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Historical Examination

Introduction

African-American  literature  is  a  body  of  literature 

produced  by  African  Americans  that  reflects  their 

unique experiences and perspectives.  It  is a rich and 

diverse tradition that  has contributed significantly to 

American  literature  as  a  whole.  This  introduction 

provides  an  overview  of  the  history,  themes,  and 

significance of African-American literature.

African-American  literature  has  its  roots  in  the  oral 

tradition of African griots, who told stories, sang songs, 

and recited poems that passed down history, culture, 

and  values  from  generation  to  generation.  With  the 

arrival of enslaved Africans in the Americas, this oral 

tradition was suppressed, but it continued to thrive in 
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secret, often in the form of spirituals, work songs, and 

folktales.

In  the  19th  century,  African  Americans  began  to 

publish their own works of literature, including novels, 

poems,  and  essays.  These  works  often  explored  the 

experiences  of  African  Americans  in  slavery  and 

segregation,  and  they  played  a  vital  role  in  the 

abolitionist  movement.  After  the  Civil  War,  African-

American  literature  continued  to  flourish,  and  it 

reached a new level of prominence during the Harlem 

Renaissance of the 1920s. During this period, African-

American writers such as Langston Hughes, Zora Neale 

Hurston,  and  Nella  Larsen  produced  works  that 

celebrated African-American culture and identity.

In the decades that followed the Harlem Renaissance, 

African-American  literature  continued  to  grow  and 

diversify. Writers such as James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, 

and  Toni  Morrison  explored  the  complex  social  and 

political  issues  facing  African  Americans  in  the  20th 
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century.  In  recent  years,  African-American  literature 

has continued to thrive, with writers such as Ta-Nehisi 

Coates and Jesmyn Ward producing works that  have 

earned critical acclaim and popular success.

African-American literature is a vibrant and dynamic 

tradition  that  has  made  a  lasting  contribution  to 

American  literature.  It  is  a  literature  that  tells  the 

stories  of  African  Americans,  explores  their  unique 

experiences and perspectives,  and challenges readers 

to confront the realities of race and racism.

African-American literature is important for a number 

of reasons.  First,  it  provides a unique perspective on 

American  history  and  culture.  By  reading  African-

American  literature,  readers  can  gain  a  better 

understanding of the experiences of African Americans 

in  the  United  States,  both  past  and  present.  Second, 

African-American  literature  helps  to  challenge 

stereotypes  and  prejudices  about  African  Americans. 

By  reading  works  by  African-American  authors, 
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readers can come to see African Americans as complex 

and  multifaceted  individuals,  rather  than  simply  as 

members  of  a  stereotyped  group.  Third,  African-

American literature is simply good literature. It is well-

written, thought-provoking, and entertaining. Readers 

of  all  backgrounds  can  enjoy  African-American 

literature and appreciate its literary value.
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Book Description

African-American  Literary  Critiques:  A  Historical 

Examination delves into the rich tapestry of  African-

American  literature,  offering  a  comprehensive 

exploration of its evolution, themes, and significance. 

This book is a testament to the power of literature in 

shaping cultural identities, challenging societal norms, 

and amplifying marginalized voices.

Through a series of insightful essays, African-American 

Literary  Critiques  provides  a  panoramic  view  of 

African-American  literature  from  its  roots  in  oral 

tradition to its contemporary expressions. It examines 

the  works  of  prominent  African-American  authors, 

both past and present, shedding light on their unique 

perspectives, literary techniques, and contributions to 

the broader American literary landscape.

This  book  delves  into  the  complexities  of  identity 

formation  and  expression  within  African-American 
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literature. It explores how writers have grappled with 

issues of race, gender, class, and intersectionality, using 

their  works  to  challenge  stereotypes,  promote 

understanding, and foster social change.

African-American Literary Critiques also examines the 

impact of historical and cultural contexts on African-

American literature. It investigates how major events, 

such  as  slavery,  the  Civil  Rights  Movement,  and  the 

Black  Power  Movement,  have  shaped  the  themes, 

styles, and narratives of African-American writers.

Furthermore,  this  book  analyzes  the  various  literary 

forms  and  genres  employed  by  African-American 

authors.  It  explores the evolution of  the novel,  short 

story,  poetry,  drama,  and  essay  within  African-

American  literature,  highlighting  the  unique 

contributions of each genre to the overall body of work.

African-American  Literary  Critiques  is  an  essential 

resource for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of 

African-American  literature  and  its  profound  impact 
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on American culture.  It  is  a  book that  celebrates the 

resilience, creativity, and artistry of African-American 

writers,  showcasing  the  transformative  power  of 

literature in shaping our understanding of the world.
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Chapter 1: Laying the Foundation

African American Literature's  Roots  in  Oral 

Tradition

African  American  literature  has  its  roots  in  the  oral 

tradition  of  African  griots,  who  were  storytellers, 

singers,  and poets who passed down history,  culture, 

and  values  from  generation  to  generation  through 

spoken word.  This  oral  tradition  was  a  vital  part  of 

African culture, and it continued to play an important 

role in the lives of African Americans even after they 

were brought to the United States as slaves.

In the slave quarters, African Americans would often 

gather  to  tell  stories,  sing  songs,  and  recite  poems. 

These gatherings were a way for them to connect with 

their African heritage and to cope with the hardships of 

slavery.  The  stories  that  they  told  were  often  about 

heroes  and  heroines  who  overcame  great  obstacles, 

and they provided inspiration and hope to the slaves.

8



The oral tradition also played a role in the development 

of  African  American  literature.  Many  of  the  early 

African American writers, such as Frederick Douglass 

and Harriet  Jacobs,  were inspired by the stories that 

they  had  heard  in  the  slave  quarters.  These  writers 

used their own experiences and the stories that they 

had heard to create powerful works of literature that 

exposed  the  horrors  of  slavery  and  celebrated  the 

resilience of the African American people.

The oral tradition continues to play an important role 

in  African  American  literature  today.  Many 

contemporary African American writers, such as Toni 

Morrison and Alice Walker, draw on the oral tradition 

for inspiration. These writers use the stories and the 

language  of  the  oral  tradition  to  create  works  of 

literature that are both powerful and moving.

The oral tradition is a rich and vibrant part of African 

American  culture.  It  has  played  a  vital  role  in  the 

development  of  African  American  literature,  and  it 
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continues to inspire and inform contemporary African 

American writers.

The oral tradition is not only a source of inspiration for 

African American writers, but it is also a way for them 

to connect with their African heritage. By drawing on 

the oral tradition, African American writers are able to 

create works of literature that are both authentic and 

meaningful.

The  oral  tradition  is  a  living  tradition,  and  it  is 

constantly evolving. As African Americans continue to 

tell  their  stories,  the  oral  tradition  will  continue  to 

grow  and  change.  This  will  ensure  that  the  oral 

tradition  remains  a  vital  part  of  African  American 

culture for generations to come.
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Chapter 1: Laying the Foundation

The Emergence of African American Written 

Expression

The emergence of African American written expression 

marked  a  significant  turning  point  in  American 

literature. Prior to the 19th century, African Americans 

were  largely  excluded  from  the  literary  landscape. 

Enslavement, racial discrimination, and limited access 

to education severely restricted their opportunities for 

self-expression.  Despite  these  obstacles,  a  growing 

number  of  African  Americans  defied  the  odds  and 

began  to  produce  a  body  of  literature  that  reflected 

their unique experiences and perspectives.

One of the earliest forms of African American written 

expression  was  the  slave  narrative.  These  firsthand 

accounts of the horrors of slavery provided a powerful 

indictment of the institution and helped to shape public 

opinion  in  the  North.  Frederick  Douglass,  Harriet 
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Jacobs, and Solomon Northup are among the most well-

known  authors  of  slave  narratives.  Their  works  not 

only  documented  the  brutality  of  slavery  but  also 

revealed  the  resilience  and  strength  of  the  human 

spirit.

In addition to slave narratives, African Americans also 

began to publish poetry, novels, and essays in the 19th 

century. Phillis Wheatley, a slave who was brought to 

America from Africa at a young age, is considered the 

first  published  African  American  poet.  Her  work, 

"Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral," was 

published  in  1773  and  received  praise  from  both 

American and British critics.

Other  notable  African  American  writers  of  the  19th 

century  include:  -  Martin  R.  Delany,  a  physician, 

journalist,  and  abolitionist  who  published  the 

influential newspaper "The Mystery" -  William Wells 

Brown,  a  former slave who wrote novels,  plays,  and 

travelogues  -  Frances  E.W.  Harper,  a  poet,  novelist, 
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and  lecturer  who  was  a  prominent  figure  in  the 

abolitionist movement

These writers and many others paved the way for the 

flowering  of  African American literature  in  the  20th 

century. Their work helped to break down barriers and 

stereotypes, and it inspired a new generation of African 

American writers to tell their stories.

The emergence of African American written expression 

was a major cultural achievement.  It  gave voice to a 

long-silenced people and helped to change the way that 

America  viewed  race  and  slavery.  African  American 

literature  has  continued to  grow and flourish  in  the 

21st  century,  and  it  remains  a  vital  part  of  the 

American literary landscape.
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Chapter 1: Laying the Foundation

The Harlem Renaissance and Its Impact

The Harlem Renaissance was a period of great cultural 

and intellectual  awakening for  African Americans  in 

the United States. It began in the early 1920s and lasted 

until the mid-1930s, and it was centered in the Harlem 

neighborhood  of  New  York  City.  During  this  time, 

African-American  artists,  writers,  musicians,  and 

intellectuals  came together  to  celebrate  their  culture 

and challenge prevailing stereotypes.

The Harlem Renaissance was a time of unprecedented 

creative output for African Americans. Writers such as 

Langston  Hughes,  Zora  Neale  Hurston,  and  Claude 

McKay produced works that explored the experiences 

of African Americans in the United States. These works 

were  often  critical  of  the  racism  and  discrimination 

that African Americans faced, but they also celebrated 

African-American culture and identity.
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The Harlem Renaissance also saw the emergence of a 

new generation  of  African-American musicians.  Jazz, 

blues, and spirituals became popular forms of music, 

and  musicians  such  as  Louis  Armstrong,  Duke 

Ellington, and Bessie Smith gained international fame. 

These musicians helped to break down racial barriers 

and  introduce  African-American  music  to  a  wider 

audience.

The  Harlem  Renaissance  had  a  profound  impact  on 

American  culture.  It  helped  to  challenge  prevailing 

stereotypes  of  African  Americans  and  to  promote  a 

more  positive  image  of  African-American  culture.  It 

also  helped  to  pave  the  way  for  the  Civil  Rights 

Movement of the 1950s and 1960s.

The Literary Impact of the Harlem Renaissance

The  Harlem  Renaissance  had  a  particularly  strong 

impact  on  African-American  literature.  Before  the 

Harlem  Renaissance,  there  were  few  published 

African-American  writers,  and  those  who  were 
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published  often  faced  discrimination  and  prejudice. 

The  Harlem  Renaissance  helped  to  change  this  by 

creating  a  supportive  environment  for  African-

American  writers  and  by  providing  them  with 

opportunities to publish their work.

The Harlem Renaissance also saw the emergence of a 

new  style  of  African-American  literature.  This  new 

style was often more experimental  and more overtly 

political than previous African-American literature. It 

also  explored  a  wider  range  of  topics,  including  the 

experiences of African Americans in the urban North, 

the  impact  of  racism  and  discrimination,  and  the 

search for African-American identity.

The literary works of  the Harlem Renaissance had a 

profound impact on American literature. They helped 

to  challenge  prevailing  stereotypes  of  African 

Americans and to  promote a  more positive image of 

African-American culture. They also helped to pave the 
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way for  the Civil  Rights  Movement  of  the 1950s  and 

1960s.

The  Harlem  Renaissance  and  the  Civil  Rights 

Movement

The  Harlem  Renaissance  was  a  major  factor  in  the 

development of the Civil Rights Movement. The writers, 

artists,  and  musicians  of  the  Harlem  Renaissance 

helped  to  raise  awareness  of  the  plight  of  African 

Americans  and  to  challenge  the  racism  and 

discrimination they faced. They also helped to create a 

sense  of  community  and  solidarity  among  African 

Americans and to inspire them to fight for their rights.

The Civil Rights Movement had a profound impact on 

American society. It led to the desegregation of schools 

and public places, the end of legalized discrimination 

against African Americans, and the passage of laws that 

prohibited discrimination in employment, housing, and 

public  accommodations.  The  Civil  Rights  Movement 

also  helped  to  change  attitudes  towards  African 
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Americans and to  promote a  more positive image of 

African-American culture.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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