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W.E.B. Du Bois's "The Comet" is a post-apocalyptic story that narrates 

the encounter between two survivors of the destruction of New York after 
the tail of a comet has eradicated all life in the city. 1 Jim, who spent the 
crucial moments of the disaster in an underground vault, is a Black 

messenger employed at a bank in Wall Street, and Julia, who was 

developing pictures in a dark room when the comet hit, is a white 
millionaire's daughter living in the Upper East Side. For the brief time 
span when they think they are the only survivors, they fo1111 a romantic 

attachment, which, along with their nascent dream about a new world 
where class and race boundaries are transcended, crashes when the 
unexpected survivors, Julia's father and suitor among them, return from 
undestroyed places outside the city. 

Published as the penultimate piece of Darkwater ( 1920), Du Bois's 
collection of sociological, philosophical, and political essays, fiction, and 
poetry, "The Comet" epitomizes his vision for a better future world and 
his warning against imminent racial unrest that inspires Darkwater as a 
whole. The story on its own and the story as pait of the collection can be 
analyzed with reference to three interlinked questions, namely the 
concept of utopianism, the content and plot of the narrative, and the 
function of utopianism. The concept of utopianism as social dreaming is 
an essential component of the essays in Darkwater in which Du Bois 
describes the dystopian social and political reality of African Americans 
at his time. "The Comet" uses formal elements of utopian narratives by 
situating the story in a time and space definitely remote from reality. The 
story's heightened mythical tone removes the plot to a realm where social 
dreaming is possible, while the beginning and the end provide a frame 
based on reality. In terms of function, the story serves as a call to action 

1 I would like to thank Linda Reschen for her careful reading of the various 

drafts of this essay. 
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against lllJUStice by reflecting on earlier utopian narratives about the 
destruction of New York and the theme of the lonely survivors after the 
impact of a comet, such as Ignatius Donnelly's Caesar's Column (l 892) 
and George Allan England's Darkness and Dawn (1914). 

Social Dreaming 

Utopia, Ruth Levitas writes, is "the expression of the desire for a better 
way of being" and allows us to "learn a lot about the experience of living 

under any set of conditions by reflecting upon the desires which those 
conditions generate and yet leave unfulfilled" (8). Darkwater fornwlates 

questions about a better future world in which races and classes live 

together in harmony; it is penneated by a rhetoric of longing, using utopia 

as "not just a dream to be enjoyed, but a vision to be pursued" despite the 

fact that most people would understand it to be "an impossible dream" 
(Levitas !). Lyman Tower Sargent calls utopianism "social dreaming," 

which is "the dreams and nightmares that concern the ways in which 

groups of people arrange their lives and which usually envision a 
radically different society than the one in which the dreamers live" 

("Three Faces" 3). Utopianism and utopian I iterature thus become an 

"ideological battleground" (Levitas 3), and what is at stake is the possible 

form of a society that is recognized as an improvement over the present 

forn1. 
As recent critics have pointed out, the most prominent utopian vision 

in Darkwater is based on the establishment of a "new African World 

State, a Black Africa" ("The Hands of Ethiopia" 65) that acknowledges 

for the fu-st time in history "that black men are human" (66). Black men, 

Du Bois insists in the essay "The Hands of Ethiopia," will "inaugurate on 
the Dark Continent a last great crusade for humanity" (73) that will 

eventually lead to a better organization of the world. John Carlos Rowe 
sees Du Bois as advocating "a postcolonial socialism built on a spiritual 

democracy that would encourage all peoples and classes to subordinate 
material production to the higher purpose of producing community" 

(207). Both Rowe and Amy Kaplan connect Du Bois's utopian vision 

with the imperialism of the time. In The Anarchy of Empire, Kaplan 
claims that Du Bois imagined "the utopian potential in imperial 

expansion for unraveling the boundaries of nations and colonies" (I 78). 
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Sargent points out that utopia often fimctions as a warning to an existing 
society ( Utopianism 8), and Du Bois utters a warning to white people 

when he writes about their all-pervasive race hatred: "[T)oday to the 
millions of my people no misfortune could happen,-of death and 

pestilence, failure and defeat-that would not make the hearts of millions 

of their fellows beat with fierce, vindictive joy!" ("The Souls of White 
Folk" 33) He predicts racial unrest when he compares the disaster of 

World War I with an impending ove11h.row of existing systems after the 

revolt of the dark peoples of the world: 

[A)s wild and awful as this shameful war was, ii is nothing to compare with 

that fight for freedom which black and brown and yellow men must and will 

make unless their oppression and humiliation and insult al the hands of the 
White World cease. The Dark World is going to submit to its present 

treatment just as long as it must and not one moment longer. ("The Souls of 
White Folk" 49; emphasis in original) 

ln a chapter about Thomas More's and Edward Bellamy's utopias, Chris 
Fems asks what prompts the emergence of a particular utopian vision 

(33). In Du Bois's case, the answer lies in his awareness of the system of 
racist injustice in the United States of America, the aftereffects of World 
War I, and his socialist worldview. 

An important part of Du Bois's vision in Darkwater is the repeated 
evocation of a new labor system in which the capitalistic system does not 
exploit the work force any more. Du Bois was aware of earlier socialist 

utopian narratives, especially of Bellamy's "safe journey to a clean, 
orderly, and egalitarian future" (Pfaelzer 26) in Looking Backward 

(1888). In his essay "Of Work and Wealth," Du Bois warns against an 
excessive use of democracy and proposes a basically socialist economy 

where everybody works but no person excessively: 

In this coming socialization of industry we must guard against that same 
tyranny of the majority that has marked democracy in the making of laws. 

There must, for instance, persist in this future economics a ce,tain minimum 
of machine-like work and prompt obedience and submission. This necessity 
is a simple corollary from the hard facts of the physical world. It must be 
accepted with the comforting thought that its routine need not demand twelve 
hours a day or even eight. With Work for All and All at Work probably from 
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three to six hours would suffice, and leave abundant time for leisure, exercise, 
study, and avocations. ( I 04) 

This vision of a well-structured, though not totally free society with a 
balance between time dedicated to work and leisure goes back to the 

utopian world described by More, which is evoked often in the many 
utopian texts in the age of realism that Jean Pfaelzer calls pastoral utopias 
(52-77). But whereas Bellamy makes no reference at all to the racial 

problem, Du Bois was all too aware of the injustices permeating the work 
life of colored people.2 In "The Servant in the House," another essay in 

Darkwater, Du Bois questions the necessity of menial service and asks 
whether there could be "a world of Service without Servants" (120). 

Rowe, who reads Darkwater as promoting the basically "utopian 
prospect" of an industrial democracy, discusses Du Bois's longing to 
overcome the problem of "modern industrial imperialism" by offering 
solutions ranging "from amied revolution to political, economic, and 

cultural coalitions of exploited people of color around the world" (205).3 

Darkwater can be read as promoting the utopian hope of a better 
future world by simultaneously drawing attention to the basically 

dystopian contemporary reality. Ln her study about the literary utopian 

convention in African American novels at the tum of the nineteenth into 
the twentieth century, Giulia Fabi argues that these novels transfo1111 a 

"contemporary dystopian historical reality of racial violence, segregation, 
and disfranchisement" into a "vision of liberation and empowerment" 

(46). The immediate post-World War I period saw some of the most 
violent race riots in the history of the US and was marked by an 
unprecedented round of lynchings. To use the concept of dystopia in this 

context needs some clarification however. Sargent defines dystopia as "a 

non-existent society described in some considerable detail and nonnally 

2 For a good overview of Bellamy's Looking Backward, see Patai's edited 
collection of essays on Edward Bellamy. 
3 In his important discussion of Du Bois's criticism of US imperialism, Rowe 
sees the understanding of the need for cooperation of white workers with 
workers of color as one of Du Bois's main goals and interprets thjs Lask as going 
beyond the Marxist project of awakening class-consciousness because it involves 
the destruction of racial hierarchies (see esp. 205-6). 
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located in time and space that the author intended a contemporaneous 
reader to view as considerably worse than the society in which that reader 
lived" ("Three Faces" 9). The application of this concept to Darkwater is 
both true and false depending on the perspective of the reader. For many 
of his Black contemporaries, the society Du Bois described was not 
remote in time and space, which places the collection definitely outside 

the boundaries of the genre. For most of his white contemporaries, who 
ignored, promoted, or tolerated violence based on racism, the society he 
described did not exist and the imagined new generation resulting from a 

union between a Black man and a white woman would be the realization 
of their worst nightmares. 

Du Bois stresses the horrors of lynching, the injustice of the treatment 

of Black races world-wide, the limited opportunities granted to his people 
in the workforce, the restrictions imposed on Black people in education, 

and the terrible system of segregated Jim Crow transportation. ln "Of 
Beauty and Death," the essay that precedes "The Comet," this 
intermingling of visions and realities is especially prominent. After a 

rhapsodic description of New York, Du Bois uses the veil metaphor to 
point out the severe disruption of modem city life due to the all-pervasive 

influence of racism: 

It drops as drops the night on southern seas-vast, sudden, unanswering. 
There is Hate behind it, and Cruelty and Tears. As one peers tlu·ough its 
intricate, unfathomable pattern of ancient, old, old design, one sees blood and 
guilt and misunderstanding. And yet it hangs there, this Veil, between Then 
and Now, between Pale and Colored and Black and White-between You 
and Me. ("Of Beauty and Death" 246) 

The dystopian present consists of "lynching and murder, cheating and 
despising, degrading and lying" (246) and makes the narrator wish for 
apocalypse, the ending of the world as we know it through the second 
coming of Christ.4 

4 The pervasive religious symbolism in Darkwater is described by Blum;
Schrager; and in the collection edited by Blum and Young. The website 
dedicated to Darkwater provides many relevant documents and sources 
(Williams). See also Schrager for an in-depth analysis of the veil metaphor. 
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In the context of a discussion of utopianism as projecting both a vision 
and promoting action, Darkwater dreams about the desire to end 
contemporary violence and injustice; it longs for a race- and class
conscious ideology; and it warns the audience not only about an 

impending revolution but also against social passivity. Ln "The Comet," 
Du Bois idealizes the possibility for a better society that is based on a 
new set of values and educates the audience about the possibility of this 
desire while at the same time he demonstrates that nothing short of 
apocalypse will bring about this change and end humiliation and 

oppression. 

Dream and Reality in "The Comet" 

The initial setting of"The Comet" is a bank building between Wall Street 
and Broadway in Manhattan; the story thus opens at the center of 
financial power against whose abuse Du Bois writes persistently in 
Darkwater. Jim, the bank's messenger, laments about his invisibility in 
the eyes of the people passing by: "Few noticed him. Few ever noticed 
him save in a way that stung. He was outside the world--'nothing!' as he 

said bitterly" (253). The story starts with the tone of bitterness, anger, and 
frustration that is often found in the collection. To cite one example in a 

passage in "Of Beauty and Death," the author is denied a ticket to a 
Charlie Chaplin movie while the white person next in line gets it without 
any problem. Du Bois describes the concomitant feeling of outrage that is 
calmed down by a realistic sense of needless violence and helplessness: 
"You grip your soul for riot and murder" (224) at the same time asking 

yourself, "Why not always yield-always take what's offered,-always 
bow to force, whether of cannon or dislike?" (224) In "The Comet," Jim 
is sent down to the lower vaults to retrieve an allegedly lost volume of 

records, which is a task deemed "too dangerous for more valuable men" 
(253). Jim has to bow to force and walks down the steps while all around 
him everybody talks about the tail of the comet hitting them at noon of 
this same day. The feeling of foreboding disaster coincides with the 
descent of Jim into "the bowels of the earth" (254). 

Ironically Jim discovers an underground vault containing a chest with 
a gold treasure at the exact moment when the comet hits and closes the 
great stone door, which saves his life. After Jim has managed to force the 
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door open, he smells a peculiar odor and falls fainting across the corpse 
of the vault clerk. The irony of the situation is that when this Black man 
strikes a gold mine, the world apparently collapses. When Jim finds his 
way back into the bank, the "stillness of death lay everywhere and 
everywhere bowed, bent, and stretched the silent forms of men" ("The 
Comet" 256). Jim's initial reaction is that of fear, not because everyone 
around him is dead, but because if he were discovered alone in a bank 
with open drawers, open stacks of money, and the corpses around him, he 
would be accused of robbery and murder and would have to fear for his 
life. 

The following scenes describe the eerie quietness of a depopulated 
Manhattan. The toxic gases have killed people silently. Jim discovers the 
corpses of men, women, and children crushed and twisted in the doorway 
of the bank where they had tried to find refi.ige. Kaplan puts the 
description of the disaster into a wider context when she writes: "The 
light across the sky and the release of noxious gases conjure images of 
the battlefields of World War l. Externalized as a cosmic or natural 
disaster, the explosion represents the inner combustion of the social 
tensions and global conflicts that inform the anarchy of empire" (207). In 
"Of Beauty and Death," Du Bois describes the buzzing energy of New 
York seen at night from the Brooklyn Bridge: "One hears the hiss of 
lightning, the deep thunder of human things, and a fevered breathing as of 
some attendant and invincible Powers" (244). He provides a lyric 
description of the vitality and diversity of the city: "Humanity stands and 
flies and walks and rolls about-the poor, the priceless, the world-known 
and the forgotten; child and grandfather, king and leman-the pageant of 
the world goes by, set in a frame of stone and jewels, clothed in scarlet 
and rags" ("Of Beauty and Death" 244-5). After the disaster, the world is 
one of haunting quietness. The silence and the rising terror in Jim's soul 
are expertly visualized in two films that are loosely based on this story. In 
The World, the Flesh and the Devil ( 1959), directed by Rana Id 
MacDougall and starring Harry Belafonte as the surviving Black man and 
Inger Stevens as Julia, Belafonte is shown searching around the empty 
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Manhattan for signs of life.5 In The Quiet Earth (I 985), a New Zealand 
film directed by Geoff Murphy, there is a similar scene of a survivor (a 
white man in this case) desperately seeking people. 

The city in the novel was struck by a comet similar to that of the 

Daylight Comet in January and Halley's Comet in April of the year I 9 I 0, 
which, one scientist writes in 1916, naturally "excited the interest and, 
only too often, the fears of the human race" (Campbell 521). For example 

in Omega: The Last Days of the World ( I 894), Camille Flammarion 
writes about the last man and woman in the 25th century, who die after the 

impact of a comet. In In the Days of the Comet (1906) H.G. Wells, to cite 
a different type of post-apocalyptic tale, uses a comet-induced green fog 
to indicate a great world-wide change for the better: After the gas has 

spread, people become friendly and benevolent rationalists, who 
contribute to the forming of a better society that moves beyond the 
squalor and poverty of the period before the change. The fear that a 
comet's gases would eliminate all life in New York, the city that 
symbolizes American progress, invited a variety of fantastic disaster 

tales. In The City's End: Two Centuries of Fantasies, Fears, and 

Premonitions of New York's Destruction, in which he provides an 
overview about the many destructions of New York in film and fiction, 

Max Page reads "The Comet" as "a spare but powerful rumination on 
what it would take to create a new world. Du Bois suggests that racial 
division is so powerful that it would take something like this-a 
catastrophic, tectonic shift in society-to make new race relations 
possible" (64). 

In Du Bois's story, Jim walks up and down Fifth Avenue and grabs 

some food at a famous hostelry knowing that the day before, "they would 

not have served" him ("The Comet" 258). The new, post-apocalyptic 
circumstances are illustrated by a description of the mobility that Jim 
enjoys. In "Of Beauty and Death," the author raves about the beauty and 
importance of traveling so that the traveler can be immersed "in the utter 

joy of life" (228). The dismal reality is described in detail when the 
author writes about the agonies of riding a Jim Crow car: 

5 See Gallardo for the contextualization of "The Comet" with The World, the 

Flesh and the Devil and other later films with an emphasis on the Black 
protagonist. 
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The 'Jim-Crow' car is up next the baggage car and engine. It stops out 
beyond the covering in the rain or sun or dust. Usually there is no step to help 
you climb on and often the car is a smoke cut in two and you must pass 
through the white smokers or else they through your part, with swagger and 
noise and stares. ("Of Beauty and Death" 229) 

This is only a part of a long and pessimistic account of the indignities of 
using the segregated means of transpmtation. !11 his essay "The Souls of 
White Folk," Du Bois notices the following: "In Central Park I have seen 
the upper lip of a quiet, peaceful man curl back in a tigerish snarl of rage 
because black folk rode by in a motor car" (33). After he has left the 
hostelry, Jim has the dream of driving a car come trne that is only 
possible in the post-apocalyptic city where no man hinders him: "No-a 
car; if he could find a Ford. He saw one. Gently he Ii fted off its burden, 

and took his place on the seat. He tested the tlu·ottle. There was gas. He 
glided off, shivering, and drove up the street" ("The Comet" 258). Jim is 
now free to drive up Fifth Avenue into Park A venue, past the Plaza, all 
places associated with upper-class New York. The Ford too is an icon of 
American mobility. In later scenes, Julia drives her family's Stutz, a 
symbol of upper-class transportation, and then lets Jim take the wheel. 
The possibility to drive around the city, freely, signals the male 
protagonist's release from restrictions. 

Another famous landmark of New York is the Metropolitan Life 
Tower where Julia's father is employed. As Nick Yablon points out in his 
account of architectural fictional speculations in New York from 1909 to 

1919, the building that was completed in I 909 celebrated the status of the 
largest life insurer in the world and became the tallest tower in the nation 
(312). In "The Comet," Jim and Julia get to the roof of the Metropolitan 
Life Tower, "a site associated in the 191 Os with illicit promiscuity," as 
Yablon points out (329). The short yet powerful roof scene has a 
meaningful setting. Yablon argues that Du Bois "may have intended the 
headquarters of one of the leading companies in the city to stand in for 
the larger economic order of urbanized capitalism, which perpetuates 
distinctions between 'black' and 'white,' as between 'rich and poor"' 
(330). 
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Race, class, and gender define the hierarchies in the city both before 
and after the toxic gases. In "The Damnation of Women," the signature 

feminist piece in Darkwater, Du Bois defends the honor of Black women 
and their right for self-determined lives. Similar to Bellamy's Looking 

Backward, however, gender is a category that is not transcended and 
radically re-interpreted because the new world (Bellamy) and the post
apocalyptic world (Du Bois) are still patriarchally structured. This is also 
true in "The Comet." Early in the story Jim stops the car when he hears a 
woman crying out for help: 

[H]e rushed up the steps and tried the door and rang violently. There was a
long pause, but at last the heavy door swung back. They stared a moment in
silence. She had not noticed before that he was a Negro. He had not thought 

of her as white. She was a woman of perhaps twenty-five--rarely beautiful

and richly gowned, with darkly-golden hair, and jewels. Yesterday, he
thought with bitterness, she would scarcely have looked at him twice. He
would have been dirt beneath her silken feet. She stared at him. Of all the 
sorts of men she had pictured as coming to her rescue she had not dreamed of
one like him. Not that he was not human, but he dwelt in a world so far from 
hers, so infinitely far, that he seldom even entered her thought. (259)

[n Du Bois's time, where racial segregation was strictly observed and 
white women were rarely allowed to be close to Black men without other 
people present, this scenario of an inevitable relationship is highly 
problematic. Julia is aware from the beginning that Jim is "a workingnrnn 
of the better class" (260), but her shock at his race is more obvious than 
at his lower class status. Jim soon takes the lead. Julia wants to go 

downtown to see about her father at the Metropolitan Life Insurance 
Company, but Jim decides to go up to Harlem first to see about his wife 
and child (he discovers no traces of them), and it is he who later decides 
to try to send a call from a telegraph center and send rockets into the sky 
to alert possible survivors of their whereabouts. Wl1en Julia later realizes 

that she is alone in the world with "a man alien in blood and culture" 
(264), she tries to run away but is too frightened to cope with the empty 
world on her own. When the story turns into a romance between Jim and 
Julia, improbable as it is given the short period of time that they are alone 

in the city, the heightened mythical tone becomes predominant. The story 
is not meant to be taken as developing a realistic relationship; instead it 
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should be read as proposing the possibility of a ham1onious one between 
a Black man and a white woman in an imagined world where race and 

class relations are rendered insignificant. Jim and Julia drive around the 

silent and destroyed city, search for their relatives, try to place a call from 

the telephone center, and take the elevator (electricity is still working) to 
the rooftop of the Metropolitan Life Tower, where they discover that race 

differences are not only unimportant but unreasonable. 

ln his biography of Du Bois, David Levering Lewis writes that the 
story "toyed tantalizingly with sex across the color line-the great 

American fictional taboo" ( 18). In an ecstatic moment that Eric Sundquist 
calls "a simultaneous sexual and ideological ecstasy, a Ii fling of both the 
bridal veil and the veil of race" (617), Jim and Julia face each other with 

mutual desire and "with the dream of some vast romance" ("The Comet" 
267). The climactic scene on the rooftop starts with their awareness of the 
unimportance of class differences: '"Have you had to work hard?' she 

asked softly. 'Always,' he said. 'I have always been idle,' she said. 'I was 
rich.' 'I was poor,' he almost echoed. 'The rich and the poor are met 
together,' she began, and he finished 'The Lord is the Maker of them all "' 

(268). This fantasy of class equality is exceeded by the mutual sexual 

longing that does not neglect race differences but renders them 
unimportant. The erotic fascination is foreshadowed in a scene in which 
Julia looks at the mouthpiece of the telephone that becomes a thinly 

disguised phallic symbol: "She had never looked at one so closely before. 

It was wide and black, pimpled with usage; inert; dead; almost sarcastic 
in its unfeeling curves" (263). As Reiland Rabaka argues, there is "room 
for reconciliation and redemption" but only if "they both free themselves 
from the social conventions, vices, and vulgarities of the fonner white 

supremacist world" ( 19). 
Julia sees him as "a man,-110 more, but he was in some larger sense a 

gentleman, sensitive, kindly, chivalrous, everything save his hands and

his face" ("The Comet" 268). Julia is portrnyed as capable of placing 
character above color in this situation of no alternatives. She has a new 

vision of the world: "Above the dead past hovered the Angel of 
Annunciation. She was no mere woman. She was neither high nor low, 

white nor black, rich nor poor. She was primal woman; mighty mother of 
all men to come and Bride of Life" (269). This utopian dream of 
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complete equality is clad in a mythic rhetoric that disguises but does not 
obliterate their sexual desire: 

She looked upon the man beside her and forgot all else but his manhood, his 

strong, vigorous manhood-his sorrow and sacrifice. She saw him glorified. 

He was no longer a thing apart, a creature below, a strange outcast of another 

clime and blood, but her Brother Humanity incarnate, Son of God and Great 

All-Father of the race to be. (269) 

He is so sure about their future relationship that he does not even look at 
her but directs his gaze out toward the sea, seeing a "dim, weird radiance" 

in the sky that announces the new morning ("The Comet" 269). Eve-like, 
Julia feels as if she were the future mother of all mankind and is defined 
by her role as a woman and her function as the vessel for a future 
generation. Jim in contrast is clad in metaphors echoing the history of 
slavery and past Ethiopian glory: 

The shackles seemed to rattle and fall from his soul. Up from the crass and 
crushing and cringing of his caste leaped the lone majesty of kings long dead. 

He arose within the shadows, tall, straight, and stem, with power in his eyes 
and ghostly scepters hovering to his grasp. It was as though some mighty 
Pharaoh lived again, or curled Assyrian lord. ("The Comet" 270) 

ln terms of utopianism, this mythical moment of promise and harmony 
depicts the perfect physical pecimens of a future, better society in an 
idealized surrounding. 

In utopian fiction, Ferns argues that what is left out and what the 
narrator does not say, thus the "incoherencies and inconsistencies" of the 

narrative's logical order, are especially instructive (26). In "The Comet," 
Du Bois chooses not to go further and envision a union between Jim and 
Julia. The nan·ative stops at the moment when it becomes clear that the 

protagonists are drawn to each other and that they see themselves as the 
founders of a new society. The scene turns into a fantasy rather than the 
promise of utopian hope when the survivors return because the comet has 

only destToyed Manhattan. There is no equality between the races and 
classes in the realistic scenes that frame the story. Julia's father, her 
suitor, and a group of people see the rockets and then find Julia and the 
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black man. There is a short moment of danger for Jim because the people 
want to lynch the black man who is found alone with a white woman:'" A 

white girl and a nigger-there she goes"' ("The Comet" 272). Jim is left 
unbanned because Julia defends him although she cannot look at him any 
more. Julia is taken away by her father who gives Jim some money. The 
attention shifts to the re-establishment of the so-called social order in 
which Jim's reaction is no longer important and is therefore left 

unaccounted for. When a woman, who must be Jim's wife, rushes up to 
him with the corpse of their baby, the story ends. 

A Call to Action 

In itself this scene on the rooftop stands out because the shattering of 

utopian hope signals the interference of the dystopian present that Du 
Bois was all too aware of. Its significance becomes apparent when the 
story is contextualized as a response to earlier accounts of a similar 
scenario that readers would have interpreted as utopian and that readers, 
siding with Du Bois, would have seen as dystopian. As a na1Tative "The 
Comet" functions, as pointed out, as a criticism of contemporary society 
and as a call to action against injustice. To achieve the goal of this kind of 
awareness-raising, the narrative draws attention to previous texts and 
foreshadows later treatments of similar thematic concern. 

Two texts, Donnelly's Caesar's Column and England's Darkness and 

Dawn, are most closely related to "The Comet." Donnelly's popular and 
well-known Caesar's Column ( 1892) is an apocalyptic utopia, one of 
many that Pfaelzer sees as emerging in the 1890s in the wake of violent 
labor strikes, financial depression, and mass immigration ( 114-5). 
Caesar's Column follows the pattern that Pfaelzer describes for the 
passage to the future in apocalyptic utopias: There is "satire of 
contemporary power and poverty," which is the description of a visitor to 

a poverty-ridden and desolate New York in the future; there is "a tale of 
destruction," which is that of New York, followed by a "story of creation, 

the birth of a rather frightened, and often anti-industrial new world," 

which, in the case of Donnelly's novel, is the retreat of the survivors to 
Africa ( I 13). The description of the destruction of New York is the part 

in Donnelly's novel that contrasts most poignantly with Du Bois's "The 
Comet." In the latter, the toxic gases eliminate all human life in 
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Manhattan (except for the two survivors) without any details about their 
dying. ln Caesar's Column, the destruction of the city is the result of a 

long labor injustice and comes in the fonn of a violent revolution of the 
proletariat that leaves millions of people dead all over the world and 

catapults civilization back into pre-modem times. The narrator, the 

traveler, who visits the city in this future time and is made a participant in 

and witness of its destruction, describes the catastrophe: 

Suddenly there was a terrific explosion, and again came other explosions. The 
fateful day was dawning. And then I could hear splendid melody. It was the 

defenders of society advancing with the swinging step of assured triumph. 

Some of the troops advanced toward the barricade. Far away to the west 
comes on the vast array of the Demons [i.e. some futuristic space ships]. 
They are above the streets packed ful I of the troops of the government. The 

crash-the bang-the explosions; the uproar, the confusion; and, most 

horrible of all, the inevitable, invisible death by the poison. (Donnelly 38) 

The gloomy epiphany is Caesar's Column itself, the pyramid of a quarter 
million of dead bodies that should remind the survivors "to restrain 

selfishness and live righteously" forever after ( 4 l; emphasis in original). 

Page sees Donnelly's Caesar's Column as "a warning, a horrific, 

didactic, sermonizing warning of what America-and New York-would 

look like a century hence if it continued on its course of inequity, 

division, and moral emptiness" (41). In contrast to Bellamy's socialist 

utopia in Looking Backward, Donnelly's vision is bleak: "Dystopian 

cities could not long remain so-they would inevitably end in 
catastrnphe" ( 42). The end-of-the-world scenario in Donnelly contrasts 

with the nearly pastoral scene of racial ha1mony established by Du Bois. 

While Donnelly's text has the narrator-protagonist take refuge in a future, 

pre-industrial Uganda, Du Bois's setting is the here and now, the 

reminder that destruction may cause an upheaval of social and racial 
relations and may happen soon and suddenly. Donnelly's relaying of 
future hope into a far-away Africa contrasts with Du Bois's realistic 

frame. 
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England's Darkness and Dawn (1914) bears even more resemblance 
to some elements in "The Comet."6 Darkness and Dawn describes the 
awakening of a man and a woman in New York in the distant future after 
the partial destruction of the world and New York in particular. The man, 
an engineer, and the woman, his former secretary, wake up in the not 

quite destroyed Metropolitan Life Tower to see a city that has grown 
back into a jungle, although some objects of the past can be salvaged and 

used to defend, clothe, and feed them. Elements of Bellamy's Looking 

Backward come to mind in their puzzling awareness of the different 
world in the future. Mark Pittenger sees much of the emotional intensity 
of the text as a result of its belonging to a genre of "primitivist narratives 
of lost white races" and "of heroic white men doing battle with dark
skinned savages" (94). Pittenger locates England's fiction at the 
intersection of 

[the) debates about socialism and evolutionary theory, cataclysmic hopes and 
fears in fiction, examinations of the fluctuating boundaries between humans 
and animals, racial tensions in American society, attitudes toward science and 
scientists, the development of pulp primitivism and science fiction, and the 
myths of American mission and imperial destiny. (94) 

When in "The Comet" Julia thinks about the possibility of living on her 
own without the help of Jim, she is frightened because she seems to feel 
"creeping hands behind her back" and imagines "silent, moving things 
she could not see" (265). In England's novel, the two survivors have to 

fight a battle against a degenerate and ape-like horde of survivors who, 
because they have been thrown back into a primeval past, are reminiscent 
of the common stereotyping of Black people as beasts and sub-human 
beings that Du Bois was opposing so forcefully in his writing. England's 

vision of a better America is based on genocide; only when the survivors 
fight back the primitive horde can progress set in again. Du Bois, who 
saw his hope in the brotherhood of the colored peoples, offered the 

6 This essay does not try to establish any kind of biographical argument although 
Du Bois must have known England because he served with him on the advisory 
council of The New Review: A Weekly Review of International Socialism. See 
W\V\v.marxists.org. 
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counter-argument: Only when the races mingle and the romance between 

Jim and Julia can be seen as post-racial in the sense of transcending racial 

boundaries can a new generation come into existence. 

Conclusion 

"Utopia has long been another name for the unreal and the impossible. 

We have set utopia over against the world. As a matter of fact, it is our 

utopias that make the world tolerable to us: the cities and mansions that 

people dream of are those in which they finally live" (Mumford l l). 
These lines by Lewis Mumford that open his Story of Utopias recapitulate 
the function of utopia in Du Bois's work, both as a social dream and a 

warning. ln Darki-vater as a whole and in "The Comet" in paiticular, Du 

Bois paints the dream of the future in which people might want to live, 
warns against social systems that prevent their realization, but ultimately 
recognizes the utopian ideology in this vision. The later film version of 

the story, The World, the Flesh and the Devil, goes a step further: By 

inserting a third character, a white man, and by including a romantic 

contest between one white woman, a Black man, and a white man, it 

leaves more space for character development and questions of manhood 
and womanhood in a post-apocalyptic world. Most notably it ends with 
the definitely utopian view of the three survivors walking towards the 

future, hand in hand, in a moment of post-racial harmony. Du Bois, 
writing earlier, presents his utopian longing as a dream deferred, but not 

given up. Du Bois knew that he lived in a world that would need utopian 
hope. Although as a whole Darki-vater is a bitter and desperate attempt on 

the side of Du Bois to demonstrate injustice, the ending is conciliatory 

with a poem about the mystical union of all people, creeds, classes, and 
races. In "The Hymn to the Peoples," a poem coming after "The Comet" 
and concluding the collection, Du Bois foreshadows the "birth-pangs of a 
world" that is born out of a recognition of the needs of new nations, "the 

nakedness of Toil, the poverty of Wealth," and "the Anarchy of Empire:" 

Save us, World-Spirit, from our lesser selves! 

Grant us that war and hatred cease, 

Reveal our souls in every race and hue! 

Help us, 0 Human God, in this Thy Truce, 
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To make Humanity divine! ("A Hymn to the Peoples" 276) 
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