and ninety-five years later.

Throughout his life, Hughes was unabashed in his declarations of Blackness. Yet, boldly, this work has no brave declaration, no victor, no sure take on rightness. Hughes presents each character without judgment, and allows us to decide who they are—villain, savior, bystander—or permits us not to decide at all. Perhaps there is no villain or savior. It is the “maybe” that lends nuance to life.

The characters in Not Without Laughter also reside within the “maybe” in this semi-autobiographical tale. Hughes introduces us to the Rogers family, a Black household, existing at the intersection of poverty, joy, and respectability, and navigating the racial adversities of everyday life. James “Sandy” Rogers is Hughes’s analogue: a lighter-skinned boy becoming a man under the watchful eye of his grandmother. Sandy is both reared and nurtured by poverty, persistent grace, and the consequences of being Black in America. He is embarrassed by his circumstances but taught to make good with it. He is ushered into manhood as he slips between the narratives of the women in his life. Women who carry themselves with dignity, even as the world challenges the validity of their womanhood, the sanctity of their joy, and the darkness of their beauty. Each woman is different in how she imagines the world and how she should be treated in it.

Hager Williams, Sandy’s grandmother, is the most consistent woman in his life. She washes and irons the clothes of white people for a living. She is loving and steady, yet she trusts white folks in a way that her children resent. Hager thanks God without ever questioning her circumstances.

Hager’s closeness to God is what gives her both peace and authority. She does not necessarily live as if the white man is watching, but as if God is watching. To believe in Him is to believe that all people and all circumstances come from Him. So suffering, too, is divine.

Subtly included at the conclusion of the book is the old spiritual phrase “by and by,” Hager’s echo, a constant reminder that we are meant to endure. Hager is not seeking an end to her struggle; she is reverent in it because she knows God is taking notes.

Sandy’s Aunt Harriett is too curious to stay still; she offers a series of tiny resistances to both Black respectability and servitude. Her ability to sing and swing her arms may be a metaphor for her constant search for freedom, the ache of its unbecoming, and how it swells just enough in the body to make rhythm. Harriett resents the embarrassment that comes not with being Black, but with racism. She knows her rage is justified, but she does not know where to direct it.

Annjee Rogers, Sandy’s mother, is a hardworking woman, but places her worth and aliveness in a man who does not know stillness. A well-intentioned yet distracted mother, “Annjee was less far-seeing.”

Tempy, Sandy’s other aunt, has done well for herself. She has a husband, a warm home, yet she visits only occasionally. She is “uppity” and removed from the family. She holds on to a respectability that makes her a different kind of poor, the self-hating kind who does not even know it. She holds tight to an air of respectability that has a spoil even poverty could not render.

Jimboy Rogers is Sandy’s father, a charming man of song who follows his own two feet, even if it means leaving behind those he loves. Sandy admires Jimboy and never questions his absence. Sandy knows that his father is looking for something, something that does not belong within the walls of their poverty, something intangible that he cannot name.

These folks hold tight to their modest reclamations of joy and humanity. Jimboy plays his guitar and spits out songs that seemingly sit right on the edge of his tongue. Harriett makes a duet out of the two, and Sandy often sits entertained. Harriett and Jimboy, in particular, are constant reminders that survival does not come without a subtle yet continuous hum, one that you can either swallow or turn into a song. These are folks who take their blues and make it into music.

Black vernacular, too, is a poetic constant in Hughes’s work and a tribute to the sound and rhythm of language. For Black names, nicknames, tone, and tongue, our interiors and fabrics hold our history and insist that they be colorful and elastic.

Hughes presents a people who insist upon joy in a world that claims our pain is too permanent to allow anything more than pain—a people who insist upon pleasure in the face of a whiteness that asks us to dance and shine shoes.

Our survival, on a daily basis, is not without laughter. Call it both a declaration and a prayer. Hughes puts our tension in verse, and perhaps that, too, is a metaphor: a reminder that our experience is not flat, not static, and never just a portrait of suffering.

So, even with holes in our stockings, we shall laugh, hum, and hallelujah until we make it home.

—

Jasmine Mans is a Black American poet and artist from Newark, New Jersey. Her poetry book, Black Girl, Call Home (Penguin Random House) won the Stonewall Book Award and the American Library Association Black Caucus Award for Best Poetry, and was named one of Oprah’s Most Anticipated LGBTQ Books of 2021. Jasmine contributed to the 2021 anthology The 1619 Project (Penguin Random House) and collaborated with the Brooklyn Ballet on an original performance piece at the prestigious Brooklyn Academy of Music. Mans also co-hosted The Kennedy Center’s Arts Across America digital series alongside renowned poet, Jason Reynolds.
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