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INTRODUCTION: REDISCOVERING
A PIONEERING WORK ON RACE
AND IDENTITY

In  the  vast  landscape  of  Afr ican
American literature and early twentieth-
century racial discourse, few works are
as audacious, intellectually rigorous, and
p rematu re l y  modern  as  From
Superman To Man Ja Rogers. Written
by  Joel  Augustus  Rogers—a  Jamaican-
born historian, journalist, and self-taught

scholar—this 1917 novel is far more than
a simple story.  It  is  a radical  dialogue
that  challenges  the  pseudo-scientific
racism  of  its  time,  using  fiction  as  a
vehicle  to  dissect  the  origins  of  racial
hierarchy, the fallacies of eugenics, and
the shared humanity of all peoples. The
title  itself  is  a  direct  rebuttal  to  the
Nietzschean  “Superman”  concept  that
had been twisted by white supremacists
to justify domination, and instead Rogers
proposes a journey “to man”—a return
to  a  common,  dignified  human  identity.
This article explores the book’s content,
its  author’s  extraordinary  life,  its
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historical  context,  and  why  From
Superman To Man Ja Rogers remains
a  vital  text  for  understanding  the
enduring  struggle  for  racial  equality.

WHO WAS J.A. ROGERS? THE
MAN BEHIND THE MANUSCRIPT

To appreciate From Superman To Man
Ja  Rogers,  one  must  first  understand
the mind that produced it. Joel Augustus
Rogers  (1880–1966)  was  a  polymath
who  re jected  the  convent iona l
boundaries of academia. Born in Negril,
Jamaica,  he  emigrated  to  the  United
States  in  the  early  1900s,  where  he
worked as a Pullman porter—a job that
allowed him to  travel  and gather  rare
books  and  documents  from  libraries
across  the  country.  Lacking  formal
higher education, Rogers became one of

the  most  prolific  and  controversial  self-
taught historians of the African diaspora.

Early Life and
Intellectual
Awakening
Rogers  grew  up  in  a  colonial  society
where  British  education  taught  the
inferiority  of  black  people.  He  later
recalled how, as a young man, he was
disturbed by the widespread belief that
Africans  had  contributed  nothing  to
civilization.  This  injustice  ignited  a
lifelong  mission:  to  document  the
achievements of black people worldwide.
His research took him to Europe, Africa,
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and the Caribbean, and he amassed a
personal archive of thousands of pages
of notes. From Superman To Man Ja
Rogers  was  his  first  major  work,
published at his own expense because
no mainstream publisher would touch it.

Contributions to
Black
Historiography
Rogers  wrote  several  landmark  books,
including  The  World’s  Great  Men  of
Color, Sex and Race, and Nature Knows
No Color-Line. He was among the first to
argue  that  ancient  Egypt  was  a  black
African  civi l ization,  a  claim  that

mainstream  Egyptology  vehemently
denied  at  the  time.  His  work  influenced
later scholars like Cheikh Anta Diop and
John  Henr i k  C l a rke .  Bu t  From
Superman To Man Ja Rogers  stands
apart  because  it  is  his  only  novel—a
fictional  debate  that  encapsulates  his
core  philosophies.

PLOT AND STRUCTURE OF "FROM
SUPERMAN TO MAN"

The  book  is  not  a  conventional  novel
with  multiple  characters  and  subplots.
Instead, it is a philosophical dialogue set
on a train journey from Chicago to Los
Angeles.  The  protagonist,  a  black
Pullman porter named Manuel (clearly a
stand-in for Rogers himself), engages in
a prolonged conversation with a white
Southern  politician  named  Dixon.  The
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entire narrative unfolds over the course
of  the trip,  with Manuel  systematically
dismantling every racist argument Dixon
puts forward.

The Central
Debate: Race,
Intelligence, and
Evolution
Dixon  begins  the  conversation  by
confidently  asserting  white  supremacy
based  on  biblical  scripture,  Darwinian
evolution  misinterpreted  by  social
Darwinists,  and  contemporary  eugenic
theories.  Manuel  counters  with  a

dazzling array of historical evidence: the
achievements of ancient Nubia, Ethiopia,
and  Mal i ;  the  Afr ican  or ig ins  of
mathematics  and  astronomy;  the
presence  of  black  people  in  classical
Greece  and  Rome;  and  the  scientific
fallacies of craniometry and IQ testing.
Rogers  uses  Manuel  to  show that  the
“Superman”  concept—the  idea  of  a
naturally  superior  race—is  a  myth
created by those in power. The journey
“to  man”  is  the  realization  that  all
humans share  the  same potential  and
the same ancient roots.

Structure as a
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Socratic
Dialogue
The format of From Superman To Man
Ja  Rogers  is  reminiscent  of  Plato’s
dialogues, but with a distinctly American
racial twist. Dixon starts as arrogant and
condescending,  but  as  the  journey
progresses, he is forced to confront his
own ignorance. By the end, Dixon is not
fully converted, but he is shaken. Rogers
deliberately  avoids  a  tidy  conversion
narrative,  because  he  understood  that
racism is not cured by one conversation.
The strength of the book lies not in its
plot but in the sheer weight of evidence
it marshals.

KEY THEMES AND ARGUMENTS IN
THE BOOK

Refuting the
"Superman"
Ideology
The  tit le  directly  challenges  the
Nietzschean  “Übermensch,”  which  was
being  co-opted  by  early  twentieth-
century  race  theorists  to  justi fy
colonialism  and  eugenics.  In  Rogers’s
hands,  the  “Superman”  becomes  a
symbol  of  arrogance  and  wi l l fu l
ignorance.  Manuel  argues  that  true
human  greatness  comes  not  from
dominating others but from recognizing
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our  common  ancestry  and  potential.
From Superman To Man Ja Rogers
thus  becomes  a  humanist  manifesto,
arguing  that  civilization  is  a  collective
achievement.

The Role of
Environment vs.
Heredity
Long  before  the  nature-versus-nurture
debate  became  mainstream,  Rogers
presented  a  nuanced  environmentalist
view. Through Manuel, he points out that
what white society calls “natural” racial
differences  are  actually  the  result  of
centuries  of  oppression,  l imited

education,  and  economic  deprivation.
When  Dixon  cites  statistics  on  black
crime or poverty, Manuel responds with
a historical analysis of slavery, Jim Crow
l a w s ,  a n d  s y s t e m a t i c
disenfranchisement.

The African
Origins of
Civilization
A  major  portion  of  the  dialogue  is
dedicated to proving that Africa was not
a  “dark  continent”  devoid  of  culture.
Manuel discusses the Kingdom of Kush,
the empires of Ghana and Songhai, the
University  of  Timbuktu,  and  the
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contributions of Africans to science and
art. He even argues that Jesus Christ, as
a Semitic Jew living in the Levant, likely
had dark skin—a radical claim for 1917.
Roge r s  was  decades  ahead  o f
mainstream scholarship in making these
assertions.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND
RECEPTION OF THE NOVEL

From Superman To Man Ja Rogers
was published during one of  the most
virulent periods of American racism. The
year 1917 saw the East St.  Louis race
riots, the rise of the second Ku Klux Klan,
and  the  release  of  D.W.  Griffith’s  The
Birth  of  a  Nation,  which  glorified  the
Klan. Into this toxic environment, Rogers
introduced  a  black  protagonist  who
speaks  with  erudit ion  and  calm

authority.

Marginalization
by Mainstream
Publishers
Unsurprisingly, no commercial publisher
would touch the book. Rogers printed it
himself, initially selling copies to fellow
Pullman  porters  and  black  intellectual
circles.  It  was  reviewed  in  black
newspapers like the Chicago Defender,
where it was praised for its intellectual
courage. However, it remained obscure
among white audiences for decades. The
book was rediscovered in the 1960s and
1970s during the Black Power and Black
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Studies  movements,  when  a  new
generation sought out forgotten texts of
resistance.

Impact on Black
Intellectual
Thought
Despite  its  limited  initial  circulation,
From Superman To Man Ja Rogers
influenced  figures  like  Marcus  Garvey
(whom  Rogers  knew)  and  later  black
nationalists.  Its  technique  of  using
historical  evidence  to  refute  racism
became a template for many subsequent
works.  The  novel  also  exemplifies  the
t rad i t i on  o f  “E lder  E th iop ian”

literature—a genre where a wise black
elder  educates  a  confused  white
interlocutor.

WHY "FROM SUPERMAN TO MAN"
MATTERS TODAY

In  the  twenty-first  century,  debates
about race, identity, and history remain
explosive. From Superman To Man Ja
Rogers  offers  a  model  of  intellectual
engagement that is both passionate and
r igorous .  I t  demonstrates  that
scholarship  can  be  a  weapon  against
injustice,  and  that  fiction  can  be  a
powerful  vehicle  for  truth.
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Relevance to
Modern
Conversations on

Systemic Racism
Manuel ’s  arguments  about  the
environmental  causes  of  rac ia l
disparities  resonate  with  contemporary
discussions  about  systemic  inequality.
When  Dixon  blames  black  people  for
t h e i r  o w n  p o v e r t y ,  M a n u e l ’ s
counterarguments  prefigure  the  work  of
modern  sociologists  like  William  Julius
Wilson  and  Ibram X.  Kendi.  The  book
reminds  us  that  the  false  narrative  of

biological  racism  has  deep  roots  and
must be constantly uprooted.

Rediscovering a
Lost Masterpiece
Today,  From  Superman  To  Man  Ja
Rogers is available in new editions and
is studied in African American literature
and history courses. Its dialogue format
makes it  surprisingly  readable,  and its
arguments remain startlingly fresh. For
anyone  interested  in  the  origins  of
critical race theory, black historiography,
or simply a compelling intellectual duel,
this book is essential reading.

CONCLUSION: THE JOURNEY
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CONTINUES

From Superman To Man Ja Rogers is
more than a century old, but its message
has not aged. J.A. Rogers, the Pullman
porter who became a historian, used this
novel to challenge the very foundations
of white supremacy. He understood that
the idea of a racial “Superman” was a
dangerous  fiction,  and  that  the  path

forward required a humbling recognition
of shared humanity. His book remains a
beacon for all who seek truth in the face
of prejudice. As we continue to navigate
complex  discussions  of  race,  identity,
and  justice,  the  dialogue  between
Manuel and Dixon is still unfolding—and
Rogers’s wise, patient voice is one we
still need to hear.


