Colored People by Henry Louis Gates

“Preface”

Synopsis
Gates wrote the preface as a letter to his children who had a hard time understanding his deference towards African-American strangers he would meet on the street.  Gates identifies Colored People as his response to their failure to understand the world he grew up in and his resulting attitudes.

Study Questions

1. Why does Henry Louis Gates regret the loss of his hometown of Piedmont, WV?

2. What does Henry Louis Gates mean when he says that he is from “[the] time and a place [of] Piedmont, WV?”

3. What is the relationship between “racial recrimination (the act of answering one accusation with another)” and “racial pride?”  

4. Henry Louis Gates grew up during a time of segregation and racism, yet he seems to think fondly of it.  Why do you think that is?  What does this bode for the rest of the book?

“Chapter 1: Colored People”

Synopsis

In chapter 1, Gates introduces the town of his childhood, Piedmont, WV, nestled in the hills of Mineral County.  He describes the town of 2,565 as being made up of mostly Italians, Irish, African-Americans and a few WASPs (White Anglo-Saxon Protestants).  Piedmont was a company town, centered on the Westvaco paper mill.  Most of the town and nearly all the African-American population worked for the paper mill.  Gates goes on to describe a close-knit black community that saw their white neighbors only as “a shadowy presence.”  The resulting community was exceedingly insular, concerned with its own social rules, relationships, entertainment, and gossip.


Study Questions
1. In what ways do you see segregation implemented implicitly?

2. Why do you think the black community referred to white people by their professions (i.e. Mr. Mailman, Mr. Policeman, etc)?

3. Why do you think the community resented people who moved away?

4. Think back to your answer for question 4 from the preface.  Having read this chapter, what do you think now?   

“Chapter 2: Prime Time”

Synopsis

Chapter 3 discusses the impact of television on Gates’ childhood.  Gates feels he learned to see white people as individuals by watching shows like I Love Lucy and Leave it to Beaver.  Further, by watching shows like Amos and Andy, Gates saw African Americans as professionals in positions of authority.  Television was also the medium of civil rights.  Before the apex of the civil rights movement, Gates saw black athletes compete against white athletes on television.  Later, TV brought Emmett Till, integration, and Martin Luther King Jr. into his living room.


Study Questions
1. Why were sports so important to the African American community of Gates’ childhood?

2. Amos and Andy is now considered an extremely racist program that played on black stereotypes, yet Gates seems to think fondly of it.  Why do you think this is?

3. Gates’ father does not seem to trust Martin Luther King Jr.  Why do you think that is?

4. Both this chapter and chapter one discuss the importance of property to the African American community.  Why was owning property so important in their minds? 

“Chapter 3: Wet Dogs and White People”

Synopsis

This chapter Gates discusses African American attitudes towards white people during his childhood.  He begins by recalling how his mother, a beautiful and graceful woman, harbored an intense hatred of white people.  He elaborates further by recalling that his mother, and others, responded to the white criticism that black people were dirty by believing that it was the white people who were dirty.  Specifically, it was commonly held that white people taste food right from the pot and smell like wet dogs when wet.  Gates further discusses the belief that white people cannot cook, which is why so many hired black people to cook for them.


Study Questions
1. This chapter began with a description of Gates’ mother as hard working, beautiful, the first black secretary of the PTA and an excellent seamstress and ends with a description of her anger at white people.  Why do you think Gates chooses to compare these two facets of his mother?  What do they tell you about her?  What do they tell you about what it was to be black in American in the 1950s and 1960s?

2. Why do you think the black community in Piedmont responded to white criticism by believing that it is white people who were dirty?

3. What do the dirty things that black people accuse white people of doing tell you about the African American community’s values?

4. Based on this chapter, why is cleanliness so important in the black community? 

“Chapter 4: In the Kitchen”


Synopsis

In this chapter, Gates discusses the changing rituals of hair care that took places during his life.  He begins by recalling his mother doing her hair in the kitchen of their house.  Gate’s goes on to recall the preferred aesthetics of black hair and the different treatments and processes he went through to achieve “good hair.”


Study Questions
1. This chapter is titled “In the Kitchen,” but only the first part has anything to do with a kitchen.  What is the significance of the title?

2. Gates describes a frustrated relationship with his hair.  Why do you think that was?  Why was hair so important?

3. Gates says that, growing up, straight hair was “good” and kinky hair was “bad.”  Why do you think good and bad hair was defined this way?  What does that say about black identity?

4. In the last chapter, Gate’s described his mother as hating white people, yet she goes to great lengths to straighten her hair.  What is the relationship between her hair and white people?  Why does she want the sort of hair she has?  What does this say about her?   

“Chapter 5: Up the Hill”

Synopsis

In this chapter, Gates explores the sexual promiscuity rampant in the black community in Piedmont and its effect on his family.  Specifically, the family matriarch on his mother’s side, “Big Mom” Coleman, was said to have been with two men.  When she got pregnant she married the one who was not the father of her child, and this lead to a history of tension and violence in the family.  Once or twice, women would visit her house with children who they claimed were the grandchildren of Big Mom.  Further, Daddy Paul, Big Mom’s husband, reacted violently when he suspected that one of their children was not his.  Gates goes on to say that this behavior continued with other members of the Coleman family, often the ones who suffered the worst abuse from their father.  

Questions

1. Despite the promiscuity and tension, Gates’ recounts this time fondly.  Why do you think that is?

2. Why do you think sexual promiscuity was acceptable to the black community in Piedmont?

3. What does the function of religion seem to be for the Coleman clan?

4. What do you make of the Coleman family’s relationship to the rest of the black community?

“Chapter 6: Down to Cumberland”


Synopsis

Here Gates recalls his father’s side of the family.  The Gates clan lived in Cumberland and left less an impression on him than his mother’s family.  Gates recalls the beginnings of the Gates line with Jane Gates, a former slave who had several children with her master.  He goes on to recount his great-grandmother who insisted that only the girls be educated, a sore point with Gates’s father, and his grandfather who owned several successful businesses.  


Questions
1. Why do you think Gates’s father disliked his grandmother so much?

2. What do you think it meant for the white bank worker to be related to the Gates?

3. What do you think the Gates family means to Henry Louis Gates Jr.?

4. What do you make of the relationship between sexuality and religiosity in the Gates family relative the Coleman family?  What does that say about religion?  What does that say about sex?

“Chapter 7: Hardball”


Synopsis

In this chapter, Gates discusses his relationship with his father which, he feels, was mediated by sports.  This was difficult for Gates since his older brother was very athletic while Gates was overweight.  Still, Gates tried to engage in the world of sports until his father came to respect him in his own way.

Questions
1. Why do you think Gates’s father defended him when he yelled at Frank Price?

2. What was the line that Frank Price crossed?  Why do you think that was the line?

3. Why do you think Gates was interested in “The Negro?”

4. Why do you think Gates’s father and grandfather disliked black people?  Did they dislike all black people?  If not, what was the difference between good black people and bad black people?  What does that mean? 

“Chapter 8: Current Events”


Synopsis

Here Gates discusses his experience with school integration after the Brown v. Board decision.  He was very successful in the integrated school system, due in no small part to his brother paving the way for him.  Integration also posed serious social issues and necessitated modified social rules.  For instance, it was inappropriate for a white girl to dance with a black boy; however, it was appropriate for a white boy and a black boy to dance.  


Questions

1. Why do you think the black community wanted to keep their segregated high school?

2. One response to integration was regular lectures on hygiene.  Why do think that was?

3. Gates eventually learned that Africans did not regard themselves as the same as black Americans.  What impact do you think this information had on Gates and the black community in general?

4. Gates learned that slavery civilized the savage Africans, that John Brown was crazy and only got African-Americans killed, and that Lincoln was only killed for freeing the slaves.  How does this version of slavery and the Civil War differ from our present accepted history?  What does this say about history?

“Chapter 9: Love Junkie”


Synopsis

Here Gates discusses his early sexual experiences and romantic endeavors.  He begins by recounting his youthful sexual exploration disguised as child’s games.  Later, he discusses his changing relationships with the girls in his life and his tortured attempts at finding a girlfriend.  


Questions
1. Given Gates’s childhood exploration, what do you think was the black community’s attitude towards homosexuality?

2. What does the fact that Gates felt he must be “engaged” to take part in sexual experimentation suggest about the black community’s sense of sexual ethics?

3. What social factors contributed to the gulf in Gates’s relationship with Linda Hoffman?

4. What do the questions Gates chose to ask girls when he called suggest about his personality and interests?

“Chapter 10: Joining the Church”


Synopsis

In this chapter, Gates recalls his church and religious experiences.  He spends time discussing the various religious institutions and locates his own as being fairly conservative compared to the revivalist nature of the other churches.  He also spends time discussing his conversion experience and sense of destiny.  


Questions

1. What precipitated Gates’s conversion?  Do you think it was genuine?

2. What is the function of religion in Gates’s community?

3. Why do you think Miss Sarah loved reading from Revelations?  What is the appeal of the apocalypse for people in her social situation?  What does this suggest about class and religion?

4. Do you think people believed that the devil literally came for Mr. Les?  If so, why? If not, why tell the story?

“Chapter 11: Change of Life”


Synopsis

This chapter explores the emotional and behavioral changes in Gates’s mother as she experiences menopause.  Gates responds by blaming himself, taking on a greater portion of housework, and becoming increasingly religious.


Questions
1. What does Gates’s conversion experience suggest about religion?  Is this indicative of all conversion experiences?

2. After Gates joins the church he pays a store for some crayons he stole six years prior.  What does this suggest about his religiosity?

3. What do you make of Gates’s fear that becoming a Christian will result in God requiring something extraordinary from him? 

4. Gates’s religious conversion took place against the backdrop of the Cold War and Cuban Missile Crisis.  Was this time of fear and uncertainty associated in any way with his new found religious fervor?  Is there any connection to present, post 9/11 America and the new Evangelical movement?

“Chapter 12: Eternity”


Synopsis

In this chapter, Gates recalls a football injury that lead to an extended hospital stay.  He uses this experience to muse on the possible meanings of the word “eternity” and redefine his understanding of faith and religion.


Questions
1. Was there a subtle racism in the first doctor’s belief that Gates’s symptoms were psychosomatic?  If so, is this racism better or worse than the more overt racism practiced in the Deep South?

2. Why did Gates and his mother argue during his time in the hospital?

3. Why do you think the Episcopal priest came to see Gates when the Methodist preacher did not?  Who do you think better exemplified a Christian life?  

4. Do you think Gates’s new, more liberal faith was more or less honest than his old, more fundamental faith?

“Chapter 13: Living Under Grace”


Synopsis

Here, Gates recalls his time at a summer church camp.  He sees the time as enlightening in a number of ways.  On the surface, he was able to interact with other similarly inquisitive teenagers.  More deeply, he felt the impact of the Watts riots on his relationship with the white campers.


Questions
1. Why do you think Gates’s Piedmont friends couldn’t understand why his time at camp had been so meaningful?

2. Why did Andrea, a black girl, tell Gates that, “[his] soul brothers [had] totally gone crazy?” (149)  Why does she not seem to identify with the Watts rioters?

3. Do you think Gates would have responded to the riots differently if he’d been in Piedmont?

4. Why do you think Gates’s family from his mother’s side disapproved of his switch to the Episcopal Church?

“Chapter 14: Just Talking to the Lord”


Synopsis

In this chapter, Gates recalls his Uncle Jim, and outdoorsman and preacher.  Uncle Jim was fairly at odds with Gates’s father who he felt practice a false denomination.  For his part, Gates’s father thought that Uncle Jim, who would speak in tongues, was crazy.  


Questions
1. Why might a black child in the 1960’s claim to be part Native American?  

2. Why would a man remain married to a woman who cheats on him?  What does this suggest about the social roles of men and women in the black community in Piedmont?

3. Why was it important for Uncle Jim to differentiate between “man’s law” and “God’s Law?”

4. Do you think Uncle Jim genuinely spoke in tongues?  Do you think he believed he did?  If not, why do you think he did it?

“Chapter 15: Shattering the Sugar Bowl”


Synopsis

This chapter recounts the importance of the local barber shop in Gates’s youth.  For the youth, the barber shop was not only a place that cut hair, it also served as a right of passage.  That is, when a boy was considered old enough he was allowed a more adult haircut and the right to look at “girlie” magazines.


Questions
1. What role does the barbershop seem to play in the larger black community?

2. Was the “sex education” taught at the barbershop an adequate stand in for classes offered in high school?  Do both pass on the same sort of information?  If not, what would you learn at the barber shop that you might not learn in a class?  What do you think Gates thinks?

3. Why do you think Gates feels that “childhood has its advantages?” (180)

4. Why do you think Gates’s father talked so much about other people’s infidelities? What is the relationship between the Gates’ family values and this curiosity?

“Chapter 16: Abandoning Ship”


Synopsis

In this chapter, Gates discusses his break from the common assumptions and social roles of Piedmont’s black community.  Gates, along with three friends, began listening to jazz, smoking cigarettes and pipes, and forcing the integration of local business.  Gates uses this opportunity to discuss both white and black responses to integration.


Questions
1. Why do you think Gates reacted so defiantly to his Coleman family?

2. Do you consider the Fearsome Four’s activities run-of-the-mill teenage rebellion?  If not, what were they?  What makes them more profound?  What do you think Gates considers them?

3. Why do you think many of Piedmont’s black community saw integration as a loss?  What exactly did they lose?

4. Who’s protests do you think were more meaningful, the Fabulous Fours’ or the individuals who fought for better schools before Gates was born?  Why?

“Chapter 17: Sin Boldly”


Synopsis

Here Gates recalls his first year in college and his further rebellion against the social mores of Piedmont.  During this time Gates shifted his focus from medical school to literature and began dating a white girl.  The latter lead to a great deal of social upheaval in Piedmont, as the girl’s father soon decided to run for mayor in order to protect her and, to a lesser extent, Gates.


Questions
1. What did Duke mean by, “Sin Boldly?”  What is the virtue of sinning boldly?

2. Why do you think blacks weren’t allowed at the beach?  What does sensuality have to do with it?  Why might black individuals in swim suits be considered more sensual than white individuals?

3. Why do you think four black kids in a dance club was the worst nightmare for many white West Virginians?

4. Why couldn’t Gates leave Piedmont behind?

“Chapter 18: Walk the Last Mile”


Synopsis

This chapter discusses Gates’s mother’s lifelong desire to own a house.  Unfortunately, Gates’s father had no interest in owning property so it was some time before she got her wish.  When she does, the house is not quite what she hoped for. 


Questions
1. Why do you think it was so important for Gates’s mother to own a house?

2. Why do you think it was so important for Gates’s father to remain debt free?

3. Why do you think Mrs. Thomas treated Gates’s mother so poorly?  Do you think Mrs. Thomas saw it that way?

4. Why do you think Gates wished his mother’s funeral had been more emotive?

“Chapter 19: The Last Mill Picnic”


Synopsis

Gates closes his memoir by recalling the last black only mill picnics before it chose to integrate.  He recalls the individuals who attended going about picnic’s well establish social rules and expectations with an added degree of awareness and thoughtfulness.  


Questions
1. Gates writes that the mill integrated its picnics to avoid a lawsuit like the one that forced the Swordfish to close.  Do you think Gates feels guilty for his involvement in that affair?

2. Why do you think the black community in Piedmont didn’t consider the separate mill picnics segregation?

3. Why were churches one of the main institutions to remain segregated?

4. What do you think the end of the mill picnic symbolizes for Gates?  Why did he choose to end his book this way?  What relationship does the mill picnic have to your answer for number four of the “Preface” questions?
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