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Preface

My introduction to African American literature came when, as a high school
student, I was assigned Frederick Douglass’s 1845 Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. Knowing little about slavery other than
what conventional history texts presented, I looked forward to reading the
firsthand account of a famous American, intuiting even then the importance
of personal stories in supplementing the historical record. At the time, I did
not know the word patriarchy, but I was astute enough to recognize the truth in
the cliché that history has always been written by the winners, and the
winners were almost always white, male, and educated.

What I remember most about reading Douglass’s Narrative is being capti-
vated not so much by his story as by the anecdote of Aunt Hester with which
he concludes his first chapter. Douglass identifies the beating of his aunt as
crucial in his awareness of his own position as a slave, calling the episode “the
blood-stained gate, the entrance to the hell of slavery” through which he is
reluctantly and violently ushered.

Douglass never mentions Aunt Hester again, and I finished reading the text
wondering about her fate and the fate of countless other enslaved black
women like her. Who told their stories? How were their stories different?
How incomplete would our understanding of American history remain if
we were not afforded the opportunity to place their lives and their stories side
by side with Douglass’s Narrative and other tales of heroic American mas-
culinity?



x Preface

My questions remained unanswered until I read Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in
the Life of a Slave Girl, which was published in 1861 but not widely available to
twentieth-century readers until the mid-1980s. Jacobs offered me the com-
panion piece to Douglass’s example of physical bravery, heroic struggle, and
escape; her work (now routinely read alongside Douglass’s Narrative) provides
a woman'’s perspective on slavery, suffering, connectedness, and motherhood
and 1s straightforward in outlining the multiple sites of oppression faced by
black women. Her voice, long absent from the historical record, was finally
available.

This encyclopedia, then, echoes and amplifies Jacobs’s voice, attempting to
provide, for the first time, a reference work that focuses specifically on fem-
inist and womanist approaches to African American literature. Not all of the
writers included can easily be labeled feminist; increasingly, that definition is
difficult to pin down, especially when applied to women writers of color. The
term womanist, introduced by Alice Walker in her 1984 book In Search of Our
Mothers’ Gardens, 1s useful as an alternative to describe an emphasis on sur-
vival, wholeness, and inclusivity that conventionally held definitions of fem-
mist sometimes preclude. What these writers of fiction, nonfiction, drama, and
poetry have in common is their insistence that the lives of black women are
worthy of examination.

From Lucy Terry, who wrote the first known work of literature by an
African American (the poem “Bar’s Flight,” composed in 1746 but not pub-
lished until 1855), to popular contemporary novelists Bebe Moore Campbell
and Terry McMillan, black women have been telling their stories for centu-
ries. Only recently, however, has African American literature become widely
taught in American high schools, colleges, and universities. With the rise of
black studies programs in the 1980s, African American literature finally en-
tered the academy; around the same time, black women novelists began pro-
ducing works that captured the attention of popular reading audiences as well.

Barbara Christian, in her seminal essay “But What Do We Think We're
Doing Anyway: The State of Black Feminist Criticism(s) or My Version of a
Little Bit of History” (1989), identifies Mary Helen Washington’s 1974 Black
World cover story “Black Women Image Makers” as a defining moment in
the growing visibility of black women writers. In that essay, Washington
issues a challenge to her readers, stating, “We should be about the business of
reading, absorbing, and giving critical attention to those writers whose un-
derstanding of the black woman can take us further.” For Washington, those
writers were not only contemporary black women; she alludes as well to
literary foremothers whose works could offer valuable insight into the image-
making, life-transforming intersections of black women’s lives and creativ-
ity. (It is interesting to note that the cover photograph that accompanied
Washington’s Black World story was of Zora Neale Hurston, who was still
virtually unknown at that time.) Christian also points to Barbara Smith as
initiating, through her 1977 essay ‘“Toward a Black Feminist Criticism,” a
conscious insistence that black women’s writing be analyzed and interpreted
through the lens of feminist theory, in order to explicate more forcefully the



triple oppression of race, class, and gender to which black women have always
been subjected and about which they have always written.

Washington’s and Smith’s essays are only two examples from what has
become a substantial body of feminist/womanist criticism; it is not my in-
tention here to provide an overview of the scholarship, as there are several
entries in this encyclopedia that do precisely that. However, it is important to
note that at the same time women such as Toni Morrison and Alice Walker
were establishing their writing careers, paving the way for what some con-
sider a new black renaissance in the 1980s, scholars had already begun the
important project both of reclaiming the black woman’s past through their
literary production and heralding a new generation of writers and critics who
would, it turns out, reshape the American literary canon. It is my intention
that this reference work will recognize and contribute to that reshaping.

In nearly 400 alphabetically arranged entries that are appropriate for schol-
ars as well as for advanced high school students, college-level students, and
general readers, Writing African American Women profiles writers as diverse as
the eighteenth-century poet Phillis Wheatley, Harlem Renaissance folklorist-
author Zora Neale Hurston, and contemporary playwright/novelist Suzan-
Lori Parks. The encyclopedia features early slave narrators and spiritualists,
numerous children’s authors, political pamphleteers, and journalists, poets,
and dramatists; the most well known contemporary black women novelists—
Toni Morrison, Alice Walker, and Gloria Naylor, among them—receive
significant attention, as do their contemporaries, including Toni Cade Bam-
bara, Gayl Jones, Paule Marshall, and Rita Dove. Separate entries analyze
their major works. Shorter entries present lesser-known writers such as Kate
Drumgoold, Becky Birtha, Mae Cowdery, and Carolivia Herron. A number
of black male writers who deal with themes from feminist or womanist per-
spectives are included as well.

In addition to biographical entries and feminist/womanist analyses of spe-
cific works of literature, the encyclopedia includes dozens of thematic entries
with special relevance to African American literature. Lengthy pieces on top-
ics such as race, stereotypes, motherhood, sexuality, memory, literacy, Chris-
tianity, slavery, violence, and the South provide context for the study of
both African American literature and African American lives from a women’s
studies perspective. Movements and periods receive treatment as well, and a
6,000-word section titled “Literature” provides a chronological overview
of major African American contributions to the broader field of American
literature. Entries on black feminism, womanism, black feminist criticism,
historical fiction, and masculinity offer a theoretical framework for under-
standing this subgenre of American literature that has rapidly established
footing both in the academy and among lay readers worldwide.

Entries are arranged alphabetically, and cross-referencing of all the ency-
clopedia’s entries is provided. A boldfaced name or term indicates that it is
the subject of a separate entry in this reference work. Where possible, au-
thors” birth and death dates are provided, although in the case of early

African American writers this information often remains only speculative or
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Preface

approximate. Entries on each author conclude with a selective list of his or
her works, and most entries provide a short bibliography of books and/or
articles that readers may wish to consult for further reference. In both cases,
the lists are not exhaustive; individual contributors have selected which
works by writers to highlight and which resources to include at the end of
their entries. This supplementary material is meant to provide a starting point
for readers who desire more information than a reference work such as this
can offer. Additionally, most entries are followed by a “See also” list that
points readers to other relevant entries in the encyclopedia.

Writing African American Women concludes with two important apparati: a
timeline of women’s significant contributions to and achievements in the field
of African American literature and a selected bibliography of book-length
studies of African American literature from a women’s studies perspective.
These are necessarily subjective and incomplete; I am limited in my own
awareness of what is out there, and the field continues to grow as it gains
status in the academy and amasses an increasingly loyal following of lay
readers. Nevertheless, it is my hope that these features provide some measure
of the powerful force black women writers represent in literary production.

A word about contributors: A work like this would not be possible without
the combined talents and effort of many scholars. When I distributed the
initial call for contributors, I received hundreds of inquiries and offers of
assistance. While I had already devised a working table of contents, many
contributors suggested additional authors, themes, and works to include.
Several offered to write their entries right away so that their pieces could be
edited and distributed as models. Others, after completing their own assign-
ments, took on additional entries when contributors already under contract
could not complete work to which they had committed. Several patiently
revised, and all offered a steady stream of encouragement and support for the
project; when I felt overwhelmed, there was always someone there to remind
me of the value of a reference work like this one.

When Sojourner Truth cried out in 1851, “Ar'n’t I a woman?” she voiced
a question that Douglass’s Aunt Hester surely must have asked; it is one that
generations of African American women have sought to understand, and it
has become a primary impetus in shaping black literature and literary criti-
cism. The contributors to this encyclopedia have attempted to demonstrate
that while responses to Truth’s question have many iterations, the resound-
ing answer to her provocative cry is yes.
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ADULTHOOD RITES. See Xenogenesis Trilogy
Al (1947- )

The poet Ai was born Florence Anthony in Albany, Texas, in 1947. She spent
the first seven years of her life in Tucson, Arizona, but it was when her family
moved to Las Vegas and then to San Francisco that she was first introduced to
the complexities of racial identity. While her family included Native American
and African American ancestors, she realized that she looked like none of
them. As a child, she experienced racism for looking “different,” and these
experiences helped her uncover the reason when, at the age of twenty-six, she
confirmed that her biological father was Japanese. She would eventually adopt
the Japanese word for love, “Ai,” as her name. In a sense, the process of
renaming herself was also a way of remaking herself. She could break free from
the past and create a new palette on which to paint her word portraits, the first-
person narrative poems that she would develop as her personal style.

The process of breaking free from the past began when she majored in
oriental studies at the University of Arizona, graduating in 1969. And though
she had started writing poetry in her teens, she formalized her training by
earning an ML.F.A. in creative writing from the University of California, Irvine,
in 1971. After sending her poems to poet Galway Kinnell, she published her
first book of poetry, Cruelty, in 1973. Cruelty was highly successful, and soon
after its publication, she was awarded a Bunting Fellowship (1975-1976) at



Radcliffe. The collection of poems that followed, Killing Floor, published in
1979, helped to secure Ai1’s critical reputation. It won the 1978 Lamont Poetry
Award from the Academy of American Poets.

Her success has only grown from there. Published in 1986, her third book,
titled S, won the American Book Award from the Before Columbus
Foundation. From there followed Fate: New Poems in 1991 and Greed in 1993.
Ai was awarded the National Book Award for Poetry in 1999 with her
collection Vice. Additionally she has received awards from the Guggenheim
Foundation and the National Endowment for the Arts. Her latest book is
Dread, published in 2003.

Ar’s poems have found such success for a number of reasons; among them
is how accessible the voices of her narratives are to readers. She updates
Robert Browning’s form, the dramatic monologue, by giving voice to the sin-
ners and saints that populated twentieth-century American life. From the
Atlanta mass murderer to J. Edgar Hoover to rioters in L.A., her personae
reveal the beautiful ugliness that can exist in American culture. Shifting from
one voice to another, Ai inhabits the voices of others, inhabiting their identity,
allowing us to hear from them—though always through her. The overall effect
of these collected voices creates an edgy, sometimes sensationalized pano-
rama of American existence where race, gender, violence, and politics all roil
together to create the very individuals for which she speaks.
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ALBERT, OCTAVIA V. ROGERS (1853-1889)

Octavia Victoria Rogers was born a slave in Oglethorpe, Georgia, in 1853.
Little is known about her childhood except that she remained in her home-
town until after the Civil War when she attended Atlanta University and
studied to become a schoolteacher. She was a member of the African Meth-
odist Episcopal Church and, in 1874, married a fellow teacher and a Methodist
minister, A.E.P. Albert. The couple soon after moved to Louisiana, where
Octavia Albert embarked on a thirteen-year project of interviewing many of
the local formerly enslaved men and women in an effort to remember the
history of American slavery. Her interviews were collected as The House of
Bondage; or, Charlotte Brooks and Other Slaves, a work first serialized between
January and December 1890 in the South-western Christian Advocate, the paper
for the New Orleans Methodist Episcopal Church. Octavia Albert died
sometime around the time her work was first published, although the cir-
cumstances and exact date of her death are not known. After her death,
Albert’s husband and their only child, Laura T. F. Albert, published T%e House
of Bondage in book form.

The House of Bondage relates the stories of seven different individuals in-
terviewed by Octavia Albert, although the longest section deals with the life
of the woman featured in the title, a slave named Charlotte Brooks, or “Aunt
Charlotte.” In keeping with Albert’s goal of remembering the history of
slavery, the stories emphasize the brutalities endured by a courageous people,
the hard physical labor, the separation of families, and the various acts of
resistance. Taken together, the stories display the importance of community,
of a people with a shared history. In this sense, Albert’s approach to com-
bining multiple interviews into a collective narrative is different from the pre-
Civil War slave narratives that focused on the experience of one individual.
The theme of community, as well as the triumph over slavery, fits within
Albert’s post—Civil War purpose of recognizing the achievements of the race
as a whole and the ability of a people, not just of individuals, to not only
survive but succeed in a white supremacist South still intent on keeping them
down.

Although she chose to write history rather than fiction or poetry, Octavia
Albert’s work is part of the same tradition of increased literary production by
African American women during this period as part of the reform project of
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“racial uplift.” As a university-educated former slave, an author, and the wife
of a minister, Octavia Albert herself was evidence of an alternative and
positive ending to the story of slavery. Even as an educated member of the
black middle class, Albert’s status and authority to produce this text were not
assured, however. As a black woman and a married woman, Albert stepped
out of the boundaries of proper womanhood in writing and publishing a
historical text, especially one challenging white narratives about slavery and
racism. Albert negotiated this situation and deflected attention away from her
own role as author by presenting a collection of tales told by other people, her
role being only that of interviewer and master storyteller. Albert’s primary
work was, however, ultimately a political act of recovery and a challenge to
the dominant white narratives of southern history.
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ALEXANDER, ELIZABETH (1962- )

One of the most accomplished African American women poets born after
1960, Elizabeth Alexander is the author of three poetry collections, a book of
essays, and a play, Dwa Studies, which premiered at the Yale School of Drama
in 1996. Her debut poetry collection, The Venus Hottentot (1990), was favorably
reviewed in the New York Times Book Review, and the title poem has been
widely anthologized since. Her two subsequent collections of poetry, The Body
of Life (1996) and Antebellum Dream Book (2001), explore history and African
American culture through the intersection of interior consciousness and his-
torical moment in both lyric poems and those written in the voices of his-
torical personas. The lyric themes of her early work include sexuality, travel,
identity, and self-discovery; the later work mines the physical and psycho-
logical realms of motherhood and the body, invoking such woman-mother-
artist figures as Sylvia Plath, Betty Shabazz, and Toni Morrison. Alexander’s
persona poems invent voices for characters ranging from the Hottentot
Venus to Mohammed Ali. Her poems have appeared in over twenty an-
thologies to date. A reading of her poetry is available on the video recording
Furious Flower: Conversations with African American Poets (1998).
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Alexander’s poetry and criticism are both informed by an intense appre-
ciation for visual art. She pays homage to the masters of African American
modernism—Romaire Bearden, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Robert Hayden—in
The Black Interior (2004), her collection of essays, as well as present-day artists
such as Denzel Washington. Alexander’s approach to criticism is exemplified
in the title essay, where she explores representations of the living room by
both verbal and visual artists in order to examine the overlap between public
and private selves in this “presentation space.” Her essays, as well as a
number of short stories, have appeared in numerous periodicals and journals
ranging from the Village Voice to the Kenyon Review, from the Women’s Review of
Books to Callaloo.

Born in Harlem, New York, Alexander grew up in Washington, D.C., in a
distinguished family where education and achievement were important values.
Her father, Clifford Leopold Alexander, Jr., who served as secretary of the army
under President Jimmy Carter, has had a distinguished career as a lawyer,
business consultant, and diplomat. Her mother, Adele (Logan) Alexander, is a
historian and writer whose work has been nominated for the Pulitzer Prize.
Alexander received a B.A. from Yale University, an M.A. from Boston Uni-
versity (where she studied poetry writing with Derek Walcott), and a Ph.D.
from the University of Pennsylvania. She has received grants from the National
Endowment for the Arts and the Guggenheim Foundation, as well as two
Pushcart Prizes. She has lectured abroad and taught at Haverford College,
Smith College, and the University of Chicago, where she was awarded the
Quantrell Award for Excellence in Undergraduate Teaching. She is currently on
the faculty at Yale University. During the summers, she teaches at Cave Canem,
a retreat for African American writers, of which she is a founding member.
Recently she was elected to the board of the Poetry Society of America.
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ALLEN, CLARISSA MINNIE THOMPSON (?-?)

If Clarissa Minnie Thompson Allen’s Treading the Winepress; or, A Mountain of
Misfortune had been published as a single volume, she would have been the sec-
ond African American woman to publish a novel. Instead, Treading the Winepress
was serialized in the Boston Advocate, on the front page of forty-one issues between
1885 and 1886. In Treading the Winepress, Allen offers a noteworthy critique of
specific social concerns within the African American community, including
African American elitism and racial loyalty. Though the plot of Treading the
Winepress is frequently melodramatic, full of unrequited love, madness, and
murder, Allen’s tale advocates morality, the virtues of womanhood, and respect
for all people regardless of color or gender. To date, Allen’s Treading the Winepress
has still not been published as a single volume.

Allen was born in Columbia, South Carolina, to a prosperous middle-class
family. Her mother, Eliza Henrietta Montgomery, bore nine children, of
which Clarissa was the oldest. Her father, Samuel Benjamin Thompson, was
a justice of the peace and state legislator. Allen was educated at the Howard
School, then attended the South Carolina State Normal School, part of South
Carolina University. After she completed her education, she accepted a teach-
ing position at the Howard School and later went on to serve as principal of
the Poplar Grove School in Abbeville, South Carolina. She then took a po-
sition at Allen University, where she taught Latin, physical geography, al-
gebra, and ancient and modern history. Allen left South Carolina in 1886 to
teach at a public school in Jefferson, Texas. After three years, Allen took a
position as the first assistant in the Fort Worth City School System.

Allen began writing at an early age and published essays in the Christian
Recorder. The first three chapters of Treading the Winepress were also published
in the Christian Recorder, but the paper felt the novel’s plot unsuited for its
ecclesiastic audience and withdrew further publication. She also published
poetry and letters for a variety of black newspapers, sometimes under the
name Minnie Myrtle. Allen was also an essayist, and her “Humane Educa-
tion”” was presented at a teachers’ convention in Ft. Worth, Texas, in 1892.
Parts of the essay also appeared in the Afro-American Encyclopedia. One notable
poem, titled “A Glass of Wine,” demonstrates her intolerance for alcohol and
was printed in the Texas Blade in 1886. She also published a novella titled
Only a Flirtation in the Dallas Enterprise.

Allen was first and foremost an educator. She placed particular importance
on the education of the African American community, especially women,
whom she felt were regularly deprived of the opportunities to raise them-
selves. Allen used her literary skill to celebrate her high ideal of womanhood,
which is reflected in her poetry and the characters in her novel. Above all,
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Allen advocated knowledge as paramount to the elevation of the African
American community, and she dedicated her life to that end.
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AMINI, JOHARI (1935~ )

Johari Amini (Jewel C. Latimore) is a poet, writer, teacher, and chiropractor. As
a poet, she seeks to celebrate her black heritage and to reject the racism that was
so prevalent in American society during the 1960s. She and other poets pro-
tested the unequal treatment of blacks by turning away from traditional ap-
proaches in American poetry. They rejected formal English grammar, experi-
mented with free verse that avoided the use of traditional metrical patterns, and
implemented elements found in the everyday speech of many African Ameri-
cans. Some features of the vernacular included shortened word endings, mul-
tiple negations, slang, the unvaried use of “be,” and a lack of possessives. In
Amini’s poetry, one finds little punctuation, unconventional capitalization, the
use of equal signs, the ampersand, ellipses, words separated with large spaces or
no spaces, and abbreviated words. Although Amini’s poetry did not conform to
traditional standards, as a teacher she encouraged her students to master or-
thodox English so they would have the proper background to excel in society.

Amini was born in 1935 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where she was the
oldest of six children. Her father was a clergyman and her mother, Alma

7
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Bazel McLawler, was a songwriter who specialized in gospel music. As a
young girl, Amini was considered by some to be a child prodigy and was
encouraged to write by the adults in her life. She met Haki R. Madhubuti
(born Don L. Lee) at Wilson Junior College, which marked the beginning of
a significant literary and political alliance. Amini, Madhubuti, and Carolyn
Rodgers cofounded the Third World Press in Madhubuti’s apartment in
Chicago with only $400. The Third World Press has become one of the
oldest and most prestigious publishers in the nation that has promoted pro-
gressive black thought, critique, and literature. After meeting Madhubuti,
Amini changed her name from Jewel Christine McLawler to Johari Amini. In
Swahili, fohari means “jewel,” and Amini stands for “honesty and trustwor-
thiness.” This name was thoughtfully chosen because Amini believes that a
name is connected to a person’s character and personality, and it was her
hope that this name would be a reflection of her personal behavior. Among
her accomplishments, she holds an A.A. from Chicago City College (1968), a
B.A. from Chicago State College (1970), and an M.A. from the University of
Chicago (1972).

Amini used the name Jewel C. Latimore when she first started her writing
career. Her poetry can be found in such works as fmages in Black (1967), A Folk
Fable (1969), Let’s Go Some Where (1970), and A Hip Tale in the Death Style
(1972). Her essays are in An African Frame of Reference (1972), and she also
wrote A Commonsense Approach to Eating (1975). Her background in psychology
and training as a chiropractor provide her with the knowledge to address the
whole person in her writing. She is particularly concerned with the survival of
African Americans and believes that survival is most likely when people
understand their identity.

See also Black Arts Movement; Black Nationalism; Race
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ANCESTOR, USE OF

The concept of the ancestor is important in the study of African American
literature. Explanations of the ancestor can be attributed to Toni Morrison.
In her essay “City Limits, Village Values: Concepts of the Neighborhood in
Black Fiction,” Morrison defines the ancestor and places the ancestor in rela-
tionship to the roles of the city and the country in African American literature.
Morrison believes that because black men and women have not contributed to
the growth of the American city, they are outsiders in that city. On the other
hand, it is the village, the neighborhood within the city, that often empowers
the African American, and this idea is illustrated by many African American
writers. As well, Morrison points out that while the ancestor is often absent in
literature that places itself within the city, the ancestor can often be found in the
village within the city.

However, regardless of the setting of a work, the ancestor is frequently
a key element. In her essay ‘“Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation,”
Morrison explains that ancestors are not necessarily parents; they are
grandmothers, grandfathers, and healers, among others. Morrison defines the
ancestor as ‘“‘benevolent, instructive, and protective.” She explains that when
the ancestor figure is absent, the characters often fail to succeed; when the
ancestor 1s present, however, the characters are more likely to survive, suc-
ceed, and find happiness.

There are a number of works in African American literature in which the
existence, or absence, of an ancestor figure has significance. For example,
Mama in Lorraine Hansberry’s 4 Raisin in the Sun is perhaps the best
example of the ancestor figure. Many attribute the strength of the Younger
family to Mama, and it is as a result of Mama’s wisdom that her son Walter
acknowledges his black roots and experiences growth. Similarly, Janie in
Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God is another character
who benefits from the wisdom of the ancestor in the form of her grand-
mother. As well, Mattie Michael in Gloria Naylor's The Women of
Brewster Place is the sustaining element for the community of oppressed
women in this urban environment. On the other hand, Lutie in Ann Petry’s
The Street is a character who fails to succeed because she has no ancestor
figure to empower her; in fact, the solitary Lutie longs for the wisdom of her
deceased grandmother as she tries to make the right choices. Without the
ancestor, her life follows a tragic path. The use of the ancestor can also be
seen in the work of Toni Cade Bambara and Ralph Ellison, among
others.
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ANDERSON, MIGNON HOLLAND (1945~ )

Mignon Holland Anderson was born and raised in Northampton County,
Cheriton, Virginia, to Frank and Ruby Holland, who owned and operated a
successful funeral home in the area. Exposure to the intimacies of death
heightened Anderson’s understanding and compassion for the debilitating
affects of racism and economic poverty on African Americans. These expe-
riences infused Anderson with a desire, exhibited in her writing, to represent
the truth of African American heritage and experience and the strength
developed and displayed in the struggle to withstand the onslaughts of
segregation, which inevitably lead to feelings of helplessness, inadequacy, and
vulnerability.

Anderson depicts the impact of potentially crushing outside forces upon the
African American man and the significant role of the African American
woman in that equation. She not only celebrates the power of African
American womanhood but also what that strength brings to the African
American male and family. In a 1968 short story, “In the Face of Fire, I Will
Not Turn Back,” Anderson honors the strength of the African American
woman through a depiction that chronicles her fortitude through captivity,
slavery, her husband’s despair of his situation, and the need to hire herself
out in order to support her family. Throughout Anderson’s writings, the
African American woman serves as the foundation for the man as she gives
support in his struggle against the world. She likewise acts as a freeing and
healing force for the African American man and a mainstay for the children.

Anderson’s first book, a collection of short stories titled Mostly Womenfolk
and a Man or Two (1976), contains stories that bring to life the intricate role of
the female African American within the family. As the stories move from
various accounts of birth, childhood, struggle, and death, Anderson weaves
these representative roles of woman throughout the book, ultimately ending
with a female child physically supporting an elderly man during a funeral.
Anderson’s second book, a novel titled The End of Dying (2001), continues, in
part, this exploration of the significance of the African American woman in
her family as it follows the impact of overt racism leveled upon one child,
Carrie Allen, and the people she loves.

Anderson continues to write and publish and has dedicated herself to
enriching the learning experience of students, especially college freshmen at
the University of Maryland Eastern Shore (UMES), a historically black land
grant university, where she resides as the only mstructor of freshman English
honors courses. She earned a Master of Fine Arts degree from Columbia
University and has served as the associate editor and editor of the Maryland
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Review, UMES'’ literary journal. Anderson has won several teaching awards,
among them UMES President’s Teacher of the Year and the President’s Top
Ten Teachers of the Year, and has appeared several times in Who’s Who
Among America’s Teachers. Anderson is currently working on her third
book, The Summer Calling.
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ANGELOU, MAYA (1928- )

Born in St. Louis, Missouri, the multitalented and prolific Marguerite
(“Maya”) Johnson spent the majority of her childhood in Stamps, Arkansas.
While living with her brother Bailey, her physically handicapped uncle, and
her entrepreneur grandmother, Angelou was quickly immersed in the matrix
of fear, surveillance, and racially centered violence that defined black life in
the segregated South. The early divorce of her parents made for a rather
unstable relationship with both, although her mother, Vivian Baxter, even-
tually emerged as the more influential parent. I Know Why the Caged Bird
Sings (1970), the author’s first published work, was the recipient of wide-
spread critical and public acclaim. It generated five subsequent volumes of the
same genre: Gather Together in My Name (1974), Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’
Merry Like Christmas (1976), The Heart of a Woman (1981), All God’s Children
Need Traveling Shoes (1986), and A Song Flung Up to Heaven (2002). A consistent
theme is the struggle to maintain a healthy sense of individuality amid the
unrelenting social terrors faced by black Americans from within a national
machinery of racial and sexual oppression. Angelou’s victimization is held in
equipoise with her heroic drive for self-actualization and her desire to suc-
ceed. Of key importance is the belief that through intelligence, perseverance,
and acquired skills, the fulfillment of seemingly impossible goals is possible
and, indeed, imperative for survival and ultimate growth.

As a public figure, Angelou has been extremely aware of her office as a
positive and enduring role model for women, especially women of color. By
participating in worldwide speaking tours, educational projects, corporate
ventures for companies like Hallmark, and various artistic and social en-
deavors, Angelou has morphed into a kind of American institution. Like the
Horatio Alger books she explored as a child, hers is a narrative of uplift and
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(feminist) transcendence beyond the poverty and circumscription of early life.
Even when faced with indignities (racism, abusive relationships, job stress,
depression, intense personal loss), her actions have exemplified how inner
resources, no matter how atrophied or abused, can be revivified through a
mixture of initiative, creative thinking, and common sense. This mutable
spirit suggests a very American kind of optimism. Angelou, in turn, is an
emblematic figure, especially in what may be called the “self-made, self-help”
tradition of American literary heroism. Her symbolic currency as a strong
black woman has been duly suggested by her role in the film How to Make
an American Quilt (1995). The quilting ritual serves as an occasion for her
character, one voice emanating from a circle of female peers, to speak about
ancestral wisdom, the dignity of folk tradition, and the nurturing, matrifocal
bonds that can exist between women of different generations, backgrounds,
and races. Art remains the nucleus of this creative and interpersonal ex-
change.

In an ongoing repudiation of the narrow roles that black women of her
generation were expected to fulfill, Angelou’s career stands as a veritable
patchwork of life encounters. They have been in artistic performance (singer,
dancer, actor, composer, film director), creative and critical writing (essayist,
poet, journalist, playwright, editor, screen and teleplay writer), social welfare
advocacy (northern coordinator for Martin Luther King’s Southern Christian
Leadership Conference), education (endowed professor, university writer-
in-residence, motivational speaker), transportation (streetcar conductress,
chauffeur), food service (cook, waitress, domestic), and miscellaneous em-
ployment (unpaid laborer in the family store, whorehouse madam, prosti-
tute). As Gather Together in My Name attests, motherhood has remained an
undeniably central aspect of her life, although as an urban woman seeking the
twin goals of self-sufficiency and financial stability, the management of her
son’s life has been difficult. She dedicated I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings to
her son Guy, whose birth in San Francisco occurred shortly after her grad-
uation from high school at sixteen.

Both movement and emotional flux characterize Angelou’s autobio-
graphical journey. Especially during her teen years in California, she finds
switching jobs and traveling routine occurrences. Her career would lead her
to Canada, Europe, and Africa, among others, primarily by dint of the Porgy
and Bess production (1954-1955) that she details in Singin’ and Swingin’ and
Gettin” Merry Like Christmas. At times, she encounters resistance from others
based on her refusal to muffle her assertive personality in conformity with her
perceived station (that is, a young, black, unwed mother). Another reason for
her early unsettledness lies in her failed romantic relationships. An intriguing
section of Gather Together in My Name deals with the disparity between fantasy
and reality in amatory relationships. Her human environment is littered with
troubled males: drug users, pimps, pushers, gamblers, and the despondent,
the latter category being one that includes her brother. While she acknowl-
edges the dehumanizing pressures on many of these men, she finds her rel-
ative naiveté, loyalty, and straightforwardness abused by those who profess
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to care for her. Her body becomes a tool for the furthering of their personal
and professional goals, an often sexist breach of trust that requires healing
and much positive support from her mother as well as a cluster of female
friends.

Her marriage to a Greek American (that is, a white man) would substan-
tially affect her perceptions, especially with regard to interracial relationships
and the disparity between good intentions, bad outcomes, and what might
aptly be called ““the mourning after.” Whether it is the elaborately spun 1950s
dream of a nuclear family that paired a working father and homemaker
mother with a happy, well-adjusted child, or the more fundamental desire for
respect and reciprocity in love, Angelou’s hopes for sustained and salutary
interaction with men falter due to their inability to commit wholly, monog-
amously, and with a necessary level of compromise. In the case of her first
husband, the point of contention is religious belief, something the staunch
atheist Tosh forbids. For feminist readers, the semiotic field of religious de-
votion is most closely aligned with the sanctity and security of her grand-
mother, Momma Henderson. Tosh’s patriarchal intolerance for Angelou’s
right to worship gestures to greater curtailments of her personal freedom over
the rapidly dwindling course of their partnership.

Conversely, in the case of the two lesbians for whom she briefly serves as
brothel madam, the relationship appears at least mutually satisfying. Between
employer and employees, however, the rapport is less about sisterly coop-
eration and female empowerment than material gain, competitiveness, and
eventually, shared disdain. The lesbian characters Johnnie Mae and Beatrice
are eccentric and bawdy, and Angelou’s hardly tight-lipped ambivalence
about their frank sexuality is reminiscent of Ann Petry’s portrayal of
the queer landlady in The Street (1946). This episode, however, does provide
a decidedly heterosexual (and arguably, heterosexist) coda to the agonizing
qualms about lesbianism that the writer faces at the end of the first auto-
biographical installment. In T%e Heart of a Woman, lesbianism resurfaces briefly
with reference to Billie Holiday, showing that homosexuality was a perva-
sive aspect of many prominent black artists’ lives. In the third text especially,
a widening of Angelou’s social network makes more room for a spectrum of
individuals; many are gay, and yet most of them are talented and memorable
enough to be immortalized in her work. Such continuity functions in a more
expansive, metacritical sense as well. At the end of 4 Song Flung Up to Heaven,
the reader is taken to the point in Angelou’s life when she decides to begin
writing her first autobiography. Coming full circle, the textual act mimics
the recursive nature of the writer’s memory and the desire to reconstitute the
past through a life-giving, life-affirming document of personal ascent.

From her early training in drama at the California Labor School, Angelou
has danced, sung, and written herself into being as a consummate performer.
During her artistic coming of age, she undergoes a name change (the adopted
marital surname “Angelos” becomes “Angelou”), a profound metaphor for
the refashioning of the female self. It is not through marriage but through the
alembic of multiple formative experiences that this occurs. If the name stands
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as a sign of assertive individuality, the newly formed “Angelou’ consolidates
the importance of the writer’s quest for an identity apart from the coercive
influence of her husband or her prescribed role as wife. “Maya” also becomes
her name proper, a tribute to the continuing love she has for her absent
brother who originally used “maya” in lieu of “my”’ to signify an affectionate
claim on her as sibling and charge. Her son also changed his name, an indirect
testament to the influence of a strong female and mother on a growing son and
a hearkening back to the importance of naming in African American history
and literature as a means by which power relations have been imposed,
subverted, or affirmed. The significance of naming initially emerges in the first
volume when Maya refuses to accept a new, supposedly more convenient
name from her employer as an adequate substitute for her own.

For readers, this textual resonance between mother and son reiterates the
importance of Angelou’s commitment to her child and the possible uncon-
scious effects that absences—temporary or prolonged—have on the psyche of
loved ones. During her theatrical tour of Europe, the writer rarely fails to
remind the audience of her devotion to her son and the attendant guilt of
leaving him with her mother in California. This scenario proves to be a
repetition of her own situation as a child, handed over to her grandmother
while her parents pursued their own goals from a distant shore. While An-
gelou comes to a clearer understanding of her mother’s motivations and her
probable emotional turmoil, she struggles with the double imperative of fur-
thering her own inchoate career and attending to her only child. Privileging
the latter need facilitates the recovery of Guy’s psychosomatic skin condition
but prompts Maya’s descent into neurasthenic illness. In the end, however,
she realizes with gratitude the extent of her life’s path thus far, her blessings
by the grace of God, and the joy that awaits both in the continued pursuit of
her ambitions. In some ways, her fight to guide her son as a single mother
shares many qualities with Gloria Matthews’s struggle in Terry McMillan’s
phenomenally popular novel Waiting to Exhale (1992).

These volumes stand as vital historiographical documents for their ability
to bring together in continuous narrative form some of the most pivotal
incidents and figures in African American history. Much has been said about
the assistance Langston Hughes’s chapters on Harlem life in 7%e Big Sea
(1940) provided for literary historians. Angelou’s contribution is hardly dif-
ferent, except that she strives to move beyond the scope of the merely liter-
ary, and her personal anecdotes tend to flesh out the characters and events
more vividly because of the serial nature of her project. Her earlier texts
contextualize, among others, the importance of Joe Louis, Charlie Parker,
James Weldon Johnson, Paul Robeson, Paul Laurence Dunbar, and Jesse
Owens in the readerly imagination. They also emphasize the influence of
black music and social struggle on West Coast life, stressing how a culture
beyond Harlem and other urban centers of the North did indeed exist. The
later texts go on to mention southern lynch law, bus boycotts, Emmett Till,
Malcolm X, Elijah Muhammad, the lure of the Pan-Africanist movement, the
Du Boises in Ghana (where Angelou ventures in All God’s Children Need
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Traveling Shoes), Kwame Nkrumah, and a host of other crucial avatars of
revolutionary social change. What sets her rendition apart from those of her
male precedents is the way in which her story showcases her own investment
in, and involvement with, these movements, leaders, and ideas. In other
words, she is not simply the passive female observer, the assistant, or the
secretary. Her gendered presence is crucial. While the Harlem Renaissance
poet Countee Cullen wrote wonderingly about his alienation from the Af-
rican continent in a poem like “Heritage” (1925), Angelou goes to Africa and
directly interrogates the lost centuries, doing so in the context of her female, as
well as her male, ancestors. Like many autobiographers, her mode is certainly
confessional, but her tone shuns sentimentalism, remaining shrewd, mea-
sured, and at times, tersely philosophical.

In the fourth volume, building on a theme of arrival and leave taking,
Angelou relocates to New York with her son. She joins the Harlem Writers
Guild, a stellar opportunity for her to renew her interest in literature and forge
more profound ties with writers like Paule Marshall and James Baldwin.
This would be a precursor to her move to Africa, appearances in Jean
Genet’s The Blacks (1960), editorial work for the Arab Observer (1961-1962),
print journalism for the 7Times of Ghana and the Ghanaian Broadcasting
Corporation, and a climactic decision to return to America in order to con-
tinue her civil rights activism. 4 Song Flung Up to Heaven reveals how her work
straddled two continents, interrogating the meaning of bicultural identification
(African and American) at such an incendiary time as the 1960s. From a
feminist vantage point, she takes up and reconfigures the work of similarly
cosmopolitan individuals like Olaudah Equiano, one of the early writers of the
transatlantic slave narratives. His travels during the European Enlighten-
ment indexed what was to many the paradoxical status of being African and
yet highly literate, intelligent, and indeed, a Auman citizen of the world.

Although the full impact of her poetry has been somewhat overshadowed
by the popularity of her memoirs, this important aspect of Angelou’s reper-
toire was underscored by the honor of being the first female and first African
American to read at a presidential inauguration. “On the Pulse of Morning”
ushered in the Clinton era in January 1993. Her collections include the Pulitzer
Prize-nominated fust Give Me a Cool Drink of Water fore I Duie (1971), Oh Pray
My Wings Are Gonna Fit Me Well (1975), And Still I Rise (1978), Shaker, Why Don’t
You Sing? (1983), Now Sheba Sings the Song (1987), I Shall Not Be Moved (1990),
and Phenomenal Woman (1994). The lyricism of her verse and the incisive
commentary of her memoirs have been consolidated and transmitted into
essay form, yielding Wouldn't Take Nothing for My Journey Now (1993) and Even
the Stars Look Lonesome (1997). Many of her poems are succinct meditations on
female strength, the refusal to submit gently to grief or failure, and the inim-
itable bonds that exist between family, friends, and lifelong acquaintances.

Angelou’s artistic territory has extended to plays (4nd Stll I Rise [1978]),
television acting (Alex Haley’s Roots [1977]), spoken-word recordings (Been
Found [1996)), children’s books (Kofi and His Magic [1996]), a PBS series (Blact,
Blues, Black [1968)), screenplays (Georgia, Georgia [1971]), film direction (Down
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in the Delta [1998]), and manifold other efforts on the national and interna-
tional scenes. She has become a cultural icon, receiving a lifelong appointment
as Reynolds Professor of American Studies at Wake Forest University. Apart
from prizes and honorary degrees, she was awarded a lifetime membership to
the National Women’s Hall of Fame in 2002. Her career has exemplified a
drive for honesty, self-validation, and visibility both as a female and as an
African American artist and public intellectual.

See also Civil Rights Movement; Work
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ANNIE ALLEN

Gwendolyn Brooks’s second collection of poetry, published in 1949, tells
the story of the early life of the title character, a girl who comes of age dur-
ing the 1940s. This focus on a single character represented a significant shift
from the emphasis on setting in her first book, 4 Street in Bronzeville (1945),
which realistically portrayed a broad cross section of black people on Chi-
cago’s South Side through carefully selected details. By contrast, Brooks de-
picted Annie Allen’s environment through symbols that suggest how Annie’s
perceptions are colored by romance and fairy tales. The second book also
represented a stylistic departure for Brooks; her already careful language and
attentiveness to form were dazzlingly heightened, earning both praise and
criticism from the literary establishment. The collection won the Pulitzer Prize
in Poetry in 1950, making Brooks the first African American—female or
male—to be accorded this honor.

After opening with a poetic memorial for Brooks’s friend who was
killed serving in World War II, the collection is divided into three sections
corresponding to the phases of Annie’s maturation. The first, “Notes from the
Childhood and the Girlhood,” includes ballads and other short poems de-
scribing her earliest years, in which she absorbs the romantic ideals that teach
girls to aspire to love in lieu of active, self-determined lives. Annie clings to
these illusions, despite the evidence her parents’ marriage gives her about the
realities of domesticity. The young Annie learns to suppress her feelings to
gain her mother’s approval and dreams passively of escape into a fairy-tale
marriage.

The title of the second section, ““The Anniad,” purposefully recalls Greek
epics like The Iliad. Written in exquisitely crafted variations of the rhyme
royal stanza, the single long poem composing this section depicts Annie’s
troubled marriage, implicitly comparing her struggles to the heroics of great
warriors. Annie’s battlefield is the gloomy little apartment where she fights to
save her marriage, challenged by poverty, the draft, infidelity, and finally, the
illness that leads to her husband’s death. Critics disagree about whether this
poem is a mock-epic, suggesting that Annie’s battle is trivial compared to
traditional, masculine epic subjects, or a feminist revision of the genre, em-
ploying its conventions to recast her as heroic.

“The Womanhood,” the third section, portrays Annie as a mature mother,
devoted to providing for her children. Through her trials she has gained a
sense of self, independent of illusions of rescue by a Prince Charming. Having
learned that poor, dark-skinned black girls are not the intended heroines of
fairy tales, she teaches her children, in a series of poignant sonnets, to ap-
proach life’s pleasures and pains directly and pragmatically. The remaining
poems illustrate scenes in which she and they face loss, racism, colorism, and
economic oppression—and survive. Brooks revisits many of this book’s
themes in her novel Maud Martha (1953). Though she later dismissed her
achievement as overly interested in technique at the expense of content, Annie
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Allen remains an aesthetically and historically important representation of
societal issues confronting African American women.

See also Beauty; Motherhood
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ANNIE JOHN

“I always say it’s completely autobiographical, including the punctuation,”
Jamaica Kincaid has remarked of her 1985 coming-of-age novel Annie Fohn
(Muirhead 45). “The point wasn’t the truth and yet the point was the truth,”
she insists, describing Annie fohn as, at once, a fictional work and as autobio-
graphical (Perry 494). First published as a series of stories in the New Yorker,
Annie fohnis a fictionalized account of Kincaid’s life as she grew up in Antigua in
the 1950s through the mid-1960s. Haunted by memories of her mother-tor-
mented past, Kincaid was moved to write because of the “immediate oppres-
sion” of the mother-daughter relation. “I wanted to free myself of that,” she
states (Bonetti 32). Writing gave Kincaid a way to talk back to her internalized
mother and also a way to take control of her obsessive ruminations over
the past.

Presented as a series of vignettes, Annie fohn chronicles the early life of
Kincaid’s daughter-character, Annie John, from ages ten to seventeen. Al-
though Annie fohn may seem, at first glance, a simple narrative in its linear but
episodic account of the childhood and coming of age of Annie John, many
readers find an emotional puzzle at the heart of the work as Kincaid describes
Annie’s intense love-hate relationship with her all-powerful mother. If Annie
as a girl feels physically and psychically close to her mother and secure in her
mother’s presence, she also is extremely sensitive to maternal rejection and
slights. Just as Annie comes to divide her mother into the idealized good
mother and the angry and rejecting bad mother, so she divides herself—and her
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girlfriends—into good and bad identities, seeing Gwen as an embodiment of her
idealized good self and the Red Girl as her unlovable and defiant bad self.
While Annie excels in her studies in school, she also defies her teachers as she
actively resists not only her English colonial education but also her mother’s
efforts to make her behave in a socially acceptable feminine way. But behind
Annie’s defiance lie deep-rooted feelings of shame and despair.

Living in the shadow of her contemptuous mother during her troubled
adolescence, Annie comes to identify her bad and rejected self with Lucifer.
Accused by her mother of behaving like a slut, Annie becomes not only angry
but also depressed. Retreating into herself, she collapses into a prolonged
depressive illness and is ultimately cured by her maternal grandmother, Ma
Chess, a practitioner of obeah, who restores Annie to health by comforting
and mothering her. In the novel’s closing scenes as Annie prepares to leave
Antigua to go to England, where she will train to become a nurse, she is
almost overwhelmed by a flood of contradictory feelings as she recognizes the
finality of her leave-taking from Antigua—and from her mother.

“Clearly, the way I became a writer was that my mother wrote my life for
me and told it to me,” Kincaid has remarked of her writing (O’Connor 6). A
mother-obsessed and female-focused novel, Annie fohn’s coming-of-age story
sets the stage for Kincaid’s continuing exploration of her mother-dominated
Antiguan past in novels such as Lucy and The Autobiography of My Mother,
and it also marks the emergence of Kincaid’s distinctive voice as she talks
back to the contemptuous mother who wrote her life. If Kincaid was pro-
foundly injured by her mother, she also traces the roots of her writing to her
mother’s storytelling, and Kincaid’s characteristic angry and defiant voice
also finds its roots in her mother’s contemptuous voice. It is this voice that
Kincaid uses to great effect in her next novel Lucy as she, in describing her
experiences after leaving Antigua and coming to the United States to work as
an au pair, continues to tell the story of her early life lived in the shadow of
her powerful mother, Annie Drew.
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ANSA, TINA McELROY (1949- )

Tina McElroy Ansa has carved a niche for herself among the current gener-
ation of African American novelists. She has created the fictional community
of Mulberry, Georgia, and populated it with an interesting array of strong
African American women who struggle to come to terms with themselves and
with their places in their community. Ansa’s women work against common
stereotypes of African American women, especially the stereotype of the
downtrodden but morally superior superwoman, and the myth of the black
matriarch as the head of the family. She also works to refute the image of
loving, giving black motherhood with some of the mothers she creates who,
far from being eternal nurturers, at midlife turn inward, seeking personal
expression and connection with nature and with the nature gods that form
their heritage. Ansa is also interested in material culture as an expression of
personality and historical tradition and in folk traditions that reinforce con-
nections between people, especially women, and nature.

Ansa was born in Macon, Georgia, and grew up in the predominantly
black Pleasant Hill section of that city. The youngest of five children, her
family’s middle-class background is reflected by the fictional McPherson
family that is prominent in her first and third novels, Baby of the Family
(1989) and The Hand I Fan With (1996), as well as by the Lovejoy family of
Ugly Ways (1993) and the Pines women in You Know Better (2002). Her
parents were Walter J. McElroy, a businessman, and Nellie Lee McElroy, a
teacher’s assistant. Her grandfather ran a juke joint in which she heard many
of the stories that find their way into her fictions, especially those featuring
the fictional McPherson family’s bar and grill called “The Place.” Ansa al-
ways wanted to be a writer, and following her graduation from Atlanta’s
Spelman College in 1971, she began a career in journalism, first at the Atlanta
Constitution, where she was the first black woman to work at a daily morning
paper, then in North Carolina at the Charlotte Observer. In 1978 she married
filmmaker Jonee Ansa, and in 1982 she retired from newspaper work to
become a freelance writer, commentator, and promoter of literary and artistic
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efforts by other young African Americans. Tina McElroy Ansa and her
husband make their home on St. Simons Island, Georgia, where they are a
vital part of the area’s artistic community. Her novels are all dedicated to her
husband, “whose love sustains me,” and her acknowledgments, in addition to
recognizing Ansa’s debts to family, friends, and editors, always include
thanks to St. Simons Island for its “beauty, peace, and acceptance of home.”
Ansa’s growing reputation rests on her four novels that offer vivid female
characters struggling to come to terms with who they are as individuals and
as parts of their families and communities. This struggle is personal and
emotional for the most part, reflecting characters that have advanced up
Abraham Maslow’s widely known hierarchy of personal needs beyond
physiological and safety levels to deal with their needs for love, esteem, and
self-actualization. The needs for economic security and shelter are not central
issues, even though they may form part of the background of her characters’
lives. In Baby of the Family, young Lena McPherson is the central character
whose life 1s traced from birth to adolescence. In this coming-of-age story,
Lena struggles with the “gifts” that being born with a caul over her face have
brought her while she also observes and hears much of the life of members
of the African American community of Mulberry, thus telling us the stories of
their lives. The other novels deal more with adult women in various stages of
self-discovery; in addition, the connections among the stories are obliquely
referenced from tale to tale. Ugly Ways focuses on the Lovejoy women, the
recently deceased mother Esther and her daughters Betty, Emily, and Annie
Ruth, all seeking independence and struggling with the problems created by
decisions the others make. References to the McPherson business, The Place,
tie this novel to Baby of the Family. In The Hand I Fan With we revisit Lena
McPherson as an adult facing her own midlife crises and coming to terms
with her personal emotional needs. Lena, remembering her parents’ funeral,
offers the mortician, Mr. Parkinson, the opportunity to contrast the dignity of
the McPherson funeral with his embarrassment about the debacle of Esther
Lovejoy’s funeral, tying this story to Ugly Ways. Finally, in You Know Better we
meet three generations of Pines women, each of whom, in an oblique refer-
ence to Charles Dickens, requires guidance from the spirit world to see her
life for what it is and to begin positive change. Nurse Bloom, important in
Baby of the Family and mentioned in The Hand I Fan With, is one of the spirit
guides in this story. The spirit world is an integral part of all four of these
novels, with Lena haunted and helped by ghosts, with the deceased Esther
having her own voice, and with the Pines women each being visited by a
spirit who serves as guide and mentor. Ansa helps us to believe that this spirit
world is a resource available to us if we open ourselves to its powers. She also
celebrates the female connection to the natural world by the gardens and
landscapes to which certain of her characters are intimately connected.
Ansa’s style, in addition to celebrating black expression and black vernac-
ular language, is characterized by her attention to the specific details that
characterize her people. Food abounds in all of the stories, especially the soul
food that sustains her characters when they need the comfort of particular
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flavors and textures on the tongue or when they celebrate family occasions
with traditional foods whose recipes have come down through generations.
Clothes characterize her people from the fashionable designer clothes that
Nellie and Lena McPherson wear to the gauzy pastels that Grandmama
McPherson and Esther Lovejoy favor. The interior design of the homes in
which the McPherson, the Lovejoy, and the Pines women live also tells us a lot
about the women who surround themselves not only with specific pieces of
furniture but also with particular rooms and color schemes that allow them to
express their individuality.

Ansa’s work has won many awards. Baby of the Family and The Hand I Fan
With have both won the Georgia Authors Series Award; Ansa is the only
author to have received this award twice. In addition, Baby of the Family was
named a Notable Book of the Year by the New York Times in 1989, and after
its paperback publication, it made the African American Best Sellers List for
Paperback Fiction as well as being named a Best Book for Young Adults by
the American Library Association. The African American Blackboard List
named Ugly Ways Best Fiction in 1994. In addition, she is gradually becoming
more well known as critics and scholars include her in bio-bibliographical
sourcebooks and write scholarly articles that include her work, specifically
those that compare her with writers such as Zora Neale Hurston and Alice
Walker. Ansa herself has said that Hurston was a model for her. When she
read Hurston as a student at Spelman, she realized that literature could be
written in black vernacular, a language that Ansa explores and celebrates in
her novels.

In addition to her four novels, Ansa has written various essays and short
stories and has coauthored with her husband the screenplay for the film ver-
sion of Baby of the Family. The film, directed by Jonee Ansa, came out in 2002.
Ansa also conducts writing workshops and actively mentors other writers and
artists. The cover art for Ansa’s novels is by African American artist Varnette
P. Honeywood, whose work is also admired by Lena in The Hand I Fan With,
representing yet another way in which Ansa connects to the world of African
American artists.

Influenced by models such as Zora Neale Hurston, Toni Morrison, and
Alice Walker, Ansa writes stories about real women, who happen to be
African American, struggling to make sense of their lives in a small city in
southern Georgia. She paints vivid pictures of the settings and details that
define the characters’ lives and depicts their situations with humor and love.
Over her four novels, Ansa has gone more and more deeply into the spiritual
and emotional needs that women face and has especially tried to open herself
to the issues that younger women face in the twenty-first century.

See also Sexuality; Spirituality
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AUNT JEMIMA

The events that sparked the creation and rise of this icon, the twentieth
century’s most recognizable image of black womanhood, began in 1875 when
an African American musician named Billy Kersand composed the song “Old
Aunt Jemima.” Its colorful portrayal of a stereotypical Mammy figure helped
to make “Old Aunt Jemima” one of the most popular songs of its time,
especially on the minstrel stage, where white male performers in blackface
and drag brought the title figure to life. The image of the lively Aunt Jemima
caught the attention of Chris Rutt, a former journalist. The year was 1889,
and Rutt and his business partner, Charles Underwood, had recently
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acquired a bankrupt flour mill that they intended to use for producing their
latest creation, a self-rising pancake flour. Rutt, who first saw the Aunt Je-
mima performed at a minstrel show, realized that her lively wit and com-
forting image would make the perfect trademark for his new product.

Rutt and Underwood were unable to develop their flour business into a
successful enterprise, and the company was eventually taken over by the
R. T. Davis Milling Company. Davis’s generous financing and marketing
expertise breathed life into the Aunt Jemima product line. He hired Nancy
Green, a former slave, to play the role of Aunt Jemima at public appearances.
At trade shows and promotional events, Green served pancakes and told
animated stories of life on the old plantation. Green’s international debut was
at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago where she performed in a barrel-
shaped kiosk, serving pancakes and telling stories of the “good old days” in
the antebellum South. Aunt Jemima was a hit. Her popularity spawned a
spate of imitators who used only slightly modified images of the jolly and
corpulent Mammy to sell everything from produce to cleaning products.
Meanwhile, seizing on the obvious appeal of their living trademark, the Davis
company created a family of spin-off characters—Uncle Mose, her husband,
and her “pickanninies,” Diana and Wade—to increase the marketing options
for their most widely recognized icon.

In 1925 the Quaker Oats Company bought R. T. Davis Milling and ex-
panded its promotion of the Aunt Jemima pancake line even further. After
Nancy Green’s tragic death in a car accident in 1923, six other women would
play the role, interpreting the character Green made famous at trade shows and
fairs and even at elite venues like the Waldorf Astoria. As popular as the real-life
Aunt Jemimas were, though, the true heart and soul of Quaker Oats marketing
strategy was the printed image of that figure, the smiling, middle-aged woman in
her bright red kerchief, gazing out from the front of the package.

As awareness of stereotyping increased during the middle decades of the
twentieth century, the dozens of corporations who used images of African
Americans in the marketing of their products responded, most by removing
images not only of Mammies but of black butlers, “pickanninies,” and griz-
zled Uncle Toms from their packaging and advertising campaigns. By the end
of the 1960s most such figures had disappeared, but Aunt Jemima remained.
In response to decreasing tolerance for the Mammy, however, her appear-
ance has gradually transformed. In 1968 Quaker Oats unveiled a thinner,
younger-looking Mammy, with a few locks of straightened hairs poking out
from beneath her trademark head wrap. The year 1989, however, marked
the most dramatic transformation in the icon’s physical appearance. Over the
course of her century-long marketing presence, Aunt Jemima had largely
remained static, but Americans’ perceptions of slavery had changed. When
she first emerged, the United States was experiencing a wave of nostalgia for
the perceived innocence of the plantation era, but in the century between
Aunt Jemima’s inception and her 1989 makeover, the Jim Crow era exposed
the notion of the benevolent South as an illusion; the civil rights movement
called attention to black Americans’ dissatisfaction with the very same
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subordination that Aunt Jemima and other figures of plantation myth seemed
to embrace; and the success of Alex Haley’s Roots, first as a novel, then as a
widely viewed television event, offered a vision both of slavery’s cruelty and
of black slaves’ rage and dissatisfaction that contradicted the humble con-
tentment that Aunt Jemima and other mammies symbolized.

The modifications that produced the current incarnation of Aunt Jemima
were made in the 100th year of her existence. She retains none of the plan-
tation iconography of the original figure. He brightly colored scarf has dis-
appeared to reveal a stylishly curled hairstyle. Her overall appearance has
been feminized, her tasteful makeup and neatly trimmed eyebrows now ac-
cented with pearl earrings. Once a grinning Mammy with laughing eyes,
today’s Aunt Jemima would seem more comfortable in a boardroom than
behind an ironing board. Even as her image transforms to reflect the beliefs
and sensitivities of a new generation, however, nostalgia for the Aunt Jemima
of the past has reached unprecedented levels. Original Aunt Jemima memo-
rabilia and other reproductions of her image are increasing in popularity and
value. Collectors of all ethnicities seek and find affirmation of either the
racism of the past or the simplicity of times gone by in the comforting ab-
solution and approval of her gaze, the suggestion in her smile and in the glint
of her eye that between white people and black, between the enslaved and the
free, between the servants and their masters, all is well, and if ever there were
transgressions, il will, or abuses of power, all is forgiven.

See also Plantation Tradition; Stereotypes
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AUSTIN, DORIS JEAN (1949-1994)

Doris Jean Austin was an essayist, critic, and novelist. Central issues explored
in her writing included the nature of kinship, relationships, recovery, healing,
and wholeness. Austin published one novel, 4ffer the Garden, and short stories.
She also wrote articles for Essence magazine, Amsterdam News, and the New York
Times Book Review.

Austin was born in Mobile, Alabama, in 1949 and at the age of six moved to
Jersey City, New Jersey. She grew up in a loving, supportive extended family.
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Austin began writing in her teens and continued to write throughout her
life. She was a member of Harlem Writers Guild, a MacDowell Colony
fellow, and received the DeWitt Wallace Reader’s Digest Award for Literary
Excellence for her novel. Women figure prominently in her writing whether
her subject was fictional or she was writing about herself. Austin’s writing
frequently addressed the psychological states of women and how these states
impacted their identity and sense of well-being.

After the Garden was Austin’s first and only published novel. Motherhood
and surrogacy are central themes in this novel as well as class and religion.
After the Garden is a coming-of-age story set between the 1940s and 1960s
in New Jersey. The text revolves around Elzina, who has been orphaned
and was raised by a surrogate, her bourgeois, domineering, religious, strict
grandmother Rosalie. Rosalie dreams of Elzina being able to attend Tus-
keegee Institute and is upset when Jesse, a popular classmate from a working-
class background, impregnates Elzina. To Rosalie’s dismay, Elzina and Jesse
marry and move into her home. The marriage is troubled as Elzina and Jesse
fail to reconcile their differences in expectation and worldview resulting from
differences in class and religious orthodoxy. Rosalie’s overt disapproval of
Elzina’s choice of a mate compounds the tension between Elzina and Jesse.

Jesse 1s convicted of armed robbery and goes to jail, Rosalie dies, and Elzina
suffers from poor health. Elzina eventually goes to live with Jesse’s mother,
Truselle, who serves as a second surrogate mother to Elzina. Truselle’s world
1s more socially liberal, open, and spontaneous than was Rosalie’s. Elzina heals
while living with Truselle and continues to develop her sense of self. The
narrative comes full circle when Elzina becomes a surrogate mother for an
orphaned girl whom Jesse had fathered with another woman.

Aside from the novel, Austin served as an editor and contributor to
Streetlights, a collection of fifty short stories about the urban experience. Many
of the magazine articles that she wrote were drawn from her own experiences

and focused on recovery from traumas such as rape, divorce, and alcoholism.
Austin died in 1994.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Autobiography as a genre has held a contentious space in literary theory
almost since its inception and particularly since women have joined the fray of
memoirists. The purpose of an autobiography used to conform to a fairly
simple formula: White men would write the story of their own lives, showing
their success stories and the “universality” of their human experience. These
were public documents with little room for the ordinary or the daily, but they
were full of the man’s interactions within the public sphere and his shaping of
that sphere. Ever since voices other than that of the white male have turned to
autobiography, a theoretical and critical battle over what constitutes a “true”
or “good” autobiography has been fought. The critical establishment has
long argued that autobiography, when it takes turns toward the private (as it
does in many works by nonwhite men), is an inferior literary form.

It seems that no matter the criteria, women, and African American women
in particular, are always writing just outside of the “appropriate” boundaries.
Premodernist conceptions of “good” writing held that unity of plot, character,
and theme were requirements. Later, the privileging of fragmentation and
alienation during the modernist and postmodernist period has carried over
into the assumption that abstract and depersonalized writing is the superior
model. But it is Western, white men who claim the death of the author, not
marginalized voices that have not yet been given authority (Fox-Genovese
162-163). Clearly, the same rules should not apply to women and minorities
who have only relatively recently been given the space for their voices to be
heard. Because social and historical conditions play a part in women’s and
minorities’ lives, they must necessarily also play a part in autobiography. In
other words, the context and voice change the type of autobiography, and the
same criteria cannot apply to all forms.

African American women have had to struggle with dual models in the
creation of their own literary selves through autobiography: the public male
slave narrative that details an individual’s victory over struggle, and the pri-
vate white female confessional of daily life. In the nineteenth century, in
particular, women like Harriet E. Wilson and Harriet Jacobs had to find
ways to discuss the double oppression of being black and a woman, and they
did this through borrowing from both the male (slave narrative) and female
(sentimental) traditions, creating interesting new generic hybrids that best fit
their own voices and positions in society. Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl, for instance, has been called public confession, spiritual autobi-
ography, seduction novel, narrative of captivity, and a text following the
traditions of both abolitionist rhetoric and sentimental fiction.

In addition to the already hybrid form that is a product of following the
male slave narrative and the female sentimental novel, there are two major
strains in African American women’s autobiography: secular and spiritual
(Andrews 34), though these strains are often combined as well. Whether
slave narrative, travel writing, or cultural criticism, it is clear that the lines
between secularism and spirituality often blend in these texts, particularly in
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earlier works. Another duality found in this genre is the mediation between
“I” and “we,” between the personal and the political. Black feminism’s basic
tenets of survival through community networking and adaptation are reg-
ular features in African American women’s autobiography. The genre is
adapted to fit the varying and various conditions of the woman’s life, and the
woman is never a lone individual striking out on her own; she is a self only in
relation to others (Sorisio 6). In the most successful autobiographies, both the
unique and collective selves are given voice (Goldman xxvii).

A few distinct time periods emerge in relation to African American women’s
autobiography: the slave narrative period, the ex-slave narrative period, the
Harlem Renaissance, Black Arts Movement revolutionaries, and the per-
sonal autobiographies of the late twentieth century (Andrews 36-37; Bassard
38-39). Each period can be defined in some ways by the historical and cultural
context of its authors. In relation to today’s writing, many female slave nar-
ratives feel conservative due to their insistence on following the tenets of true
womanhood: piety, purity, domesticity, and submission. Underlying the
surface-level conservativism, however, lie some of the most radical authors,
for their task was to convince a primarily white audience of their selthood. In
the slave narratives of Elizabeth, Harriet Jacobs, and Sojourner Truth, a
strong commitment to religious faith and freedom for themselves and their
families underscores their writings. This religious faith, though, is one that has
remained strong through challenging the dictates of contemporary religious
practice against their own beliefs about justice and God. In the same pre-Civil
War time period, free (and thus more privileged) women like Mrs. Nancy
Prince and Charlotte Forten Grimke write of their travels.

The ex-slave narrative was popular after the Civil War and into the
1930s. The Works Progress Administration (WPA) project of transcribing
ex-slaves’ stories helped make this genre even more prolific and accessible.
Women’s memoirs of slave life were often written through amanuenses, as in
the cases of Bethany Veney and Mattie Jackson. But other women in this
time period were writing autobiographical work that overlapped with cultural
criticism and memoirs of personal scholarly activity (like Anna Julia Coo-
per) and activism (Ida B. Wells-Barnett). The Harlem Renaissance brought
forth a new forum for and interest in African American writing, and gave
birth to works like Zora Neale Hurston’s autobiography Dust Tracks on a
Road. Coinciding with the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott and official be-
ginning of the civil rights movement, Pauli Murray, a civil rights activist,
wrote Proud Shoes, her family’s history and a personal memoir.

Still more innovations to African American women’s autobiography came
about with the Black Arts Movement. Revolutionary work and cultural com-
mentary rooted in personal experience by writers like Angela Davis, and
statements on life and poetry from writers like Nikki Giovanni, led the
genre into different and new hybrids. Always maintaining an interest in both
the political and the personal, but becoming more intimate, are autobio-
graphies from Maya Angelou and Audre Lorde. Also typical of later au-
tobiography is the hybridization started by Lorde’s ‘“‘biomythography.”
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Women like Michele Wallace, a literary critic, today combine autobi-
ography and cultural criticism in moves that are starting to be recognized as
“autotheory.” Also prominent are family histories by writers like Lucille
Clifton. Furthermore, the fictionalization of family and personal stories is
quite common. Jamaica Kincaid, for instance, in the novels Annie fohn and
Lucy writes of her own childhood but, with the freedom of fiction is able to
move exactly where she wants to. In her later books, like My Brother, Kincaid
deals directly with the family she indirectly struggled with in her earlier
novels.

Despite the inherently personal connection between an author, her life, and
her writing, there has never been an easy connection between reality and
autobiography. All authors see their own life’s story through lenses of dis-
tance, self-love, and authorial purpose. Many have relied upon conventions
of changing names, omissions, and creation in order to have textual unity and
personal sanctity. Harriet E. Wilson’s pseudo-slave narrative Qur Nig tells
her own story, but through the character of Frado; the horrific Haywards
become the Bellmonts, and she manipulates their story by omitting their
abolitionist ties, by combining characters, and many think, by omitting her
own sexual abuse. In the same way, Kincaid tells the story of Annie, a young
gir]l forever distanced from her mother after the birth of a younger brother.
Annie goes to England, while Kincaid goes to America. Later, Annie trans-
forms into Lucy, an au pair like Kincaid, but Lucy is able to do and say things
(regarding her sexuality and family relationships) that Kincaid might be
uncomfortable making public. The novel packs a metaphorical punch that a
“true” recollection would not be able to maintain.

Lorene Cary’s Black Ice (1991) is a straightforward autobiography, un-
like Marita Golden’s work or Kincaid’s early novels. This text is an ap-
propriate place to end this discussion, since it dramatizes, in a contemporary
sense, the dualities and dichotomies of being a black woman writer struggling
to write her self into American history. Black Ice exemplifies the struggle
between the two traditions of women’s and African American’s autobiogra-
phy. Cary is at once working within a tradition of women autobiographers,
who write their painful and private experiences for the common good of
women, and the African American autobiographer who writes out of a col-
lective battle for racial equality, making politics of race more important than
those of sex. The places where readers feel unsatisfied with Gary’s with-
drawal, such as when she only goes so far in discussing her parents’ marriage,
are precisely the places where the gaps in her two traditions show. Black Ice is
critiqued for this split in purpose, but this same split demonstrates the tensions
in her text based on her subject position as both woman and African Amer-
ican. The confusion in purpose between the two traditions, which can be felt
as confusion or slippages in the text, are in the details she chooses to tell and
withhold about her life. She is a complex person with a multiplicity of pres-
sures and prejudices working against her, and because of this, she almost
never fits neatly into other people’s categories describing her work. In the end,
she is writing her own story, a story that will be added to the stories of her
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people, her family, her community as an African American. Cary may not hit
this balance consistently, and at times we as readers may be frustrated with
the tensions in the text. But the tensions are her tensions, her struggles be-
tween the private and the public, between her fight against sexism and racism.

Multifaceted, hybridized, transforming, and personal, African American
women’s autobiography is a genre to be reckoned with; these personal voices
form one of the bedrocks of the African American literary tradition, yesterday
and today.

See also Religion
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF MY MOTHER, THE

An unremittingly bleak and bitter novel permeated with feelings of despair,
contempt, and rage, Jamaica Kincaid’s 1996 novel The Autobiography of My
Mother is at once a continuation of and a departure from her autobiographical-
fictional project, her attempt in Annie John and Lucy to use fiction to write
herself a life and make sense of her troubled relationship with her mother. In
part, Kincaid had a conscious political agenda in telling the story of her
seventy-year-old narrator, Xuela Claudette Richardson, whose mother died
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the moment she was born. Explaining that Xuela’s life can be read as a
metaphor for the African diaspora, Kincaid remarks, “At the moment African
people came into this world, Africa died for them. ... The birth of one is the
death of the other” (Lee D3). But there is also something highly personal
about this novel, which can be read at least in part as Kincaid’s written
vendetta against her “bad” mother, Annie Drew, and indeed Kincaid said that
after writing the novel, she felt that she had made sense of her own childhood.

Continuing to investigate the formative influence of her childhood relation-
ship with her powerful and destructive mother begun in Annie fohn and Lucy in
The Autobiography of My Mother, Kincaid incorporates family stories into her
narrative. Like Kincaid’s mother, Annie Richardson Drew, Kincaid’s narrator,
Xuela Claudette Richardson, is from Dominica and is part Carib Indian, Af
rican and Scots, and she bears Kincaid’s mother’s family name, Richardson.
Kincaid also incorporates into the life of her character obeah stories told to her
by her mother. If Kincaid is intent on examining her matrilineal roots as she
includes family stories and looks back to her mother’s Carib Indian roots in T/e
Autobiography of My Mother, she also is driven by the daughterly imperative to
assert herself and assume power by talking back—or, more accurately, writing
back—to her powerful and powerfully destructive mother.

In The Autobiography of My Mother, the loss of the idealized, good, and pro-
tective mother 1s experienced as a crippling, festering wound that never can
be healed, and this loss puts the child at the mercy of a series of persecutory
bad mother figures, who not only fail to nurture or confirm but also seek to
dominate the child. Like 4nnie John and Lucy, The Autobiography of My Mother
splits the mother into good/bad figures. Growing out of Kincaid’s troubled
relationship with her mother, The Autobiography of My Mother also deals, in a
more self-conscious and extended way than her earlier novels, with the dam-
aging impact of cultural forces and internalized colonialism on her character’s
developing personality. For as she describes Xuela’s obsession with her ide-
alized but dead mother and her abuse at the hands of a series of bad mother-
substitute figures, Kincaid makes a conscious connection between her fierce
hatred of maternal domination and her colonial upbringing, seeing the rela-
tionship between the powerful mother and powerless daughter as a prototype
for the relationship between the colonizer and colonized.

Existing in a maternal—and colonial-world of dominator and dominated,
Xuela determines to survive as best she can: by becoming one of the domi-
nators, seeking empowerment through her sexuality, including her sexual
power over the white English man whom she eventually marries and dom-
inates as she plays out in her marriage, just as she does in all her significant
relationships, a victor/vanquished power script. A motherless child and a
woman who refuses to bear or mother any children of her own, Xuela
remains self-possessed and defiant to the end, standing in the text as both an
individual and also a representative voice as she breaks the long silence
imposed on vanquished peoples.

See also Healing
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BABY OF THE FAMILY

Baby of the Family 1s Tina McElroy Ansa’s first novel, published in 1989. The
story of the McPherson family, the baby Lena especially, Baby of the Family
deals with African American community life during the 1950s. The main
settings are the McPherson family home, a middle-class two-story house on a
large lot, the beauty parlor Lena visits on a weekly basis, the McPherson
family business, “The Place,” and the church school Lena attends. All of these
settings play their parts as Lena struggles to overcome the curse of being born
with a caul and to live a normal life.

The McPherson family is definitely part of the middle class. As part of this
class awareness we see the conflict between a spiritualist tradition and middle-
class education. Lena is born with a caul across her face. Although Nurse
Bloom and her grandmother understand what this means and honor the
rituals that must be followed to avoid having the spirit world affect the baby
in a negative way, Lena’s mother Nellie regards their precautions as super-
stition and, asserting that she is a modern woman, destroys the carefully
preserved caul and the caul tea that Nurse Bloom has prepared for the baby
to drink. Without the protection of the caul tea, Lena is subject to haunting
by the ghosts of dead ancestors who frighten her.

Lena is indeed the baby of the family, being the youngest child and the
only daughter. Her two older brothers are allowed adventure and freedom
denied to Lena, who must be protected, both because she is a girl and because
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her thick hair reacts badly when it gets wet outdoors. Wrapped in the cocoon
of her family’s love, Lena’s main conflicts come from the loneliness she
experiences outside of her family’s domain.

Lena’s best childhood memories beyond the family circle center on the
beauty parlor, where she meets people who encourage her curiosity and
where she hears about women in the community, and on the family busi-
ness, The Place, where she overhears other stories about the life of Mul-
berry. On one trip to the beach, Lena wanders away from her family and
meets Rachel, the ghost of a slave who had drowned herself rather than
submit to enslavement. This ghost, Lena’s first experience with a positive
spirit, comforts her and becomes a permanent part of her life. Only after the
death of her beloved grandmother does Lena begin to accept, as her
grandmother’s ghost promises, that the spirit world can be a positive force in
her life.

Ansa’s first novel introduces us to her fictional community, Mulberry,
Georgia, and to the McPherson family, particularly its baby, Lena. The de-
scriptions of people and place vividly connect us to the tangible reality of the
characters’ lives and make us believe not only in them but in the spiritual
forces that are part of their lives. Ansa’s love for these people infects us, and
we feel a similar affection for her people and places.

See also The Hand I Fan With; Spirituality
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BAILEY’S CAFE

In her fourth novel, Bailey’s Cafe (1992), Gloria Naylor castigates the long-
venerated Judeo-Christian tradition, boldly revising scripture that has histor-
ically pinioned women to the limited roles of their biblical cohorts. In this
veritable Gospel According to Gloria Naylor, the author keeps a record quite
different from the original Bible. Instead of the diametric and stringent gender
positions depicted in scripture, gender roles in Bailey’s Gafé form a symmetry
even to the point of androgyny. As Naylor presents her tale, humanity is a
balance of genders.
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In this work are characters named for Old Testament women such as
Eve, Esther, and Jezebel. The New Testament Madonna is even implicated in
Mariam, and Mary reminds the reader of Mary Magdalene, also of New
Testament memory. Naylor’s Bailey’s Cafe is laden with key names and allu-
sions to the patriarchal system induced and/or supported by the Judeo-Christian
tradition. However, in this novel Naylor also indicts a repressive matriarchy in
which communities of women are complicit in other women’s oppression.

As Bailey’s Cafe unfolds, the narrative makes its way across a world of
women’s stories, stories surviving in a penumbral collective that includes
Bailey’s Café, Gabe’s Pawn Shop, and Eve’s bordello/boardinghouse. The
plot of Bailey’s Cafe is guided by the proprietor of Bailey’s Café who buys the
place after his return from World War II. The café serves as the axis of
the novel’s events where people facing the consequences of reaching life’s
nadir either step into the void in the back of the café, committing suicide, or
become whole before daring to face the world again.

A cast of interesting characters streams through Bailey’s Café. The first
customer is Eve, who arrives at the café after being evicted from her home in
Pilottown by her guardian, Godfather. Located down the block from Bailey’s
Café, Eve’s brownstone is a refuge for single women with the exception of
“Miss Maple,” a man who loosens the boundaries of gender, for he is as
comfortable in a dress as he is in his manhood. Entering Bailey’s Café on her
way to Eve’s is Esther, who comes to Eve’s after twelve years of sexual and
emotional torture. Jesse Bell arrives at the brownstone with a heroin addiction
and the embarrassment of a failed marriage and a much-publicized lesbian
relationship. Mary is the ultimate conundrum in the novel. In protest to the
name expectations that she is unable to meet, she chooses self-mutilation.
Mary is expected to be the biblical virgin but is more akin to the assumed
prostitute, Mary Magdalene. Although Eve’s place is full of aberrant per-
sonalities, Mariam can be categorized as phenomenal; she is a fourteen-year-
old mentally challenged Falasha Jew who arrives at Eve’s a pregnant virgin.

The imperfection of both patriarchy and matriarchy accounts for Naylor’s
move toward androgyny especially in Miss Maple, who is the last major
character to tell his story. Furthermore, the Christ child that is born at the end
of the novel offers hope that the next millennium will embrace liberation
through sexuality that does not insist upon confining gender roles. As the
characters who frequent Bailey’s Café realize their sexual selves, they are
positioned in a strangely liberating limbo. Only in another world can a cross-
gender arrangement be made that accepts the sexuality of everyone.
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BAKER, JOSEPHINE (1906-1975)

Josephine Baker was born Josephine Freda MacDonald to Carrie MacDonald
and Eddie Carson in Saint Louis, Missouri. They met at a theater performing
as “natives” in a production called 4 Trip to Africa. But Carson did not stick
around long, and Josephine, the oldest of four children, was at work earning
money for the family by age thirteen; she would later recall herself as ““the big
man of the family.” The East Saint Louis race riot of 1917, the worst in
American history at the time, deeply affected her. Her refusal to tolerate
violence of any kind after that perhaps prompted her to end her first marriage
to Willie Wells (whom she wedded i 1919), a man known for his violent
outbursts. Once again set on establishing her independence, Baker began
getting engagements with touring groups of black performers. In 1921, having
traveled to Philadelphia with the Jones Family Band, she met Willie Baker,
who at twenty-five was ten years her senior. They married in Camden, New
Jersey, and from this point forward, she was known as Josephine Baker. She
learned about a black musical called Shuffle Along playing in Philadelphia, and
when the show moved to New York, Josephine left her second husband to
follow it. By 1925, she was performing with the Broadway production Chocolate
Dandies. As the end girl of the chorus line, Josephine clowned up the role so
much that audience members could not help but notice her, and they liked
what they saw. Prone to improvisation often to the distress of directors and
producers, Baker was nevertheless wildly applauded by audiences.
“Discovered” in New York by Carolyn Dudley, Baker traveled to Paris
in 1925 to join Dudley’s La Revue Negre. To sweeten the deal, Dudley offered
Baker a weekly salary of $250, a huge sum at that time. But Dudley, a wealthy
socialite and lover of French culture, felt secure in her investment, knowing that
all things African were a big attraction in France and that Baker was sure to be
a hit. For Baker, conversely, France’s “negromania” was not a reason to ex-
patriate. Rather, the promise of a country that was supposedly blind to race
attracted her, and she was often told that in France “people would think she was
white.” Here begins what brings both criticism and praise to Josephine Baker for
the rest of her life, and which continues today—her ambiguous position with
regard to race. Did Baker’s expressed desire to transcend race, class, and for that
matter, sex mean that she was a traitor to her race, her class, and her sex? Or was
she, as others have opined, one of history’s greatest champions of human rights?
On one hand, there are many examples of Baker’s apparent deference toward
whiteness. Often considered too dark for success on stage, Baker took to cov-
ering her face with white powder to audition—a scene played out in Baker’s first
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successful French film, Zouzou (1934). One of her famous songs is titled “T'd Like
to Be White,” and she once expressed the wish to have a white baby. Con-
versely, she marketed a whole line of beauty products that capitalized on her
blackness, including “Bakerskin,” a cosmetic replacement for silk stockings.

More important, Baker was a member of France’s League against Racism
and Antisemitism; her husband at this time, Jean Lion, was Jewish, and Baker
often compared the plight of blacks and Jews. She went on to become a
Resistance fighter and was awarded the Legion of Honor for her work as
an undercover agent in World War II. A tireless supporter of rights for
blacks in the United States, she was named Most Outstanding Woman of the
Year in 1951 by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), with 100,000 people showing up to honor her. Baker was an
active participant in the civil rights movement, having marched with Dr.
Martin Luther King in 1963, when he made his famous “I Have a Dream”
speech (which Baker actually criticized for not demanding rights for blacks).
Further, she absolutely refused to perform for segregated audiences.

In 1931, Baker authored a book titled My Blood in Your Veins, which told the
story of Joan, a young, poor black woman who falls in love with a wealthy white
man. Coincidentally, both are hospitalized at the same time, he for an almost
fatal accident. Secretly, Joan offers her blood for a transfusion that saves his life.
But when his white fiancée finds out, she calls him a “white negro” and leaves
him; he then commits suicide. Baker had hoped not only to see the published
work a success but also to play the role of Joan in a film version of the work.
Neither happened, since, as Baker lamented, no one wanted to hear the story of
mixed blood. Ultimately, however, this mixing of blood to the point of ending
race difference was what Baker most desired. Moreover, she wished for the
harmonious coexistence of all races, classes, sexes, and religions and undertook,
near age forty, to create this world by adopting twelve children of various races
and creeds; she called them her Rainbow Tribe and herself the Universal
Mother. With her fourth husband, Jo Bouillon, Baker created Les Milandes, a
complex including a fifty-room chateau, and the surrounding village and farms.
Baker employed everyone in the vicinity and generated revenues by turning Les
Milandes into a tourist attraction, including ‘‘Jorama,” a wax museum filled with
scenes from Baker’s life. In fact, one might say that Baker’s life history is a
history of performing her life, which she acted and reenacted in at least four
memoirs and various stage and television productions. Sadly, Les Milandes
literally broke her, the endeavor proving too onerous financially (her marriage
also failed in the process). Determined to maintain her independence and to
support her twelve children, Baker took to the stage to perform yet again the
story of her life. She died in Paris, after playing herself in the very successful

Josephine, a revue feting her fifty years in the business.
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BALDWIN, JAMES (1924-1987)

A feminist approach to the works of James Baldwin reveals female characters
ranging from victims to self-assertive and confident achievers. Regarding the
former, in The Devil Finds Work (1975), Baldwin objects to the portrayal of black
women in films such as The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Guess Who's Coming to
Dinner (1967). In both these films, Baldwin argues, an African American maid is
overly loyal to her white employers and objects to other African Americans
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who are portrayed as uppity. Such characters as these maids, claims Baldwin,
demonstrate their weakness, become “more white than black,” and serve to
protect their white mistress from any possible harm that might be caused by
dangerous African American men. Baldwin’s own works, though, contain their
share of relatively weak women, regardless of their race. One such character
is Mrs. Alice Hunt from If Beale Street Could Talk (1974), whose weakness stems
from her concern of keeping up bourgeois appearances, so much so that she is
shameful in her condemnation of Tish’s unplanned pregnancy. Mr. Hunt, re-
cognizing his wife’s poor behavior, slugs her to the ground. (Due to Mr. Hunt’s
being one of the “good” characters and his wife being one of the “bad,” the
novel tempts the reader to regard Mr. Hunt’s violent act as appropriate behavior
between a husband and wife.) Another example is Leona from Another Country
(1962), who is so morally weak that she refuses to abandon her boyfriend, even
after he begins raping her. She only leaves him after the intervention of one of his
own friends, and even then, she claims to love and feel sorry for her boyfriend.
Eventually she suffers a breakdown, is found wandering the street half-naked,
and is taken back to Georgia. Another weak character, despite her career am-
bitions, is Ida from Another Country. She continually blames herself and berates
others for her brother’s untimely death. Having depended on her brother to get
her out of their unfulfilling environment, Ida feels cheated when he dies, and at
the end of the novel, her state is ambiguous. Finally, one of the saddest char-
acters is Amy in fust Above My Head (1979), who allows her daughter, a child
minister, to manage the entire family. By bequeathing this power to her daugh-
ter (and thereby emerging as a weak mother), Amy’s physical problems go
untreated, and she eventually dies in a hospital.

If not inherently weak, then some of Baldwin’s female characters make
questionable choices. Usually these choices involve an unquestionable sup-
port for men, despite their foibles. Mrs. Proudhammer in 7ell Me How Long the
Train’s Been Gone (1968) puts up with her husband, manages the family’s
finances, and feeds her family. Her source of happiness, though, depends
upon her husband’s mood: She is happy when her husband is happy. In the
same novel, Barbara arranges her career as a successful actress so that Leo’s
place in it will never be jeopardized. In If Beale Street Could Talk, Tish idea-
listically stands by her man Fonny, even though he is incarcerated and she is
unmarried, pregnant with his child.

Just the same, within Baldwin’s output reside numerous female characters
of considerable strength. For example, although the artist Jane in Another
Country 1s self-absorbed, moody, and a heavy drinker, she is a woman of
considerable force. Jane causes much harm, but her strength is such that for
quite a while her boyfriend cannot find his own strength to leave her. An-
other character possessing much power is the actress Bunny from 7ell Me
How Long the Train’s Been Gone. Professional and congenial, this white actress
calls her fellow actor Leo, an African American, back onto stage to bow with
her and to receive the accolades of the audience.

Some of Baldwin’s other characters convey their strength through their
occupations. One example is Hilda from Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been
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Gone. Having saved money from working as a cook in private houses,
Hilda mvests it in her own restaurant. A hardworking African American
woman, Hilda seems to have no business partners and sends almost all her
earnings back to Trinidad. Another successful business owner is Madame
Clothilde from Giovanni’s Room (1956), a shrewd Frenchwoman who knows
both how to manage her customers and also how to operate her place of
business.

Baldwin’s female characters often react when oppressed by male char-
acters. For instance, in ““The Man Child” (1965), Jamie’s beautiful wife runs
away from her unappreciative and ultimately murderous husband. In “The
Rockpile” (1965), Elizabeth does not allow her husband to discipline one
child for the wrongdoings of another. Usually the long-suffering wife, De-
borah in Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953) finally confronts her husband about
his illegitimate son, claiming that if he had owned up to his adultery, then she
would have raised his son as her own. Cass from Another Country tells her
husband about her affair (and physically suffers for doing so). Florence from
Fust Above My Head confronts Joel that he needs to regain control of his
household (to be the man of the house) and therefore not to allow his young
daughter to be the boss. Giovanni’s Room’s Hella claims to be traditional,
wanting a husband and a family. Just the same, when she realizes the truth of
her fiancé’s sexuality, she leaves him and does not look (or wave) back at
him as she departs.

Several characters reveal their strength by protecting men from the op-
pression represented by the police, especially when racism seems to motivate
the policemen’s actions. Three such characters appear in Tell Me How Long the
Train’s Been Gone. Early in the novel, Mildred attempts to hide Caleb from
the police. Later, Madeleine is indignant and enraged when the police un-
fairly bring in Leo, Caleb’s younger brother, for questioning. Finally, Lola
berates the police officers for their actions. Another example of a protecting
female character appears in If Beale Street Could Talk, where an anonymous
Italian woman protects Fonnie from a racist police officer.

Within Baldwin’s works, the most common method by far for female
characters to obtain and to demonstrate power is to be active within a church
environment. Some characters are themselves ministers or evangelists, such
as Praying Mother Washington (Go Tell It on the Mountain), Sister Margaret
Alexander (The Amen Corner [1968)), Julia (Fust Above My Head), and Sister
McCandless and Sister Daniels of “The Outing” (1951). When within the
confines of the church, enjoying considerable power, female characters usually
make much use of their chastity. For example, Sister McCandless testifies that
even at her advanced age, she is still a virgin. A similar character is Sister
Moore, from The Amen Comner. Both characters use their virginity to their
benefits, cementing their respective positions within their respective churches.

On the other hand, some of Baldwin’s strongest characters are not chaste at
all and are instead sexually adventurous. In Giovanni’s Room, Sue allows
herself a brief sexual fling with David, although she is fully aware that he is
not in love with her. She has no emotional expectations of him. When David
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refuses her postcoital suggestion to have dinner together, she does not fall
apart, sobbing; throughout the entire brief encounter, she maintains her com-
posure. A more complex example of a sexually adventurous character is Cass
from Another Country, who realizes that her marriage to Richard is not fulfilling
and then commences an affair with Eric. When their affair comes to an end,
she does not attempt to hang on to him; she lets him go. Probably the most
complex example of such a character is Esther from Go Tell It on the Mountain;
she asserts that life is for living. Esther is willing to pay after death for any sins
that she might commit while on the earth. When she gets pregnant by
Gabriel, who is married, she realizes that she does not want to be with him,
considering him weak. She bravely refuses to marry anyone to cover up her
pregnancy. Although Esther does die young, she resolutely never paints her-
self as a victim.

To be fully competent mothers is yet another way that Baldwin’s female
characters demonstrate strength. Such characters reinforce the importance of
the family unit. In “Previous Condition” (1948), Peter’s mother consoles her
son when he is victim of racial slur, while in “This Morning, This Evening”
(1960), Harriet seeks to learn how to protect her husband and her son as they
prepare to immigrate to America. In Go Tell It on the Mountain, Elizabeth re-
fuses to bow to societal standards by regretting bearing her illegitimate son. In
Another Country, Cass claims that her husband and children are her life and
does much to promote their well-being. She fits her life around her husband’s
life and career and does not make her husband try to fit his life around hers.
Sharon Rivers in If Beale Street Could Talk becomes a take-charge mother who
will inform the rest of the family about her daughter’s pregnancy. Sharon
bravely (and as some critics have noted, unbelievably) leaves America for San
Juan, successfully hunting Victoria Rodgers, the woman who has unfairly
accused Sharon’s future son-in-law of rape. Florence in Fust Above My Head is
the voice of reason, advocating that African Americans need to focus on
living their lives and raising their families.

Perhaps only one of Baldwin’s creations finds much strength from bitter-
ness. Florence from Go Tell It on the Mountain is a character whose strength
stems from her resentment of her hypocritical brother, Gabriel, who is
awarded all the advantages that she feels would have been hers, had he never
been born. When Florence’s white master proposes that she become his con-
cubine, she instead sets off alone for New York. She leaves for the railroad
station, disregarding the attempts of her mother and brother to convince
her to stay. In her older years, Florence confronts Gabriel with a thirty-year-
old letter from his first wife that questions the parentage of a local illegiti-
mate child. In addition, Florence defends Elizabeth, Gabriel’s second wife,
against Gabriel’s unfounded accusations of her bad parenting. It is her aver-
sion to her brother (as well as the need to protect Elizabeth) that motivates
Florence.

A common theme in Baldwin’s writings, both the essays and the fiction,
are women who overcome adversity. Sometimes these women overcome
the limitations of race and racial expectations. In The Devil Finds Work, Baldwin
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praises actress Sylvia Sidney (1910-1999) because she was at the time the only
American film actress who reminded him of an African American woman, by
which Baldwin means that Sidney reminded him of reality. Sidney, a Polish New
Yorker perhaps best known for her comic role in Beetlejuice (1988), is invoked
several times in Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone. In the essay ““Color”
(1962), Baldwin notes the social difficulties of African American women who
allow their hair to resume its natural texture. Rarely are such women admired.
Such women, for daring to not mimic the hairstyles of white women, are
looked upon with nervousness. The novels contain several examples of
women who battle the breakdown of the family. In Fust Above My Head, Julia
asserts her desire to live her life—and not merely as a victim of incest. Martha
from the same novel leaves her girlhood behind her, escaping a dead-end
relationship for a much more promising one. In Giovanni’s Room, David’s
landlady survives not only the death of two sons but also the loss of all of her
and her husband’s money. Yet she perseveres.
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BAMBARA, TONI CADE (1939-1995)

Born in Harlem on March 25, 1939, and named for her father’s employer
Milton Mirkin, Miltona Mirkin Cade began, at around age six, to be called
Toni and selected the surname Bambara in 1970 while pregnant with her
daughter Karma Bene. One of two children born to Helen Brent Henderson
Cade and Walter Cade II, Bambara was raised by her mother after her father
left the family in her childhood. Early biographical details surrounding
Bambara are often disputed, though some certainties exist. Among them 1s the
importance of her mother’s insistence that both Bambara and her brother
Walter be self-reliant as well as the centrality of a female role model to her life.
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The encouragement for self-discipline brought structure to her early life and
led her to seek knowledge from family, friends, and neighbors. Her fiction
evinces the stored folk knowledge she gained in her upbringing and a great
sense of loyalty to her community. Educated in English and theater arts at
Queens College and City College in New York, Bambara began her literary
career during her senior year with the publication of the short story “Sweet
Town” in the January 1959 issue of Vendome. During the 1960s, Bambara
finished her master’s degree and began her university teaching career, focusing
time on community education components, all the while remaining involved in
activist groups and actively writing stories and essays.

Her most often overlooked work is the 1970 The Black Woman: An Anthology,
to which she both contributed a preface and three essays and edited as well.
The first of its kind, The Black Woman featured work from Nikki Giovanni,
Paule Marshall, the near-unknown Alice Walker, Sherley Anne Williams,
and Audre Lorde. In addition to being a showcase for emergent and estab-
lished writers, The Black Woman contained essays discussing black women’s
roles in society, the family, and the community. Like her preface, Bambara’s
essay “On the Issue of Roles,” an excerpt from her larger, autobiographical
work The Scattered Sopranoes, forthrightly confronts the challenges before the
black women at the commencement of a post—civil rights decade. Witnessing
the burgeoning feminist enterprise, Bambara questions the validity of white
women as experts for experiences particular to African American women. Her
work on The Black Woman anticipates both Mary Helen Washington’s Black-eyed
Susans (1990) and the essays of Barbara Christian.

Bambara followed The Black Woman with Tales and Stories for Black Folks
(1971), an anthology aimed at middle and high school students to encourage
reading and acquisition of personal stories. The anthology featured fiction
from Bambara as well as Langston Hughes, Albert Murray, Alice Walker,
Ernest Gaines, and others. Also included were classic fairy tales rewritten
from an African American perspective, including “The Three Little Pan-
thers,” which Bambara cowrote with Geneva Powell. In her introduction to
the collection, Bambara anticipates the later critical focus on orality in African
American writing, saying that “it is equally important for young folks to learn
how to listen, to be proud of our oral tradition, our elders who tell their tales
in the kitchen. For they are truth.” While her first two works filled a need for
collections of African American writing, her own short stories published over
the previous decade were not widely available. Aware that the then-editor at
Random House Toni Morrison was looking for African American authors to
publish, Bambara approached her with what would become Bambara’s first
book of her own work.

In 1972, Bambara published the first collection of her own short fiction,
Gorilla, My Love. In addition to previously published work, including “Sweet
Town,” the book contained several new stories as well. Of that collection,
“My Man Bovanne” became the most often anthologized. The story of Miss
Hazel and the kindness she extends to the neighborhood blind man Bovanne
encapsulates many of the themes Bambara would develop throughout her
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career. Castigated by her children, Elo, Joe Lee, and Task, as inappropriately
dressed and ill-behaved for the social function at which they gather, Miss
Hazel responds with an independent and self-assured manner. While her
ideas, like her speech patterns, do not match those of her more progressive
children, Miss Hazel nonetheless sees a particular responsibility to Bovanne
who, because of his age and handicap, is relegated to outside of the com-
munity. By juxtaposing the urban dialect of Miss Hazel with the proper
English of her children, Bambara offers a meditation on the changing role of
activism within a community and the marginalizing effects the younger gen-
eration has upon the elders. Aware that she will find nothing but criticism
from her children and skewed glances from those in attendance, Miss Hazel
leaves to take Bovanne home with her for an evening free of the confining
nature of a new sense of activism.

With Gorilla, My Love, Bambara shows that she is unabashedly an African
American writer who clings to a verbal, rhetorical tradition. There is no
explanation in this, or any of her works, of the slang or colloquialisms used.
Instead, one is thrust into fictional worlds where actions exist alongside signs
of the richness of African American culture. Her writing style has matured; in
The Sea Birds Are Still Alive in 1977, a gritty realism appears. For example, in
“The Long Night” the single woman living alone in a dangerous area must
hide in the bathtub she was bathing in when unknown men break into her
apartment. By chance, her life is spared; Bambara confronts the changing
reality of neighborhoods and the rise of urban crime and violence. Likewise,
in “The Organizer’s Wife,” Virginia imbues the support and frustration in-
volved in the sacrifice of identity for the sake of the cause. In the renaissance
of African American women writing in the 1970s and 1980s, Bambara has
remained in the foreground.

With the publication of her first novel, The Salt Eaters, in 1980, Bambara
further extended her writings on the place of African American women.
Centered on Velma Henry’s healing, The Salt Eaters celebrates the idea of
wholeness within the female tradition by contrasting it with its opposite,
fragmentation. Pulled away from her family by her many responsibilities to
the community, Velma Henry must decide to embrace the idea of wellness in
order to once again become whole and function within her community. She
does so in full knowledge of the difficulties the future holds. With the ap-
pearance of The Salt Eaters, critical commentary on Bambara’s work began to
flourish. Of note is Eleanor W. Traylor’s essay “Music as Theme: The Jazz
Mode in the Works of Toni Cade Bambara” in Mari Evans’s anthology Black
Women Writers (1950-1980): A Critical Evaluation. Traylor, a former colleague
of Bambara’s, wrote what Bambara felt was the finest critical evaluation of
her efforts as a writer.

Following publication of The Salt Eaters, Bambara turned her attention to
film. In addition to several filmic adaptations, including a screenplay of Toni
Morrison’s 1983 novel Tar Baby, Bambara’s most well known film work
remains the documentary The Bombing on Osage Avenue (1986), which chroni-
cled the deadly bombings by West Philadelphia police of the headquarters of
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the African American activist group MOVE, and her work on W.E.B. Du
Bois: A Biography in Four Voices (1995) with Amiri Baraka, Thulani Davis, and
Wesley Brown. Her contributions to African American film remain on par
with those of Marlon Riggs, while her critical insights on Spike Lee place him
into a context noticeably absent from contemporary film theory.

In 1995 Bambara died from complications of colon cancer. She left several
works unfinished, but thanks to the editorial direction of Toni Morrison, two
additional works have been published. The 1996 collection Deep Sightings and
Rescue Missions contains, in addition to Bambara’s most candid and open in-
terview (“How She Came by Her Name: An Interview with Louis Massiah”),
essays on African American culture, film, and writing, as well as six pre-
viously unpublished short stories. The short fiction marks a subtle change in
style for Bambara as she considers the widening consequence of multi-
culturalism upon African Americans. In “The War of the Wall,” an African
American neighborhood is perplexed and dismayed by a seemingly inhos-
pitable artist who has been sent to their neighborhood to paint a mural. Over
the course of the story, one realizes that the artist is a Jewish woman who,
rather than being rude as originally thought, is instead following the customs
of her faith. Regardless, the residents continue, to a lesser degree, their initial
skepticism until the ending where the mural is revealed and no further details
are offered. Read either as a boon to the locals or a disappointment, the
mural’s very ambiguity echoes the apparent growing uncertainty of where
African Americans fit within a multiethnic America.

Those Bones Are Not My Child (1999), a novel of historical fiction, represents
the mature work of Bambara. During the research for and writing of the novel,
Bambara was threatened and heckled. Composed over a period of twelve
years, Bambara’s story explores the Spencer family’s search for their missing
son Sundiata (Sonny) and their attempt to reconstruct their lives when he was
found mjured and confused nearly one year later. Set against the backdrop of
the Atlanta child abductions and murders of the early 1980s, the book pow-
erfully confronts racially motivated crimes. Both far-reaching and myopic—the
wide response of neighbors, authorities, and citizens contrasts the narrow focus
of Sonny’s mother Mazala Rawls Spencer in her experience of life following his
disappearance—the novel blends public and private emotions in the wake of a
missing child report. Difficult, discomforting, at times diabolic, Those Bones
polarizes the manner in which racial difference exists and illumines the gov-
ernment agencies’ improper handling of a horrifying case. More linear in form
than e Salt Eaters, Those Bones more profoundly explores the consequences of
omission and marginality using children as a means to raise awareness.

An awareness of issues and culture informs all of Bambara’s multimedia
work. From her early lessons on the importance of individuality through her
lifetime of work devoted to her African American community, Bambara
created a fictional world to mirror her own indefatigable idealism. By sur-
mounting the obstacles they encounter, Bambara’s female characters teach a
lesson in resiliency tinged with humor and compassion. In her documentary
works, Bambara’s sensitivity to the stories told reinforced her identity as a
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writer and teller of tales. Finally, in her essays, Toni Cade Bambara showed
that her major themes were more than literary preoccupations; they offered a
systematic approach for invigoration of and loyalty to her community. Upon
her untimely death in 1995, Bambara bequeathed a formidable legacy to
contemporary African American women writers.
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BARAKA, AMIRI (1934- )

Everett LeRoi Jones was born in Newark, New Jersey, in October 1934, to
working middle-class parents Coyette (known as Coyt) LeRoi and Anna Lois
Jones, a postal service employee and a social worker. His only sibling, Kimako
Baraka (born Sandra Elaine Jones), an actor and activist, was raped and
murdered in 1983. Baraka’s numerous children by several mothers include
Kellie and Lisa Jones (with Hettie Cohen Jones), Dominique Cespedes (with
Diane di Prima), and Obalaji, Ras, Amiri Jr., Ahi, and Shani Baraka (with
Amina Baraka, formerly Sylvia Richardson), and possibly another two
daughters, Maria and Sarah Jones, whose mother is not easily identified. An-
other child died unborn with its mother due to serious complications in late
pregnancy. His youngest child, Shani Baraka, was murdered in August 2003.

Jones’s early life was typically middle-class Newark, among what he later
would call the black bourgeoisie, graduating with honors from high school
and starting undergraduate study at Rutgers University. He transferred to
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Howard University, a predominantly black school in Washington, D.C.,
where he soon changed the spelling and pronunciation of his name to LeRoi.
This act of naming is perhaps the first explicit moment in his self-conscious
construction of identity. After that, during a time when he began exploring
Greenwich Village on visits back North, he also flunked out of his pre-med
program at Howard. Jones realized he wanted an intellectual life but had yet
to determine what form such a life would take. Somewhat surprisingly, he
then enlisted in the air force, where his catholic and eclectic reading habits,
such as Partisan Review, generated sufficient official concern that he was un-
desirably discharged in 1957. After he discarded life in the academy and the
military, Jones decided to try living in bohemia and moved into the Village.

Along chapter (““The Village”) of his autobiography is devoted to the Beat
years he spent there. For Jones and many others, it was a time and place of
enormous ferment in a compressed population of artists of all kinds. He was
influenced by the music of Ornette Coleman, John Coltrane, Theophilus
Monk, and Sun Ra, by the poetry and friendship of Allen Ginsberg, Frank
O’Hara, and Charles Olson, the kind and gentle encouragement of Langston
Hughes. Jones identifies James Baldwin as “the last great black arts figure
who related to Europe as center” (4utobiography 129). In the dynamic and or-
ganic American literary scene, Jones learned from the major and minor Beat,
New York School, and Black Mountain School writers, all of whom he
knew—especially learning from Charles Olson, who “had the broader sword”
(158) and whose seminal work Projective Verse Jones published.

Jones went to the Village to cultivate his intellectual life and to nurture his
own literary ambitions. To that end, he worked as shipping manager at Record
Changer, a jazz magazine, where he met his first wife, Hettie Cohen, with
whom he established and edited the avant-garde magazine Yugen from 1958
to 1963; together, they established Totem Press in 1958. He also founded and
ran another underground publication with Diane di Prima. The Floating Bear
flourished from 1961 to 1969, with Jones involved only for the first two years.
In these magazines, the work of emerging writers who are now considered
major forces in twentieth-century American poetry first appeared. Di Prima
and Jones also cofounded the New York Poets’ Theatre in 1961. He self-
published his first book of poetry in 1961, and his important study Blues
People: Negro Music in White America appeared in 1963 as part of his practice of
jazz and blues cultural criticism.

Poetry, drama, and music were central creative and intellectual occupa-
tions for Jones during this period, and his years in Greenwich Village are
considered by many his most important creatively. His theater work garnered
the most attention initially. His play Dutchman opened off-Broadway at the
Cherry Lane Theatre in 1964 and won an Obie Award. Collectively, his
dramatic writing ‘“‘scared, angered, and inspired both blacks and whites”
(Watts 65). The overt anger politics of his provocative plays came at a time
when growing impatience with the civil rights movement was on the verge
of creating a rift between those who continued to believe in nonviolent means
to effect change and those who began to espouse violence as a necessary
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strategy. Subsequently, Jones took his radical voice, which became explicitly
anti-Semitic, and began to advocate violence against whites, out of Greenwich
Village—abandoning his white wife and mixed-race daughters—and into
Harlem. He did not embrace Black Nationalism until after the assassination
of Malcolm X in 1965, when he began to identify and align himself with the
articulation and development of a black cultural community.

He established the Black Arts Repertory Theatre (BART) in Harlem in
1965, and later Spirit House in Newark in 1967, and became a leading pro-
ponent of the Black Arts Movement, also investigating Yoruba religious
practice, philosophically attached to the idea of a self-consciously black art
leading to the emergence of black nationhood. But as his writing became
more propagandistic and polemical, critics have condemned it for a correla-
tive weakening of its artfulness and for its varied racially based assertions that
substituted for cultural analysis and argument. BART failed to flourish, and
Jones stayed in Harlem less than a year, returning to his suburban origins
in Newark, but as a changed man. He became ideologically enamored of
Maulana Karenga s Kawaida, an activist essentialist Pan-African phﬂosophy
Jones once again used the strategy of self-naming in 1967 as an expression
of identity and transformed himself into Imamu (Spiritual Leader) Amiri
(Prince) Baraka (Blessed), later dropping the title Imamu. As his influence
grew and his ideology narrowed, Baraka began more frequently to frame his
racial commentary in terms of sex and sexuality.

For Baraka and black Nationalists, heterosexual black masculinity was a
necessary part of the revolutionary persona (Watts 233) and included (as did
Kawaida) the subjugation of black women even though those women might
be publicly extolled for their virtues. It was a period during which feminism
was seen, by black men and even among women, as a potentially divisive
racial topic. In other words, black women who expressed feminism could be
perceived as traitors because in order to disrupt white power, black power
needed to present a unified front and could not tolerate such an examination
of gender issues. Ironically, this attitude, justified as important to the cause
of black community, was of course harmful to black communities. Baraka’s
virulently sexist essay, “‘American Sexual Reference: Black Male,” originally
published in Cavalier Magazne (January 1966), advocated the black rape of
white women as a politically legitimate act, stressing the objectification of
white women as property held by white men.

Therefore, black-male-on-white-female rape was a politically motivated
property crime, thus adding a racial element to a misogynistic attitude extant
since the Middle Ages. In Baraka’s thinking, the white woman served as a
location for racial struggle rather than a person entitled to rights and respect.
Further modifying the medieval foundation of the myth of woman’s rape
fantasy, Baraka suggests that the event would be a pleasurable sexual experi-
ence for a white woman whose previous encounters, confined to white men he
portrayed in homophobic terms, would be weighed in the balance and found
wanting. Hence the political prowess exhibited in the act could somehow be
rationalized as furthering the cause of Black Nationalism. Baraka’s uninhibited
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racism and sexism plumbed the depths of misogyny before he experienced yet
another political transformation. After almost twenty years of grappling with
his identity in terms of intellectualism, racism, and the black bourgeoisie,
Baraka’s attention turned to capitalism as a root cause of black oppression and
necessarily as an extension of that logically to its role in the oppression of
women. Retreating from Kawaida and Black Nationalism in the mid-1970s, he
turned his political attentions to Marxism.

This decision, to which he has remained attached for almost thirty years, is
responsible for the rehabilitation of his antiwoman stance. His antiwhite and
anti-Semitic attitudes remain and in fact are responsible for his dismissal from
the post of New Jersey Poet Laureate in the aftermath of a poem he wrote
questioning Jewish involvement in the terrorist events of September 11, 2001.
Some of his children have followed their father’s example in terms of being
politically active and vocal through their artistic product. Baraka is the author
and editor of over seventy-five publications, of poetry, drama, and social
essays. During his Black Nationalist period, he was founder and chair of the
Congress of African People, organizer of the National Black Political Con-
vention, and chair of the Committee for a Unified Newark. He is professor
emeritus of the State University of New York, Stony Brook, where he taught
Africana studies until his retirement in 1996, and he also has taught at several
other prestigious universities. He has held fellowships from the Guggenheim
Foundation and the National Endowment for the Arts, won the PEN/Faul-
kner Award, and the Langston Hughes Award. Baraka was elected to the
American Academy of Arts and Letters in 2001. He is without doubt the pri-
mary force in the development of community-based arts projects and is the
most influential figure of the Black Arts Movement.

See also Sanchez, Sonia
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A. Mary Murphy

BEAUTY

“Mirror, mirror on the wall, who's the fairest one of all?”” As African American
women and girls look into the mirror of American culture, what they see
reflected back are Snow White images of beauty. Mass-produced images from
Dick and Jane elementary school readers, classic fairy tales and literature to
popular media have worked to reinforce Caucasian standards of beauty with
faces that are fair, rosy cheeked, blue-eyed, delicate featured, bodies that are
rail-thin and emaciated, and hair that is long, straight, wispy, and silky soft.
While African American men do not have to fit into a socially accepted ideal of
male aesthetics, African American women are presented with white standards
of beauty on a daily basis and are taught from childhood that in order to be
successful and loved, they should recreate themselves into the dominant white
beauty aesthetic. In J. California Cooper’s “Vanity,” Vanity is lured into
the white culture’s self-absorption with perfect beauty, which ultimately leads
to ruin. Vanity combs her “luxuriant” hair so that it could be a “cape of beauty
for others to enjoy.” But Vanity buys into the mythology of white beauty en-
capsulated in the vision of movie stars, and her obsession with that beauty
frames her isolation and eventual demise. Toni Morrison’s first novel, The
Bluest Eye, explores white beauty standards and their devastating effect on one
small black child, Pecola, who learns that because she is black, she will never be
beautiful, never be loved, never be worthy. Pecola dreams of having blue eyes
because she believes that only people with blue eyes are beautiful, and only
beautiful people are loved. Her belief is dangerously reinforced by her family
and peers, most of whom are victims of the white beauty myth themselves. For
Pecola, having blue eyes is the only thing that will validate her humanity.



One of the profound liberating effects of the rise in black feminist literature
is the ability of African American women writers to reconstruct the beauty
norm for black females outside the dominant controlling images of white
beauty standards. African American feminist literature is richly textured
with images of full black lips, beautiful dancing dark eyes, proud nose, lush
mahogany-rich skin, soft, sexy, strong melodious voices, and a lively myriad
of hairstyles that express the exquisite splendor of African American women.
African American feminist literature presents positive images of the black
female body that function to unite African American women in a discourse
that neutralizes white standards of beauty. Black feminist writers dissipate
and fracture the white gaze that looks upon the black female as 7ot white, and
therefore 7ot beautiful, and instead present ideal images of beautiful, desirable
black women.

In Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, Celie’s appreciation for and awak-
ening of her own sexuality starts when she admires the captivating beauty of
Shug Avery’s body and her lovely “black plum nipples” and long graceful
limbs. Shug introduces Celie to her sexuality and the magic button of Celie’s
femaleness. Harpo explains to Celie that he likes Sofia because of her “bright
skin”: It shines with life and vitality. Zora Neale Hurston describes the
modern woman’s connection to the pulsing beauty of Africa in “How It Feels
to Be Colored Me,” when the jazz music she listens to transports her to the
jungle, where, in her imagination, she dances; face painted red and yellow,
body painted blue, graceful body moving rhythmically, wildly, freely cele-
brating her femininity and sexuality. In Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby, Jadine,
who 1s a model and a product of white beauty standards, is awestruck by the
“unphotographable” beauty of an African woman in a yellow dress, whose
eyes are so darkly beautiful they have no lashes. In Imani Constance John-
son-Burnett’s ““The Dream and Lettie Byrd’s Charm,” when Yasmine sleeps,
her mother, aunts, and grandmother visit her and remind her that she will
grow and change, her womanhood a reaffirmation of and testament to the
ideal beauty of her ancestors. As Yasmine studies her reflection in the mirror,
she sees reflected back the softness and strength of her mother and father,
delicately blended to create her feminine beauty—a beauty she believes is
rooted in her hair.

African American women’s hair has unfortunately been the most affected
victim of white beauty standards. White biases about black women’s hair
reinforce Western perceptions that only straight silky hair is beautiful. Hair
straightening products that are rigorously marketed to African American
women strongly reinforce the belief that African American hair cannot be
beautiful unless it looks white. Even white women who have naturally curly or
kinky hair spend hundreds of dollars to straighten it in order to look less
black. In Bridgitt M. Davis’s “Bianca,” the smell Bianca hates most in the world
is burning hair: “cooked like catfish in melted grease” as her mother used
hot curlers and combs to straighten her hair. Bianca finds out her daddy is not
her real daddy as she sits in her mother’s beauty parlor chair having her
hair straightened. For Bianca, her artificially straightened hair symbolizes her
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prepackaged American identity, and she heads for Paris, France, where she
can experience the “blues and oranges and greens of the world” instead of
being restricted to a black or white mold. Carolivia Herron’s Nappy Hair is a
lively affirmation of black female beauty that is especially important for young
black girls who are inundated with white culture’s consistent demonization of
kinky or nappy hair. Brenda is taught to be proud of her nappy hair and all it
represents. Herron’s tale counters the persistent white myth that nappy hair is
bad hair and somehow ungodly. Instead, God tells Brenda that “one nap [from
your] head is the only perfect circle in nature,” an affirmation of black female
beauty that gives Nappy Hair a special power to endow young African Amer-
ican girls with pride in their own natural beauty.

No one captures the luminous beauty of the African American woman
better than Maya Angelou. Her poetry and prose are filled with images of
the lyrically radiant beauty of black men and women, though like a lot of
young African American girls, Angelou also desired to “wake up out of [her]
black ugly dream” and have “real hair” that was long, blonde, and silky soft
as she describes in her autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.
Much of Angelou’s poetry describes the compelling richness of African
American female beauty in all its forms. In her “Mothering Blackness,” the
images of blackness are uplifting and comforting, beautiful “mothering
blackness” and “black arms waiting” for the child whose tears leave “icicle
gold plains” on her “rich brown face.” Angelou’s “Black Ode” celebrates
“beauty [as] a thunder” and laughter “black and streaming.” In ““Sepia
Fashion Show” Angelou comments on young black girls’ desire for high-
society fashion and beauty: “Their hair, pomaded, faces jaded/bones pro-
truding, hip-wise” then reminds them that they got their knees ‘“‘at Miss Ann’s
Scrubbing.” For Angelou, beauty is much more than outward appearance. It
encompasses all the things that make up woman. In her “Phenomenal
Woman” Angelou describes her own beauty in ““The stride of my step / The
curl of my lips,” and she is, as are all African American women, ‘“Phenom-
enally / Phenomenal woman.”

African American feminist writers celebrate and reaffirm their beauty and
strength for each other through what Zora Neale Hurston describes in Their
Eyes Were Watching God as “words walking without masters”—words free
of white standards and criticisms and, instead, words by black women writers
who privilege the resplendent beauty and sexuality of African American
women.
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BEHIND THE SCENES, OR, THIRTY YEARS A SLAVE, AND
FOUR YEARS IN THE WHITE HOUSE

Behind the Scenes, the title of Elizabeth Keckley’s postbellum slave narrative
published in 1868, suggests the contrast between the public view and private
reality of her experiences in slavery and in the political world of the nation’s
capital. On the title page, the author describes herself as “Formerly a slave,
but more recently modiste, and friend to Mrs. Abraham Lincoln,” empha-
sizing the Reconstruction narrative that follows as an American success story.
The term modiste implies that she was more than a dressmaker; she was a
fashion adviser and designer for the elite.

Keckley devotes the first part of the book to her experiences as slave to the
Burwell family of Dinwiddie, Virginia, from her early years as nursery maid to
her work as a dressmaker in St. Louis, supporting both her own family and
her master’s. After the author’s successful effort to buy her own and her son’s
freedom for $1,200 in 1855, the middle section shows Keckley establishing
a growing business in Washington, D.C., as modiste to the upper echelon
of political wives, notably the wife of Jefferson Davis and the wife of Presi-
dent Lincoln. Established i the inner circle of the White House family,
Keckley concludes her book by recounting her experiences as confidante
of Mary Lincoln, from the president’s assassination to the “Old Clothes Scan-
dal,” defending her controversial role in helping the widow sell some of her
wardrobe to pay off her enormous debt. Although questions have arisen over
whether it was ghostwritten, abolitionist James Redpath most likely only edited
the book, though he certainly was responsible, along with the publisher, for
reprinting her letters from Mary Lincoln without permission. Those who knew
Keckley testified to the long hours of hard work she put in on the book.

Like the antebellum slave narratives, Bekind the Scenes underscores the wrong-
ness of chattel slavery that deprived slaves of their human rights. Keckley de-
picts slavery as a crucible that tempered the soul and produced heroism in
slaves through suffering. Keckley’s postbellum slave narrative modifies the
genre to accommodate female experience, just as Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in
the Life of a Slave Girl, which had appeared earlier, added a female perspective
to the antebellum slave narrative. Told from childhood that she was worthless,
the author wrote to show how she struggled to overcome her position as de-
humanized slave, subject to the sexual harrassment of white men and the cruelty
of white mistresses, to achieve her own dreams of economic independence and



54 Beloved

social status as a dressmaker employing twenty women. Although Behind the
Scenes ends with the author’s earnest attempts to set the record straight about her
friend and client Mrs. Lincoln, it does not record the conclusion to her story.
Keckley died alone and destitute, limited in the end by race and gender, a black
woman who proved she had value yet still could not triumph in a world of white
male privilege.
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Beth L. Lueck

BELOVED

Toni Morrison’s fifth novel, Beloved (1987), based on the true story of
Margaret Garner, is set in the outskirts of Cincinnati, Ohio, in the 1870s.
Much that happens at 124 Bluestone, however, depends on events two de-
cades earlier at Sweet Home, the Kentucky plantation that was neither sweet
nor home for Sethe, the novel’s protagonist. Morrison’s most acclaimed
novel and winner of the 1988 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, Beloved explores the
complexity of a too-deep mother-love, the psychological scars forged in a
brutal slave system, the necessity of community, and the difficult path of self-
forgiveness. On a larger level, the text is a discussion about individual, com-
munal, and cultural humanity.

Sethe’s murder of her crawling-already baby, not recounted until midway
through the novel, highlights the psychological trauma of a mother who be-
lieves her primary duty is to protect her children from what she knows is evil:
slavery. Having escaped from Sweet Home, giving birth to her fourth child in
the process, Sethe enjoys twenty-eight days of freedom before Schoolteacher
comes to reclaim her. As she gathers her four children in her arms and runs
toward the shed, her only thought is to send them all, finally, outside the reach
of slave owners. In an America ruled by the Fugitive Slave Act, the only refuge
she can imagine is death. She succeeds in killing only one of her children—her
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oldest girl-by running a saw across her neck. In the bloody aftermath,
Schoolteacher writes them off as a loss. Although Sethe thus succeeds in en-
suring freedom for herself and her remaining three children, their lives are all
circumscribed by this act of violence as the baby’s spirit returns to haunt 124
Bluestone.

Unable to live longer with the ghost of their sister, Sethe’s sons Howard
and Buglar run off in their early teens to join the war. In guilt over her failure
to prevent her granddaughter’s murder, and worn out finally from a life too
filled with loss, Baby Suggs, Sethe’s mother-in-law and once the strong, ma-
ternal spiritual center of the community, withdraws to her bed to contemplate
something harmless: color. Denver, the girl born in a broken boat on the
banks of the Ohio River, is left with a ghost for a sister and the fear that
whatever made her mother once kill might make her do it again.

The awkward peace Sethe and Denver forge with the ghost is disrupted by
Paul D, the last of the Sweet Home men and the embodiment of a strong,
sensitive black masculinity. After being sold as slave labor for the war and
spending days sleeping in a box in a Georgia prison, subject to sexual abuse
from the white prison guards, Paul D, his heart secure in a rusted tin, turns
his feet finally toward Sethe. Paul D does two things upon his arrival: ex-
orcise the ghost and have sex with Sethe. He, Sethe, and Denver form a
tentative family, a union prefigured in their hand-holding shadows on the
way home from the carnival. This newly (re)constructed family, however, is
shattered by the ghost who returns, now physically embodied. When Sethe
sees the young woman sitting against a tree stump in the front yard, she has
the irrepressible urge to urinate in a scene suggestive of a woman’s water
breaking during labor. Sethe takes the girl in without question, unwilling to
turn a young black woman into the street. The stranger, who can barely speak,
walk, or stay awake, calls herself Beloved, the only word Sethe had inscribed
on her daughter’s pink tombstone. Documenting the rampant sexual abuse of
black women by white men even in northern states, the stonecutter trades
seven letters for ten minutes of Sethe’s “time,” allowing his son to watch as
he has sex with her. Accepting the sexual exploitation as an unalterable fact
of her world, Sethe primarily regrets not having asked for seven more:
Dearly Beloved, the only words she heard the preacher say at her daughter’s
funeral.

Denver is the first to understand that Beloved is the ghost of her dead
sister, whose blood she once drank along with her mother’s milk. Beloved
gains strength quickly and soon moves Paul D out of Sethe’s bed and into the
cold house. Against his will, he has sex with her, but her irresistible demand
for intimacy 1is less about sex than it is about the raw exchange of some life
force that she lacks. In an attempt to confess to Sethe, Paul D finds himself
instead asking her to have his baby. Sethe rejects the idea, unwilling to accept
once more the boundless loss of self she equates with motherhood.

When Stamp Paid shows Paul D a newspaper article describing Sethe’s
trial, Paul D’s compassion temporarily fails him, and he reminds Sethe that
she has two legs, not four. His distinction between animal and human
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behavior echoes an earlier moment in the text when Sethe overhears
Schoolteacher and his two nephews comparing her “human characteristics”
with her “animal” ones. Sethe rejects Paul D’s oversimplification of her act,
Just as the text rejects his implicit assignation of blame to Sethe alone. If the
infanticide is indeed the act of an animal rather than the ultimate sacrifice
of a mother, the slave system is culpable: Sethe’s psychological response to
Schoolteacher’s approach is specifically linked to her mistreatment at Sweet
Home, an abuse Sethe understands as particularly threatening to mother-
hood.

The slaves of Sweet Home had planned an escape, but something went
awry. After her husband Halle fails to meet them at the predetermined spot,
the six-months-pregnant Sethe sends her three children on in care of a group
bound North. When she returns to look for Halle, she is violated by School-
teacher’s nephews in a way worse than sexual rape: Schoolteacher calmly
takes notes as one nephew holds Sethe down and the other drinks her breast
milk. What Sethe only learns much later, after Paul D comes to 124 Blue-
stone, is that Halle was above in the loft, watching. Halle’s inability to protect
his wife—the effective erasure of his masculinity—drives him to madness. Paul
D, himself caught, chained, and with a bit in his mouth, sees the mentally
broken Halle at the butter churn, butter and clabber smeared across his face. A
psychologically scarred Sethe tells the sympathetic but dying Mrs. Garner of
her violation and is promptly and violently whipped by Schoolteacher, her
round stomach placed in a hole to protect the fetus. Even more determined
to get her milk to her baby girl, the beaten, bloody, pregnant Sethe runs on
her own. For Paul D, however, neither her account of what happened nor
the devotion that drove her forward to reach her children mediates Sethe’s
act.

Shortly after Paul D leaves her, Sethe realizes Beloved’s identity. Overjoyed
that she no longer has to remember all the things that haunt her, relieved that
her baby girl was not even mad, Sethe puts down her sword, as Baby Suggs
had instructed her, and picks up a pair of ice skates. Sethe loses her job as a
restaurant cook and the threesome—beribboned, candy-fed, and dressed in
carnival-colored cloth—speed through Sethe’s meager life savings. At first
content in this isolated female space, Denver eventually recognizes that she is
an interloper. The energy that sustains 124 Bluestone, the force that helps
Beloved hold her flesh together, is a circuit between Sethe and the embodiment
of her guilt. Unable to forgive herself, Sethe begins a futile attempt to explain.
The more Sethe offers of herself, however, the more Beloved demands: Be-
loved’s life force expands as Sethe, consumed by her own psychological
trauma, contracts. Denver sees the shift in the relationship and begins to fear
for her mother’s life. Hunger and fear finally motivate Denver to step off the
edge of her world in search of help.

Although the women of the community still cannot understand Sethe’s act,
they understand their own complicity: a smoldering, unarticulated jealousy
over Baby Suggs’s bounty spurred them to an apathy that failed to warn
Sethe of Schoolteacher’s approach. After Sethe was released from prison, their
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guilt turned to a self-righteousness answered by Sethe’s scornful pride. But
when Denver reaches out for help, the women of the community finally begin
the healing. They leave food in the yard of 124 Bluestone. However, it is
Ella, the woman who brought Sethe to Baby Suggs’s door, who finally mo-
tivates the women to decisive action. Kept as a sex slave for father and son,
Ella had given birth to a white-skinned baby whom she refused to nurse. It is
in part the memory of this rejected child who died five days later that allows
Ella to feel compassion for Sethe: Anything dead cannot be suffered to cross
back into the land of the living. Metaphorically, Ella rejects the paralysis caused
by allowing the past—which for the black community includes the dehuma-
nizing system of slavery—to define the present.

At novel’s end, thirty women converge on the house from one direc-
tion while Mr. Bodwin—a white man sympathetic to the plight of African
Americans—approaches from the other. As the women begin to sing, making
a sound from the beginning of time, Sethe and a naked, belly-swollen Beloved
emerge from the house. In the women’s song, Sethe is reminded of the
Clearing, where Baby Suggs called her community to celebrate itself; in the
white man approaching in the wagon, Sethe sees Schoolteacher. This psy-
chological reenactment allows Sethe to redirect her rage upon the oppressor
rather than to further victimize the oppressed. Thus, she turns the ice pick in
her hand outward toward the white man, rather than inward toward the flesh
and spirit of her daughters. As a consequence, Beloved disappears, explodes,
or runs off, depending, that is, on whom you ask.

Beloved, as Denver tells Paul D, was more than just her sister’s ghost. In the
novel she comes to symbolize not only Sethe’s guilt but also the misery of the 60
million or more the book is dedicated to, the people who made—or died during—
the Middle Passage. She is the crime born of slavery, the pain born of loss, the
trauma born of separation. She is the tragedy of the broken slave family, and the
separation of mother from child, husband from wife, sister from sister. Born in
hope and hatred, desire and despair, love and loss, she is an angry, jealous,
sorrowful pain. But in the end, she gives way to hope, healing, and the possi-
bility of promise. Denver exits the text a young, employed woman, no longer
psychologically dependent upon her mother and a member of the black com-
munity. Paul D returns to Sethe, bathing her body and soothing her recovering
spirit. He reminds Sethe that she, not her children, is her best thing, and the
novel closes with Sethe, who had for two decades defined herself only as mo-
ther, beginning to understand what her “me” could be.
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BENNETT, GWENDOLYN B. (1902-1981)

Born in 1902 in Giddings, Texas, Gwendolyn Bennett was the daughter of
teachers who eventually moved to Nevada to work on an Indian reservation.
When Bennett was five years old, the family moved to Washington, D.C., so
that her father could study law. It was here that life became less stable when
her parents divorced and her mother was awarded custody. Her father, un-
happy with the decision, kidnapped Bennett and lived a nomadic life with her
until finally settling in Brooklyn, New York.

In Brooklyn, Bennett’s creative life came alive as she joined her high
school’s literary and drama societies, won the school’s art contest, and wrote
her class’s graduation speech and the lyrics to their graduation song. Her
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talents and intellect earned her the opportunity to study fine arts at Columbia
University and the Pratt Institute, from which she graduated in 1924. She
received a scholarship from Delta Sigma Theta Sorority to study art in Paris
for a year after graduation.

Upon returning to the United States, Bennett became actively involved in
the Harlem Renaissance, which was then in full swing. Already working as an
art teacher at Howard University, she also worked diligently on her poetry
and short fiction, making the years between 1923 and 1928 her most pro-
ductive, creatively. Bennett had at least twenty-two poems and several pieces of
artwork published in journals such as Crisis, Opportunity, Fire!!, Palms, and Gyps).
Unfortunately, however, she never had her poetry published as a single col-
lection.

In 1926, Bennett began working for Opportumity as the assistant editor
and columnist of ““The Ebony Flute,” a column that provided the social and
literary happenings of prominent artists. She worked at the magazine for two
years until her husband’s medical practice forced them to move to Florida.
Bennett quickly became unhappy, longing for the stimulation of New York.
Unfortunately, by the time they returned, the Great Depression had greatly
depleted the movement.

After her husband’s death, she supported herself by working with
community-based government art projects and at several schools. Suspicion
of communist activities forced her out of these last positions, and she ended
up collecting and selling antiques in Pennsylvania.

Bennett’s art is best known for the focus she places on the beauty of black
people. Perhaps her most well known poem, “T'o Usward,” acknowledges the
diversity in the black experience and celebrates the unity of the black race. Her
poem “Heritage” (written prior to Countee Cullen’s poem of the same name)
uses natural imagery to remind readers of the majesty of the African past. She is
careful to emphasize the importance of black femininity to that past by drawing
Negro girls against the backdrop of the scenery. She does this again in “To a
Dark Girl,” which speaks specifically to black womanhood, calling for recog-
nition of the beauty of black feminine grace and struggle.

While few scholars have chosen Bennett as a subject for thorough study,
her focus on racial pride and gender consciousness proves her to be a woman
who deserves such attention.
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BETSEY BROWN

Betsey Brown (1985), written by Ntozake Shange, is a story about the coming
of age of a young girl in the midst of the racial turmoil in the 1950s. At a
time when African Americans had difficulty defining a place in society and
often felt like second-class citizens, the portrait of the Brown family is posi-
tive and reinforcing for the upkeep of ancient African traditions. The story
confronts the confusion and understanding of a young girl growing up and
attempting to create an identity of her own while still having an image that is
family oriented. In the end, Betsey discovers a way to combine these two
aspects of her life and define herself without having to abandon one or the
other.

The family is not without problems. There is resistance between Jane and
Greer, the mother and father of the family. Greer demands that his children
have authority concerning their black heritage and demands they protest and
take an active role in making their situation better. On the other hand, Jane
wishes that her children could simply learn to blend in so as not to be
recipients of racial hate or confrontation. This theme is revisited throughout
the novel—the choice between blending in or being outspoken about personal
social positions.

However, Betsey is still dealing with defining herself as a woman who 1s
allowed to have freedom in her life. She does not seem to be overcome with
defining herself according to her race in society. The Brown family creates
a positive understanding of what it means to be African American, and
therefore the children seem not to be plagued with doubt or fear about what
they can or cannot do with their lives. They have confidence and under-
standing about who they are because of the methods Greer takes to educate
them about their ancestry and break down the untrue stereotypes that appear
in society. For example, Greer uses African drumbeats and call and response
to wake the kids up in the morning. Not a day passes when he does not
manage to teach the children something new about Africa and, essentially,
about themselves.

The Brown family is under a new kind of stress in 1959 because of the
forced integration of schools and the smoothing over of racism in society.
Although the newly enforced laws claim that racism 1s over and that there
1s equality for all, regardless of color, racism was still prevalent and affected
the lives of many African Americans. The novel follows the Brown family
through this hard time and especially documents what it might have been like
to be growing up a black woman during this period.
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BIRTHA, BECKY (1948- )

Few can rival the unique ambiance found in the richly textured simplicity
of Becky Birtha’s poetry and short stories. Birtha’s writings reflect her
unique insight into the reticular nuances of interracial relationships between
women. Birtha was born in Hampton, Virginia, and spent her childhood in
Philadelphia. Birtha is named after her great-grandmother, who was a slave,
and Birtha’s writings reflect her distinctive personal diversity: She 1s Afri-
can American, Irish, Cherokee, and Choctaw, a lesbian, a feminist, and a
Quaker.

Birtha attended the State University of New York at Buffalo, earning a B.S.
degree in children’s studies in 1973. In 1984 she received her MLF.A. in
creative writing from Vermont College. In 1985 Birtha received an Individual
Fellowship in Literature from the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts, and in
1988 she received a Creative Writing Fellowship Grant from the National
Endowment for the Arts. In 1989 Birtha’s short story “The Saints and Sin-
ners Run” was adapted for the stage and performed by the Rose and Swan
Theatre Company, Media, Pennsylvania. In 1993 she was awarded a Pew
Fellowship of the Arts. Birtha’s poems and stories are widely anthologized.

Birtha’s first published work was For Nights Like This One: Stortes of Loving
Women (1983), a charming collection of shorts stories that presents same-sex
romance in a genuine way that is a testament to the infectiousness of the
human spirit and the efficacy of believing in love. For Nights Like This One
explores lesbian relationships in a remarkably unremarkable way that ac-
centuates lesbian women’s experiences in love as fully human—and not
something socially deviant or mysterious. Birtha creates characters that are
inhabited with vitality and joy, anger and pain, love and sacrifice. Their
stories speak to the broader experience of being a woman and the search for
love and acceptance that 1s common to all people. Birtha’s second collection
of short stories, Lovers’ Choice (1987), continues the theme of celebration of the
complexity and diversity of women’s relationships with women. The com-
pelling blend of grace and compassion in Birtha’s characters cuts short the
notion that same-sex love cannot be an adequate expression of affaire d amour.
Many of Birtha’s stories in Lovers’ Chouce also offer a unique view of white
women by black women through the struggles of lesbian interracial rela-
tionships. Birtha’s first poetry collection, The Forbidden Poems (1991), offers a
resplendent array of images that offer an affirmation of the forces of love and
hope in the face of social intolerance and criticism. Birtha’s poetry uses the
soft and subtle power of metaphor to express her belief in a world of tolerance
and acceptance as in “How It Happened.” Most of all, Birtha’s poetry and
short stories are about women—women whose lyrical experiences of love
function to foster hope within us all.
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BLACK ARTS MOVEMENT

The Black Arts Movement (BAM) was a collective attempt among African
American writers, musicians, visual artists, activists, and cultural critics to
articulate a specifically black art. This project entailed the definition of a black
aesthetic as the underlying impetus of their work. Although such a definition
could never be fully codified, most participants agreed that a work created in
the spirit of a black aesthetic endeavored both to raise its audience’s aware-
ness of social inequalities and to valorize African and African American
cultural practices. The BAM shared the idea of a black aesthetic with the
Black Power movement, a concurrent drive to further the social rights of
black people through black Nationalist organizations such as the Black Pan-
ther Party and the Nation of Islam; activists like Stokely Carmichael urged
artists to advance Black Power principles in their work. As a creative move-
ment, the BAM was seen by some commentators as the inheritor of Harlem
Renaissance efforts to promote black art; others conceptualized its purpose
more pointedly as the responsibility to succeed in cultivating a space for black
creativity where Harlem Renaissance artists had failed. In any case, BAM
supporters, unlike their 1920s predecessors, understood art and politics as in-
extricably linked. Many artists used black nationalist or separatist themes as a
way of highlighting this relationship.

The BAM spanned roughly the years 1965 to 1976. Several critics cite
LeRoi Jones/Amiri Baraka’s February 1965 decision to leave his Greenwich
Village life for literary activist projects in Harlem as the movement’s true
beginning; some have labeled his 1969 poetry collection Black Magic as one of
the BAM’s first “official” publications. However, several black women writ-
ers made life-changing decisions during the same period that suggest other
possible opening moments for the movement. Gwendolyn Brooks attended
the Second Black Writers’ Conference at Fisk University in 1967, a conference
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that brought many BAM writers together for the first time; the ideas of the
poets she met there radically altered the style and themes of her poetry.
Nikki Giovanni graduated from Fisk University in the winter of 1967 and
organized Cincinnati’s first Black Arts Festival that summer. Sonia Sanchez
published her first book of poetry, Home Coming, in 1969. BAM activities were
also mspired by historical events and situations. The 1950s civil rights
movement had gained ground for African Americans, but substantial social
change was still needed. In 1961, several Mississippi ‘“‘freedom riders” were
pulled off the buses they were riding to protest segregation and severely
beaten. President John F. Kennedy was assassinated on November 22, 1963.
Malcolm X was assassinated on February 21, 1965, at a rally. Writers like
Brooks, Giovanni, and Sanchez were motivated by these events and others to
argue for the worth of black achievement.

BAM creativity was grounded in a desire to define new approaches to
African American expression. In literature, these new expressive strategies
translated into innovative formal techniques, a use of African cultural refer-
ences, and emphasis upon the term black as a replacement for Negro. Writers
sometimes celebrated their heritage by choosing African names to replace
their “slave names.” The proliferation of literature that explored African Amer-
ican experience also prompted BAM teachers to reconfigure their notions of
education. Psychologist Nathan Hare worked with Sonia Sanchez to estab-
lish the first Black Studies Department at San Francisco State University in
1969; poet Sarah Webster Fabio supported their efforts from her post at
Oakland’s Merritt College. Sanchez also taught the very first college seminar
on literature by African American women writers that year, a course at the
University of Pittsburgh titled “The Black Woman.”

Prose writers formed a vanguard to BAM productions, but their longer
pieces did not lend themselves as easily to political argument as did poetry
and drama. The Harlem Writers Guild, established in 1950, counted among
its 1960s members Maya Angelou, Rosa Guy, and Sarah Elizabeth
Wright. Their work, primarily fiction, received acclaim without being con-
sidered revolutionary. Toni Cade Bambara is another fiction writer, not
associated with the Harlem Writers Guild, whose work in the 1960s and
1970s grew out of contemporary social struggles. Adrienne Kennedy, the
author of such plays as Funnyhouse of a Negro (1969) and An Evening with Dead
Essex (1973), explores in her work the violent racial tensions that have frac-
tured the United States. Umbra, a Manhattan-based collective of black poets
and fiction writers that included Calvin Hernton, Tom Dent, Ishmael Reed,
and Brenda Walcott, paved the way for other BAM organizations through its
focus on radical political statements, its innovative art, and the publication of
Umbra Magazine. Both individual writers and groups like Umbra established
structural experimentation and rhetorical boldness as central characteristics of
BAM writing.

Poets comprised the largest group of BAM writers for several reasons.
Poetry could be easily performed; its formal malleability encompassed both
experimental writing and vernacular expressions; its metrical patterns were
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aligned with the repeated rhythms of political exhortations; and its relatively
short length meant that poets could self-publish. Many poets also wrote ar-
ticles, plays, short stories, novels, and books for children, yet their investment
in the movement’s capacity for widespread public communication often en-
couraged them to publish poetry first. Sonia Sanchez produced seven poetry
publications between 1969 and 1974, including Ima Talken Bout the Nation of
Islam (1971), Liberation Poem (1970), and A Blues Book for Blue Black Magical
Women (1974), all of which consider the role that black women play in de-
fining a black aesthetic. The linguistic abbreviations, erratic use of capitali-
zation, and nonstandard spacing characteristic of Sanchez’s work in the 1970s
are common to many BAM writers. Nikki Giovanni published Black Feeling,
Black Talk and Black Fudgment in the late 1960s; her poems in these two
volumes lament the death of leaders like Martin Luther King, Jr., and de-
mand retribution for crimes committed against African Americans. Giovanni
is also known for her “Poem of Angela Yvonne Davis,” a poem honoring
activist and cultural critic Angela Davis.

The women poets of the BAM raised issues that were not always in the
forefront of the movement’s political concerns. Audre Lorde, a writer as-
sociated briefly with the Harlem Writers Guild, came into prominence on the
BAM scene in 1968 when she published her first book of poetry, The First
Cities, taught at Mississippi’s historically black Tougaloo College for six
weeks, and found her lifelong romantic partner. Lorde’s personal life inter-
sected with her professional activities in a way that some other BAM writers’
did not: She was a lesbian who explored issues of sexuality in her work at a
time when many of her contemporaries openly expressed homophobic sen-
timents. June Jordan began her teaching career in 1966 and published her
first poetry collection, Who Look at Me, in 1969. Her work is notable for its
investigation of race relations and the processes by which American society
complicates black people’s sense of identity. Carolyn Rodgers studied po-
etry in workshops with Gwendolyn Brooks and the Organization of Black
American Culture (OBAC). Her work reflects the militant themes and rhet-
oric of Black Power, but she tempers her promotion of Black Nationalism
with a feminist politics that calls into question Black Power beliefs in female
subservience. Rodgers uses the linguistic abbreviations common to BAM
poetry in order to illustrate how language serves as a tool for political ma-
nipulation. The social themes that define the poetry of Lorde, Jordan, Rod-
gers, and their contemporaries also appear in the work of two poets from an
earlier generation who were still active during the BAM, Margaret Walker
and Gwendolyn Brooks. Brooks published In the Mecca (1968) and Riot (1969)
a few years after her attendance at the Fisk Writers” Conference; these poems’
interrogation of urban social conditions reflects the period’s turbulence.
Walker’s Prophets for a New Day (1970), her third book of poetry, condemns
specific instances of racial violence.

The efforts of independent publishers and editors who compiled antholo-
gies of BAM work helped to sustain the movement’s momentum. The Fournal
of Black Poetry and Black Scholar were both published out of San Francisco’s Bay
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Area; Negro Digest (later Black World), edited by Hoyt Fuller, came out of
Chicago. Don L. Lee/Haki Madhubuti’s Third World Press in Chicago and
Dudley Randall’s Broadside Press in Detroit also provided opportunities for
African American writers to publicize their work and meet others with simi-
lar interests. Broadside Press in particular supplied mnvaluable support for the
careers of Nikki Giovanni and Sonia Sanchez. Giovanni published three books,
one tape featuring a reading of her poetry, one broadside, and twenty-four
anthologized poems during her time with Broadside. Sanchez produced four
books, three tapes, two broadsides, and fourteen anthologized poems during
the same period. Both poets also participated in hundreds of readings, con-
ferences, and other activities. Giovanni formed her own press, Nik-Tom, Ltd.,
in 1970; Sanchez established 5X Publishing Co. in 1971. Among the anthol-
ogies that featured work by BAM poets like Giovanni and Sanchez were Amiri
Baraka and Larry Neal’s Black Fire: An Anthology of Afro-American Writing (1968)
and Stephen Henderson’s Understanding the New Black Poetry: Black Speech and
Black Music as Poetic References (1972). Black Fire also contained essays that at-
tempted to quantify the emerging characteristics of the BAM, as did Addison
Gayle’s The Black Aesthetic (1971) and Floyd B. Barbour’s The Black Seventies
(1970). Most of the critics who contributed to these anthologies were men;
however, Toni Cade Bambara’s The Black Woman: An Anthology (1970) com-
piled the work of several prominent black women writers who sought to define
the place of black feminist thought in the wake of BAM ideas.

The BAM included writers who were noted as much for their political
activities as for their publications. Public political expressions often carried
serious consequences. Angela Davis, a well-lknown member of the Com-
munist Party, lost her teaching appointment and was imprisoned in 1970 af-
ter her involvement with Black Panther Party members. She contributed to
If They Come tn the Morming: Voices of Resistance (1971) during her incarceration.
Sonia Sanchez was investigated by federal agents in the mid-1960s after she
was accused of teaching subversive materials; she and some of her fellow
BAM poets were regularly put under surveillance by the FBI, local police,
and Michigan state police because of their supposedly illicit activities. The
gradual dissolution of the BAM can be attributed in part to Internal Reve-
nue Service (IRS), Counterintelligence Program (COINTELPRO), and FBI
investigations, which undermined movement leadership and bred dissent
among members. Some contemporary black feminists also felt that the BAM
had long been marred by internal antagonisms. Michele Wallace, literary and
cultural critic, wrote Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman in 1978 as a
reflection on the gender politics of Black Power. She argued that black men’s
internalization of white American beliefs in their aggressive sexuality cul-
minated in 1960s Black Power sentiments. Although her work garnered
criticism from several quarters, she articulated the concern about male
domination of the BAM that was shared by many women affiliated with its
organizations.

The BAM resulted in positive gains overall for black women writers. The
interest of writers like Sanchez, Giovanni, and Jayne Cortez in blues themes
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as a source of feminist expression defied the belief some BAM activists held in
blues’ resonance with the oppressive social conditions of slavery. Writers
sought out the work of lesser-known authors for republication; Alice Walker
reintroduced the novels and short stories of Zora Neale Hurston to the
reading public in the 1970s. Several books that assessed the end of the BAM
also appeared. Walker’s Meridian (1976) narrates the experiences of a young
black woman whose physical illness mirrors the social unrest she works to
combat. Ntozake Shange’s choreopoem for colored girls who have consid-
ered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf (1976) comprises a series of mono-
logues on black female experience narrated by seven anonymous women.
When this work premiered on Broadway, its success was interpreted by many
critics as a triumph for black women working in theater. Toni Cade Bambara’s
The Salt Eaters (1980) depicts a group of civil rights workers seeking a
mythical source of healing. Such works both reflect on the social efforts of the
preceding decades and pay tribute to the innovations of BAM participants.

See also Black Nationalism
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BLACK FEMINISM

The black feminist movement developed in response to the experience of
black women in black liberation movements, which include the civil rights
movement, the Black Nationalist Movement, the Black Panther movement,
and others, and in the women’s movement. Black women often found them-
selves facing sexual oppression within black liberation movements and racial
oppression within the women’s movement. White feminists often refused to
see themselves as racist, projecting an antiracist attitude that was not reflected
in either their ideology or practice. Although the black feminist movement
was realized in the 1970s, the foundation had long since been developing.
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As far back as the slave narratives, African American women have been
asserting their desire for sexual as well as racial equality. This assertion was
perhaps best exhibited by Sojourner Truth in her “Ar'n’t I a Woman”
speech. Born in Ulster County, New York, and identified as “Isabella,” Truth
experienced the hardships of slavery before gaining her freedom with the
passing of the 1827 New York law. In 1843, Isabella assumed the name
Sojourner Truth and worked with prominent figures like Frederick Dou-
glass and William Lloyd Garrison in antislavery activities. In 1851 Truth
attended the Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, and both the
reception she received there and the speech she ultimately gave reflect the
multiple oppression that black women have had to cope with historically.
Upon her arrival at the convention, Truth was met with antagonism from
white participants who were against her participation in the convention.
While some white males were opposed to Truth’s “gender,” some white
female participants feared that Truth’s inclusion into the convention would
minimize the focus on gender by bringing the race question forward. Many
of these women were concerned that their supporters would turn from the
women’s movement if they saw it as a support system for the antislavery
movement. Truth was eventually able to give her speech, and in it she es-
tablished not only her humanity but her desire to have both her race and her
gender acknowledged. Truth’s positioning would be echoed later in the 1970s
by black women who still felt that their gender and race ideals were being
marginalized. Truth in effect set the foundation for the black feminism of the
1970s when black women were calling for the recognition of their multiple
sites of oppression.

Sojourner Truth in many ways set the tone for black women’s writing that
followed. Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl while following
the genre of the slave narrative also emphasized the significance that gender
played in the life of the enslaved. Jacobs acknowledged that slavery was hard
for black men, but she went on to suggest that it was much harder for black
women whose sexuality was often used against them. With this emphasis on
sexual abuse, Jacobs highlighted an aspect of the slave experience that was
often minimized in the male slave narrative. Thus the foundation of black
feminism was being developed, and from the onset, the questioning of sexual
oppression was paralleled by a questioning of racial oppression. In her 1892
piece “Womanhood a Vital Element in the Regeneration and Progress of
Race,” Anna Julia Cooper clearly weaves together issues of race and sexu-
ality. Cooper establishes to the leaders of her time the important roles that
women can and should play in uplifting the race. “Womanhood a Vital Ele-
ment”’ puts forth the idea that women can be leaders of the race both inside and
outside of the church. The piece establishes the significance of a woman’s status
within a culture or community. Cooper acknowledges that the sign of a civ-
ilized community was in the status of its women. If the black race wanted to be
uplifted, women should and must play a vital role in the struggle.

What Cooper was struggling against, and what women of the 1970s
would struggle against, was the emphasis placed on black manhood in black
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liberation movements. Scholars have long suggested that the greatest travesty
of American slavery was the systematic theft of African American manhood.
Thus for many black leaders racial uplift was equated with recuperating black
manhood. At the turn of the century, Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du
Bois were central figures within the African American community. In the
literary pieces written by both leaders, much emphasis is placed on retrieving,
developing, and pushing forward African American manhood. This emphasis
on uplifting the race through a reassertion of black manhood limited the roles
that women could play in race uplift, literary movements, and day-to-day
living. Part of the agenda of black feminism, which was established by Anna
Julia Cooper, is to acknowledge the strength of black women and their ability
to be leaders i the black community.

Prior to the 1970s, black women were central figures in the racial progress
and development of the black community. Unfortunately, due to the emphasis
on manhood, much of their work was left unacknowledged until recently.
During the Harlem Renaissance, African American women were central to
the literary movement. It was in their homes that writers gathered to share and
develop their work. African American women at this time served as journal
editors as well as writers. Women’s writing during this time was provocative
and progressive but unappreciated. The greatest strength of this work was its
incorporation of both gender and race issues, and this is perhaps one reason
why these women went unrecognized. From early on, women activists and
writers such as Truth and Cooper insisted on including discussions about
gender and sexuality into ongoing debate of the race question. During the
Harlem Renaissance, Jessie Redmon Fauset’s Plum Bun was critiqued by Du
Bois and other scholars who took the subtitle of the novel, “A Novel without a
Plot,” literally. These scholars saw the novel as a text that did not contribute to
the ever-present goal of race uplift. Ironically, Fauset, in Plum Bun, succeeds in
not only addressing the race question; she links that discussion to a conver-
sation about the Cult of True Womanhood. Fauset posits race and gender as
interwoven characteristics that for the African American woman writer cannot
be separated. The novel successfully highlights the problems that black women
have faced and continue to face in the women’s liberation movement. Many
who were integral in the feminist movement were middle-class white women
who were not overly concerned with issues of race and class. They were solely
concerned with gaining sexual equality with men. Fauset’s novel demonstrates
that this narrow focus did not fully address the needs of black women, who also
had issues pertaining to race and class that could not be ignored.

The black feminist movement recognizes that women of color are op-
pressed on multiple levels and that change cannot come by fighting singular
forms of oppression; this movement focused on addressing all forms of op-
pression and developing political theory for advancing the status of women.
The black feminist movement developed out of the concerns established by
early writers like Truth, Jacobs, Cooper, and Fauset; the organization saw
that it was essential to confront race, gender, and class issues at the same time.

In 1973 the National Black Feminist Organization was developed. The group
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acknowledges in their statement of purpose that as black women they want to
define for themselves who they are; these women were in part concerned
with the image or stereotypes of black womanhood that were being put forth
by both the male-dominated black liberation movement and by the women’s
movement. The organization hoped to lend a strong political voice to the
already established women’s movement and to establish to the black libera-
tion movement the need to acknowledge that only half the race could not be
uplifted. The women who developed this organization also wanted to as-
certain that as feminists they were not “selling out” or dividing the race. It
was important that leaders in the black community understand that as a part
of the race black women were impacted by racism, but even within their own
community, issues of sexism pervaded.

In 1977 black feminist ideology was further advanced with a statement
from the Combahee River Collective, a group of black feminists who had
been meeting since 1974. Like the organizers of the National Black Feminist
Organization, the collective acknowledged that all forms of oppression were
linked, and they presented black feminism as the political movement to fight
the many and simultaneous oppressions faced by women of color. The col-
lective asserted the need for autonomy and established the importance of
identity politics, confirming that their political voice must come from their
own identity and experiences. They asserted that while it was impossible to
separate race from class from sexual oppression, their experience as black
people necessitated solidarity around their race. Black feminists recognized
that their political and personal lives were interwoven and desired to develop
theory that addressed this point of intersection.

What was perhaps most critical about the collective’s statement was its
discussion of the organizational problems that black feminists faced. The
biggest problem that the collective highlighted was the lack of access to power
and resources. The statement alludes to Michele Wallace’s positing of black
women as a group in a state of isolation. Fundamentally, these women ac-
knowledge that freedom for black women would come when there was
freedom for everyone, as black women’s freedom called for the destruction of
all systems of oppression.

The 1970s saw an increase in the number of black women writers whose
works were being published. This was a significant step for the black feminist
movement, as it provided a place for their concerns to be addressed. Black
women used their poetry, stories, and novels to address the issues that had
historically been impacting upon them. With the publication of her 1973 novel
Sula, Toni Morrison opened the door for black women to address the
question of black female sexuality that had been left unanswered for years.
Black female sexuality had been a taboo subject for so long, stemming back to
the stereotypes that developed about black women during slavery. Black
women were stereotyped as overly sexual beings, and often when a black
woman was raped by a white master or plantation owner, the victim was
blamed. Early American literature is full of accounts of white men being
“overpowered” by the sexuality of African American women and who could
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not help themselves but to rape them. This stereotype helped to establish some
of the tension that existed between white women and their black counterparts.
In writing their slave narratives, most women were seeking financial stability as
well as hoping to cast attention on the system of slavery. And for the most part,
the men and women who were part of the abolition movement and who lent
their support to these early writers were also linked to religious organizations.
In order to receive the support they needed, black women writers were often
forced to downplay the instances of sexual abuse they were certain to have
experienced during slavery. After the Civil War and with the turn of the
century, the pressures of the Cult of True Womanhood also had an impact on
the way that black women’s sexuality was written about. In fact, literary black
females became asexual. This writing of black female characters combatted the
images that came out of slavery of black women as Jezebels.

With her groundbreaking novel Sula, Toni Morrison allowed the black
female character to be empowered by her sexuality. Sula is a character that is
aware of the centrality of both her race and gender in defining her identity. She
is not bound by the patriarchy of the American society in which she lives;
she makes her own rules and defines her own space and place in American
society. Most important, Sula helps to empower the community around her.
Morrison demonstrates the effectiveness of the black female to uplift and
transform her community.

Alice Walker has also played a critical role in the black feminist move-
ment. It was Walker who coined the term womanism to place emphasis on
the self-determination of black women, to show appreciation for all aspects
of womanhood, and to advocate for the commitment to the survival of
both men and women. Walker’s literary works, including The Color Purple
and Possessing the Secret of Foy, highlight the struggles of women of color
globally.

Black feminist theory has opened up a space for black women to address
the personal within the political. Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged
Bird Sings established a new genre of expression as autobiographical fiction
became a medium for women of color to bring attention to how their per-
sonal lives have been impacted by larger social and political systems. This
form of writing can be linked to the newly coined term faction wherein writers
take factual events and write about them in a fictional context. Toni Morri-
son’s Beloved is perhaps the best-known example of this writing form. Beloved
highlights the way that the American system of slavery continues to impact
American society, both black and white, and how the roles of African Amer-
ican women today are tied to the systematic abuses they received during
slavery.

African American men, such as Michael Awkward, have also played a role
in the black feminist movement. Awkward, in “A Black Man’s Place in Black
Feminist Criticism,” explores the role that black men play and have played in
the subjugation of women.

See also Autobiography; Black Nationalism
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BLACK FEMINIST CRITICISM

Although its particular manifestations are quite diverse, black feminist criti-
cism generally refers to politically informed analyses of literary and cultural
representations produced by or about black women. Black feminist criticism
became a recognizable intellectual approach during the 1970s when black
women responded to their lack of representation in the male-dominated civil
rights movement and the white-dominated women’s movement. As greater
numbers of black women began to write essays and form groups to raise
consciousness and intervene in politics, those in academic circles attended to
the way African American women have been represented (or misrepresented)
in literature and worked to build a literary tradition of empowerment.
Black feminist criticism has been visible since at least the end of the
nineteenth century, however. Even before the Civil War, some black women
were involved in literary circles. The 1890s gave rise to a number of African
American women’s clubs and, in 1896, the National Association of Colored
Women. Such organizations led to an African American women’s newspaper
called Woman’s Era; to a number of conferences addressing the relationship
between literature and racial politics, such as the 1895 National Conference of
Colored Women featuring Victoria Earle Matthews’s the “Value of Race
Literature”; and to publications examining the possible roles of black litera-
ture. Among these were Anna Julia Cooper’s 4 Voice from the South (1892)
and Gertrude Mossell's The Work of the Afro-American Woman (1894). Both
texts argue for the inclusion of African American women in discussions of
either an American or an African American heritage, and they also insist that
artistic self-representation is a vital ingredient for the improvement of racial
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conditions. Such work was continued in the early twentieth century when
Alice Moore Dunbar-Nelson included the works of women activists in a
volume she edited (Masterpreces of Negro Eloquence: The Best Speeches Delivered by
the Negro from the Days of Slavery to the Present Time, 1914) and the monthly
journal Woman’s Voice began to be published (1919).

From the days of the Harlem Renaissance to the Black Arts Movement,
most of the critical attention given to gendered aspects of literary represen-
tations came from writers who also produced creative works. Such authors as
Jessie Redmon Fauset, Zora Neale Hurston, and Margaret Walker con-
sidered African American expressive traditions in general terms as well as the
particular concerns facing black women and the place of black women’s
literature. Hurston’s anthropological recording of black folklore has been
contextualized by scholars such as Alice Walker in terms of its womanist
implications, and it is at times understood as a prefiguring of the cultural
studies emphasis among contemporary black feminists such as bell hooks and
Michele Wallace. Black feminist literary criticism was not widespread during
the Harlem Renaissance or the eras following it, however, and it did not
begin to gain momentum until the mid-1970s.

A number of publications signaled the beginning of black feminist criticism.
In 1974, an issue of the popular black journal Black World included an article
by Mary Helen Washington titled “Black Women Image Makers,” an essay
by June Jordan about Zora Neale Hurston and Richard Wright, a review of
Zora Neale Hurston’s work, and a review of a television version of an Ernest
Gaines novel that focused on a woman. This amount of attention to black
women was striking at the time. Then Alice Walker’s “In Search of Our
Mothers’ Gardens” (1974) was published in the feminist magazine Ms. Here,
Walker uses the term “womanism” rather than “black feminism” as a way
of valuing black roots and an inclusive politics; that is, womanism is about
improving conditions for women and men while addressing the concerns of
women of color, lesbians, and others who are often excluded from feminism.
Walker also champions the recovery of a black female creative heritage,
suggesting that not only literature but also more everyday artistic expressions
be included in such a tradition. The poetry of Phillis Wheatley, the quilting
of countless anonymous black women, and the gardens of Walker’s own
mother are thus considered as valuable and inspirational manifestations of an
indomitable creative spirit. Barbara Smith’s ““Toward a Black Feminist Criti-
cism” (1977) 1s also often heralded as the beginning of a new wave of black
feminist writing. Smith’s essay calls for analyses of the interlocking oppressions
of gender, race, class, and sexual orientation, with attention to black lesbian
writers and recognition of a distinct tradition of writing by black women.
Smith’s emphasis on the combined effects of various types of oppression has
continued to be a premise in black feminist criticism, often termed “double
jeopardy,” “multiple jeopardy,” or “simultaneity of oppressions.” Much fem-
inist work by scholars such as Hortense Spillers and Mae Henderson continues
to analyze the way systems of capitalism, patriarchy, racism, and heterosexism
build upon one another. Early anthologies that explored issues of black
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feminist criticism include T%is Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of
Color (edited by Gloria Anzaldia and Cherrie Moraga, 1981), All the Women Are
White, All the Blacks Are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave (edited by Gloria Hull,

Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, 1982), and Home Girls: A Black Feminist
Anthology (edited by Barbara Smith, 1983). The first of these brought issues of
black feminism into conversation with the perspectives of Latinos and other

women of color. All three anthologies attended to lesbian concerns and worked

to address the racism in the women’s movement.

Much early black feminist criticism worked both to disrupt stereotypes
common in literary representations of black women and to restore African
American women’s writing that had all but disappeared. bell hooks’s Ain’t I
a Woman (1981) notes the tendency of black women to remain invisible,
even during times when white women and black men were fighting to express
the concerns of “women” or “blacks.” In English departments, this invisibility
meant that attention was given to women writers such as Virginia Woolf or
black protest writers such as Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison, but African
American women’s writing continued to be ignored. Deborah McDowell thus
mnaugurated the Black Women Writers series for Beacon Press that included
new editions of such works as Jessie Redmon Fauset’s Plum Bun (1929) and
Nella Larsen’s Quicksand (1928) and Passing (1929). Henry Louis Gates
acted as general editor for the Schomburg Library of Nineteenth-Century
Black Women Writers (1988), an important series that included volumes
by thirty authors who had received little critical attention. Other scholars,
including Alice Walker, Barbara Smith, Hazel Carby, Barbara Christian,
Claudia Tate, Mary Helen Washington, Valerie Smith, Hortense Spillers, and
Mae Henderson, have continued to reprint writings by black women and/or
encourage scholarship on black women writers, including autobiographies,
slave narratives, and novels of the Harlem Renaissance. When drawing
together themes and motifs among various generations of black women
writers, critics have focused on such issues as silence and voice, family and
community, and personal and social empowerment. Even as black feminist
critics have worked to build a heritage of black women’s writing, however,
they have also participated in conversations problematizing notions of canon
and tradition, both of which tend to rely on separations between “literary” and
“popular” writing while privileging some texts and excluding others. Hazel
Carby, for example, goes beyond ideas of a “tradition” in Reconstructing Wom-
anhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist (1987) by noting the
many discontinuities in writings by black women and setting forth a black
feminist criticism that is multiple and contextualized.

Black feminist criticism has also been important in responding to the rise of
contemporary publications by black women, especially during the 1970s and
following. Until this time, most feminist presses and journals focused exclusive
attention on writing by white women, while publishing venues controlled
by black or white men similarly avoided writing by black women. In 1979,
however, an issue of the Black Scholar criticized Ntozake Shange’s play for
colored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf and
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Michele Wallace’s Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman. An ongoing
controversy began as critics discussed the negative portrayal of black men in
texts written by black women, including not only those by Shange and Wallace
but also Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (both the novel and the film version)
and some of the novels of Toni Morrison and Gayl Jones. Many black males
believed that negative characterizations of African American men reinforced
stereotypes associating black men with violent behavior and sexual aggression,
turned attention to problems internal to the black community so that larger
issues of racism became easier to ignore, and created a spectacle of black con-
flict for the enjoyment of white audiences. Many black feminist critics de-
fended writing that portrayed abusive men by recentering the focus on women
and women’s experiences, refuting a standard for literature that included an
idealized picture of the black family, and examining the fuller contexts of male
portrayal, which often included change or redemption of some form.

Scholars have extended analyses of contemporary black women’s creative
writing to go beyond issues of black male portrayal. Some of the writers whose
careers have been bolstered through critical attention include Maya Angelou,
Audre Lorde, Toni Morrison, Toni Cade Bambara, Gloria Naylor, Terry
McMillan, June Jordan, Sherley Anne Williams, Lucille Clifton, Nikki
Giovanni, and Sonia Sanchez. Many of these creative writers also write
critical commentary on the works of their peers, and they have published their
reviews and analyses not only in literary academic journals but also in general
interest magazines. The increased publications of contemporary black women
has also increased attention to earlier black writers as feminist critics such as
Deborah McDowell and Dianne Sadoff have connected contemporary writing
with earlier black women’s literature.

During the 1980s, as black feminist criticism gained momentum, a number
of attempts were made to define the movement and articulate its relationship
to poststructuralism, the predominant literary theory at the time. On the one
hand, writers worked to refine the definition of black feminist criticism as
presented in Barbara Smith’s ““Toward a Black Feminist Criticism.” Deborah
McDowell’s “New Directions for Black Feminist Criticism” (1980), for ex-
ample, suggests that black feminist criticism attend to the context of textual
production and reception rather than focus on common themes in black
women’s writing, while Hazel Carby’s “ ‘“Woman’s Era’: Rethinking Black
Feminist Theory” (1987) attempts to move beyond an assumption of an es-
sential black female identity that would be expressed in African American
women’s literature. In the course of such writing, the question of who can
actually be considered a black feminist critic regularly arises (Must it be a
black person? Must it be a woman?), and the usual response is that black
feminist criticism needs to be governed by the voices of African American
women, but both women and men of other races and ethnicities may con-
tribute scholarship that is mindful of the context and complexities involved in
addressing black women’s texts.

In the same time period, black feminist critics Barbara Christian and
Joyce A. Joyce argued that poststructural theories were problematic for black
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criticism in general as well as black feminist criticism in particular. Christian’s
“The Race for Theory” (1987) asserts the importance of specific literary
analyses informed by attention to race, class, and gender, opposing such a
practice to the jargon-filled language and abstract observations that she as-
sociates with poststructuralism. Joyce’s “The Black Canon: Reconstructing
Black American Literary Criticism” (1987) was printed in New Literary History
along with rebuttal essays by Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and Houston Baker.
Joyce argues that a commitment to poststructuralism compromises and de-
politicizes African American criticism due to its inaccessibility and its use of
theories from white men, but as Gates and Baker respond, the debate appears
to be a divide between male theory and female practice. Although Christian’s
and Joyce’s essays have garnered a great deal of attention, most black feminist
critics have not been completely opposed to theory but instead call for a po-
litically useful poststructuralism. While poststructuralism may be problem-
atic in its questioning of stable identities and canons at a time when African
American women were beginning to assert their identities and form a canon,
many critics have used poststructural theories to question dominant assump-
tions, understand relationships between “‘center” and “margin,” and attend to
issues of difference and hybridity.

By the 1990s, black feminist criticism had made such a strong impact on
English departments that most scholars considered, in varying degrees, issues
of difference and became more likely to set their claims within specific his-
torical contexts and showed self-conscious awareness of their own ideological
positioning. The influence of black feminist criticism spread beyond literature
departments as well, as scholars in disciplines such as sociology and history
began to consider black women and other minorities more carefully. The
growth of black feminist criticism also both enabled and was enabled by
the critical concerns of other women of color, both within the United States
and across the globe. Issues of postcolonial conditions and global economics
began to have a bearing on black feminist criticism, and many cross-cultural
studies placed black women’s writing in relationship to lesbian writing,
Chicana writing, and African writing. Black feminist criticism also contrib-
uted to an understanding of whiteness as a racially inflected rather than
“neutral” position, as theorized, for example, in Toni Morrison’s Playing in the
Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1992). A number of books and
anthologies appeared in the 1990s that marked the widespread significance of
black feminist criticism and displayed the interest and involvement of black
men, white women, and women of other ethnicities. These include Houston
Baker’s Workings of the Spirit: The Poetics of Afro-American Women’s Writing (1991),
an anthology of black feminist criticism edited by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
(1990), and Female Subjects in Black and White: Race, Psychoanalysis, Feminism (edi-
ted by Elizabeth Abel, Barbara Christian, and Helene Moglen, 1997). Many
African American women scholars have also increasingly adopted critical
approaches such as psychoanalysis, ecocriticism, New Historicism, cultural
materialism, queer theory, and cultural studies when considering texts and
power relations. The rise of cultural studies has been particularly fertile
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ground for black feminist critics, for it focuses attention on popular, con-
temporary texts, including films and other nonliterary cultural expressions,
in order to think about the political implications of various representational
practices. In black feminist criticism, literary studies have often been com-
bined with attention to music, painting, spirituality, or other black arts,
particularly quilting, the blues, and jazz. Studies of sexuality and the black
woman’s body have also been central to the development of black feminist
criticism, theorized by such scholars as Evelyn Hammonds. As the influence
of black feminism has grown and contributed to the development of race and
gender studies, however, many African American women scholars caution
against a simplistic association of black women with the body, the material
realm, and activism, while either white women or white or black men rep-
resent the intellectual and theoretical position. Such oppositions, even when
appearing to be radical by including black women, tend to reinforce gendered
and racialized hierarchies.

At this point, no single black feminist criticism exists. Instead, texts by and
about African American women are analyzed in a number of ways, often at-
tending to issues of not only race and gender but also economics and sexuality,
two of the earliest concerns of black feminist critics. The roots of black feminist
criticism are also continued in the ongoing attempts to link academic work with
cultural practices outside the university setting. While black feminism has
become firmly entrenched in English departments, its impact is generally less
visible in other cultural realms, so many black feminist critics are working to
solidify connections between their scholarship and political issues of import,
often by maintaining ties to black communities. Throughout its history, black
feminist criticism’s strength has been not only its ability to challenge the in-
visibility of black women and build a heritage of black women’s writing but
also its encouragement of serious and self-reflexive discussion about how critics
talk about literature and to what ends.

See also Black Masculinity; Combahee River Collective; Kitchen Table:
Women of Color Press; Lesbianism
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BLACK MASCULINITY

It would be impossible to discuss contemporary black masculinity without
first addressing the fact that African American men are considered by most to
be in crisis. A recent study has shown that public schools actually track black
boys as criminals, creating what they fear by keeping them alienated and in
the margins (Ferguson 2). Another cause may be law enforcement agencies,
which many hold responsible for criminalizing all black men through racial
profiling, police brutality, and racist court procedures. These practices de-
moralize many, murder others, and create a national environment of fear
(Neal 13). The young black man is the easiest scapegoat and primary target
for multiple sins and the owner of the face seen drawn in shadowy figures on
the evening news almost every night.

The dominant white culture of America has been taught to live in fear of
black men. Black men are the Other; they are victims or thugs or simply made
invisible. Robert Staples addresses the three main stereotypes that per51st
about black men: the “sexual superstud, the athlete, and the rapacious crimi-
nal” (1). And then there is the “bling bling” commodity culture promoted by
many young black male artists today. The promise of the civil rights era has
given way to economic relapses. Politicized artists from the Black Power
movement have been overthrown by an easy materialism backed by ‘“‘violence
and aggression” (Boyd 133). However, black men themselves are the ones
who have the most to fear. Their very survival is threatened by “higher rates of
heart disease, hyper-tension, infant mortality, mental disorders, psychiatric
hospitalization, homicide, unemployment, suspension from school, imprison-
ment, and morbidity and low life expectancy” than any other demographic in
the United States (Majors 16). John Edgar Wideman calls the problems of
black men a “national shame affecting us all” (27).

And yet this bleak portrait of crisis does not paint an accurate picture of
black men in America. Stereotypes persist and obstacles are great, but there is
no monolithic black man (Belton 4). The majority of black men are not the
admired or condemned celebrity athletes whose faces appear regularly on
commercials and in the news. Statistics about young black men in jail are
staggering, but it i1s important to remember that 75 percent of black men
never have anything to do with the criminal justice system (Ellis 11). And if
the stereotype persists that black men are often emasculated by black women,
the flip side, and more realistic version of this story, is that black men are
“man enough” to have meaningful and functional relationships with powerful
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women (Westwood 56). To understand the causes of the stereotypes, to
redress the apparent contradictions, and to get a more realistic picture of
black masculinity today, a historical perspective is necessary.

Amiri Baraka may homogenize African cultures somewhat when he dis-
cusses the genesis of the African family, but his claim that capitalism and
slavery forever affected African relationships is a necessary addendum to the
discussion of black masculinity (199). Most African cultures were not as intent
on the complete subjugation of women as their Western counterparts (Staples
8). For instance, the Igbo culture (found in Nigeria), which practiced polygyny
and all but demanded healthy sons from wives, also promised more autonomy
and gender flexibility for women than Eurocentric cultures. Igbo wives de-
manded respect and proper treatment from husbands through striking with co-
wives; women could end their sexual and domestic duties to their husband
through becoming a “female husband” and supporting another woman who
could be a wife in their place; and daughters could take on the role of first son
when no male children were born. Older women served on their own political
council that advised the chief, and women were often cunning businesswomen
who ensured their children’s education through their sales at market. As Buchi
Emecheta demonstrates in The Joys of Motherhood, (neo)colonial, and thus,
capitalist, culture is what undermined the delicate balance between men and
women in Igbo culture. The introduction of colonial powers in Africa under-
mined the communalism that had reigned previously, and of course, slavery
and the slave trade further destroyed the black family and, necessarily, black
masculinity.

In an American context, masculinity in general was (and is still) in flux,
particularly during the nineteenth century. White men were struggling to
define themselves in new contexts of urban life and industrialism. Many men,
particularly upper- and middle-class men, sought to define their role through
the strict definition of feminine roles. The “Cult of True Womanhood,” en-
forced by women as well as men, promoted the ideals of domesticity, piety,
submissiveness, and purity. Keeping women in their place, the private sphere,
allowed men access to their own normative masculine role—having a job in
the public sphere that was meaningful and that provided for the needs and
protection of his family. If masculinity in America means being able to work
and provide for and protect your family, it is obvious that black men (and
many working-class and other poor men) rarely had access to these norma-
tive definitions.

Race exacerbates the complications of gender roles in the United States. If
white women are dependent on men for their livelthood and definition, then
black men and women are also dependent on white masculinity to define
them and circumscribe the possibilities of their existence (Young 271). This
was particularly true in antebellum America, when black (especially slave)
women were seen as the “colonial Other” whose definition had to be “sex-
ually licentious” in order to justify their economic exploitation (Young 282).
If slave women survived rape and pregnancy by their masters only to see
their children sold away from them, then slave men were forced to stand by
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as their wives, mothers, and daughters went through this dehumanizing pro-
cess. Enslaved men, and to a lesser extent, free black men (even in the North)
were dealt the “double blow” of watching African American women be used
by white men, while being denied any contact with white women, common-
places that symbolize black men’s secondary status in society based on race
(Bell 201).

Relationships between black men and women were necessarily structured
differently than white men’s relationships were with white women (or anyone
else), and black men could not be dominant in the same way. Hazel Carby
notes that black men have been systemically denied male privilege through the
oppressions of slavery, colonialism, imperialism, and violent aggression (391).
Just as black women were denied access to ‘“‘true womanhood’s” definition of
women, black men were denied access to normative definitions of masculinity.
While white women and men are both attempting to enforce an idea of fem-
ininity that adheres strictly to the ideals of “true womanhood,” masculinity
was somewhat up for grabs. White middle-class men were dealing with in-
creasing competition and industrialization, the demand for more time with
their families, and a lack of access to physical definitions of manhood. Black
men and working-class men were struggling with middle-class ideals of mas-
culinity while not having access to the same institutional privileges as white
middle-class men.

While the reasons for this denial are horrendous, the effects are not always
negative. It becomes quite clear in Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a
Slave Girl that while black men are cut off from traditional white male defi-
nitions of “gentleman,” this has a positive effect, which allows them to be open
to different and more flexible forms of masculinity. Further, Jacobs shows us
that southern white “gentlemen” and their limitations are clearly undesirable
for any woman or society. The black men characterized in Incidents are shining
examples of embattled manhood. Jacobs admits that for the slave being a good
man (being able to protect a wife or children) is almost impossible, but time and
again we are shown men who, even as slaves, rise far above their masters in her
estimation of true manhood. Slavery dehumanizes all involved with the sys-
tem, and in particular, it constructs slave men who are degraded, unable to be
all they can be for themselves or their families. Jacobs recognizes that many
slaves would never dream of trying to escape because “[i]t 1s difficult to per-
suade such that freedom could make them useful men, and enable them to
protect their wives and children” (375). In spite of this prognosis, Jacobs tells us
of men who live up to their full potential. James, the slave killed in the cotton
gin, was full of “manliness and intelligence,”” and his crime was trying to escape
(380). Young master Nicholas is deceitful and unfair to William, so William
physically bests him and proves to be the better man (352-353). Characters
like Jacobs’s father, her Uncles Phil and Benjamin, and her son, among others,
dare to be men and, as such, demonstrate that appropriate manhood is a matter
of integrity, pride, and strength. These characteristics are open to any man,
black or white, slave or free, but those who have more uncontested power have
less access to a positive masculinity.
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The hazards to masculinity and the black family during slavery still affect
black men. Until the legacies of slavery, institutionalized racism and systemic
economic exploitation, are fully dealt with and amended, black manhood, at
least for some, will be in turmoil. The literary legacy of African American
women can attest to the turmoil this wreaks on women’s lives. In Harriet E.
Wilson’s Our Nig, the one black man Frado meets marries her and abandons
her. He is a fraudulent speaker, claiming to be an escaped slave speaking on the
abolitionist circuit. His inability to find a decent job near their home leads him
onto ships, long absences, and eventual death. Sadly, Harriet Jacobs’s son is
similarly forced onto a voyage to Australia, and she never hears from him
again. More recently, Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls who have considered
suicide/when the rainbow is enuf depicts a father more intent on destroying
the mother of his children in a jealous rage than protecting his own progeny.
Alice Walker received criticism for her portrayal in The Color Purple of
abusive husbands and fathers in the rural South of the early twentieth century.
When female authors note the effects black masculinity has on women, they
are often attacked.

Despite the climate of fear and prejudice about black men in America—
think of Susan Smith’s tragic drowning of her children and her alibi, the black
male carjacker—there is reason for much optimism. The tradition given to
white men allows for men to be the absolute rulers of their households; it also
allows for aggression and violence when their masculinity is at stake. But just
because this 1s the role white men have been given, not all have embraced it.
For the many black men who have never had access to this story of patri-
archal privilege, there is even more hope. As many note, the privilege of
maleness 1s more than canceled out in most cases by the oppression of race
in America. Therefore, room for transformation of normative masculine
roles may be much more possible for black men. Jacobs showed America that
the true gentlemen in the South were slaves. Zora Neale Hurston explores a
companionate, loving, and joyous union between Janie and Tea Cake in
Their Eyes Were Watching God. And in Toni Morrison’s most recent novel,
Love, we get a glimpse of the complications, possibilities, and beauty of
black masculinity. Even though Bill Cosey is a wealthy tyrant who all but
destroys his family and workers, and the book is primarily about the after-
effects of his legacy of hate on the women in his life, we are also introduced
to Sandler, a strong, dependable, and, importantly, flexible husband and
father. Romen, a young man searching for his path in life, leads to the most
promising possibilities. While he does not always make the right choices
immediately, in the end he can be counted on to do the right and loving thing.
Mutual respect between men and women, between people, is the necessary
ingredient for love, and he finds it. Through African American feminist au-
thors, descriptions and prescriptions for black masculinity go a long way to
counteract the destructive stereotypes that still seem to rule our everyday
world.

See also Civil Rights Movement
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Nicole Lynne Willey

BLACK NATIONALISM

Black Nationalism refers to African American sociopolitical theories, organi-
zations, and actions that responded collectively and interactively to deep-seated
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institutional racism in the United States during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries and into the twenty-first century. Black Nationalism evolved in re-
sponse to the fact that, as individuals and as a group, African Americans have
seen their social, political, economic, and educational endeavors hindered by
institutional racism. Its rationale relies on the belief that blacks should—instead
of focusing on civil rights that have yet to be enjoyed or that prove to be
nsufficient—create institutions independent of whites, either within the United
States or outside the United States. Developed as a response to a dominant
white culture, Black Nationalism’s organizational objectives, rhetoric, and ac-
tivity depend on its proponents’ ability to identify social and political tech-
niques of subjugation and separatism. By strategically adapting its literary and
activist responses to these techniques, Black Nationalism endeavors to oppose
white supremacy. Although the term did not appear in an American dictionary
until 1963, specific characteristics of Black Nationalist principles are evident in
African American literature as early as the eighteenth century. In a 1774 letter
to Samson Occom, Phillis Wheatley both supports and nuances his argument
for the immediate bequest of African Americans’ civil rights, which is the
central issue encompassed in Black Nationalist thought.

Scholars disagree about how best to define Black Nationalism. Sometimes
the term is defined as being rooted in the philosophies and mobilizing activities
of the Black Power movement in the 1960s. African American studies dis-
course, however, tends to define Black Nationalism as a complex collection of
theories responding in writing and action to racial oppression. In this defini-
tion, Black Nationalism is understood as responding to no single methodology
for instituting racism; instead, it is a system of adjustments made as blacks’
response to immediate modes of apparent oppression practiced within Amer-
ican institutions. Viewed from this perspective, Black Nationalism, by design,
revises its strategies and goals to accommodate immediate redress, yet retains
the belief that blacks are globally connected and therefore constitute a black
nation.

Although most black political movements have traditionally been domi-
nated by men, this statistical fact is misleading for two reasons. First, efforts to
protect black women within Black Nationalist thought is demonstrated by the
promotion of women as valued matriarchs of a black nation dependent on
their well-being as producers of new generations. Second, black feminist
criticism has always engaged Black Nationalism in specific ways. However, in
many cases, their contributions foreground disparities between gender roles in
shaping Black Nationalism and the black nation. By reexamining key words
and phrases associated with its Black Nationalist rhetoric and approaching the
discourse from the position of black female experiences and knowledge, black
women have contributed yet another level to Black Nationalist thought. What
this suggests is not an indifference to Black Nationalism, nor a manipulation of
its terms and meanings. Rather, black feminist texts represent the different
relationship experienced by black women within and without Black Na-
tionalist thought. Therefore, black feminist poetry, autobiography, fiction,
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historical fiction, nonfiction prose, and academic scholarship offer new
viewpoints of Black Nationalism, its organization, and activity.

Antebellum literature written by Harriet E. Wilson, Harriet Jacobs, and
Maria Stewart are examples of early contributions to Black Nationalist dis-
course. Each woman raises well-defined issues concerning the precarious po-
sition of black women’s chastity during slavery. Their observations of and
arguments for the protection of slave women from physical and sexual vio-
lence at the hands of white men are not only implicitly and explicitly made,
but each woman is also an independent proponent of the significance of black
women as matriarchs and mothers.

Embedded with morality and Christianity, Maria Stewart’s 1831 publica-
tion of Religion and the Pure Principles of Moralty, the Sure Foundation on Which We
Moust Build adamantly contends that America’s foundation, propagandized as a
place for freedom and liberty, is yet to be realized, as America enslaves African
Americans based on the erroneous idea that they are inferior to whites. Al-
though Phillis Wheatley’s eighteenth-century poetry and prose addresses the
virtue of slave women accessing Christian argument, she likens Africans to
heathens in need of saving by gracious and Christian whites. Therefore,
Stewart’s works are the first written by a black woman abolitionist who denotes
African Americans as “‘daughters” and “sons” of Africa, maintaining that black
women deserve equal respect for their virtue as that received by their Euro-
pean counterparts. Stewart poses questions concerning the sexual autonomy of
slave women and the continuous jeopardy of that virtue by licentious white
men, suggesting that slave women’s piety and resistance to rape and sexual
coercion will be rewarded with freedom and morality. Additionally, like the
black Jeremiad David Walker (1785-1830), with whom she was a close friend,
Stewart implies that if Americans refused to free Africans and grant them equal
rights, the wrath of God would be rendered upon them.

Harriet Jacobs’s slave narrative Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is
similar to Stewart’s prose in that it presents an argument for black women’s
virtue by explicitly foregrounding the sexual and physical coercion and abuse
routinely carried out against slave women on American plantations. Jacobs
publicly scrutinizes such violations against slave women’s sexual choices
by offering her predominantly white readers a detailed account of her own.
Her narrative is the first to specifically address the complexities of placage, an
intricate system of coercion in which slave women or octoroons (biracial
women) were coerced into sexual liaisons with white men, who, in exchange
for sex, offered them freedom, protection, property, and education for their
children. Jacobs faced the choice of remaining enslaved by a master, James
Norcum, who harassed and threatened her with rape, or placage. She chose
the latter and entered into a sexual liaison with the unmarried Tredwell
Sawyer, who offered her protection. For Jacobs, choosing placage provided
freedom for her and her children. Telling her life story makes the case for two
of the most important characteristics of Black Nationalism: freedom for
blacks and the value of the black matriarch’s sexual autonomy.
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Harriet Wilson accesses yet another literary genre, historical fiction, in
her book OQur Nig; or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black (1859), which is the first
novel published by an African American. In the text, Wilson presents the life
story of the daughter of an unnamed black man and a white woman, Mag
Smith. The child, Frado, is abandoned by her parents and left under the aus-
pices of a white family determined to keep her in servitude, despite her free
black status. Our Nig demonstrates specific principles of Black Nationalist
thought in both its telling and title. First, it inscribes the Black Nationalist be-
lief that although one may be biracial, if he or she descends from an African, it
is that ethnic identity that supersedes all others; thus, Our Nig explores the
antimiscegenation notions within Black Nationalist thought.

The Reconstruction era (1865-1910) was an extremely precarious time in the
black experience, particularly for women. By 1870, Congress had enacted the
Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution,
which, respectively, ended slavery, protected all citizens equally, regardless of
race and gender, and granted voting rights to black men. However, the amend-
ments did not address suffrage. More important, the amendments were selec-
tively and inconsistently enforced. Consequently, Black Nationalism modified
its objectives and strategies to confront racist institutions and practices that were,
in theory, but not in reality, outlawed by the three new amendments. Despite
the Fourteenth Amendment, black women continued to be victimized and were
forced to protect themselves not only from abuse but from the new economic
adversities. However, they boldly faced these challenges, and within African
American literature, they were able not only to incorporate the technical skills
found in early American literature but to become self-empowered by relating
their experiences as women. Anna Julia Cooper’s feminist text 4 Voice from
the South, published in 1892, speaks to black life in the South as well as to living
under white supremacy. Cooper accesses history, religion, and ethics to fore-
ground the inhumanity of whites against blacks and emphasizes the need for a
nonsexist black leadership unafraid to vocalize and act upon such violations.
Similarly, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, one of the most outspoken women of her time,
composed texts focusing on the rights espoused and guaranteed in the Four-
teenth Amendment, dedicating her life to the antilynching campaign she es-
tablished. Wells-Barnett’s activism included the publication of Southern Horrors:
Lynch Law in All its Phases (1892), which investigates specific cases of lynching and
rape committed against blacks. Through their literary crusades, Wells-Barnett
and Cooper served as proponents for one of the most significant principles of
Black Nationalism: the right to protect oneself from the American pogrom, mob
lynchings, and rapes.

By 1900, African American literature and journalism began to proliferate.
However, the Harlem Renaissance marked the first period in American
literary history in which blacks could openly debate questions of racial
identity. Notions of the black aesthetic, central to Black Nationalist thought,
emerged. Although prose by black men such as W.E.B. Du Bois (1868-1963)
and Alain Locke (1886-1954) expressed a Black Nationalist understanding of
aesthetics and the rights of blacks, they were not acting or writing without the
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mput of black women. The early twentieth century presented myriad op-
portunities for black women also to make a case for equality. Their prose,
fiction, and poetry consider Black Nationalist principles, including black iden-
tity, economic self-reliance, education, and the importance of recognizing and
maintaining black aesthetics.

What may have been the result of two centuries of forced miscegenation, a
popular literary theme during the Harlem Renaissance was black identity, how
to define it, and in some cases, determining its value and existence. Some
writers, such as Nella Larsen, author of Passing, Jean Toomer, author of
Cane (1923), and Charles Waddell Chesnutt, author of The House behind the
Cedars (1900), had a stake in identifying themselves as more than mulatto,
while others writers rejected their identified blackness as a disadvantage. Zora
Neale Hurston’s short essay “How It Feels to Be Colored Me” (1925) not only
honors her racial identity but also makes it clear that being African American is
not a tragedy; thus she celebrates her identity by accessing folklore and black
vernacular. Although there were different ideological understandings among
Harlem Renaissance writers regarding racial identity, their paradigmatic ban-
tering is not the most important feature about this era in African American
literary history but rather the fact that, for the first time, blacks debated subject
matters that directly affected their lives among and for themselves without
mainstream interference or subjugation, thus moving away from the senti-
mental apologetic literature of their nineteenth-century forebears.

However, race was only one focus of early-twentieth-century African Amer-
ican literature. In addition, black women wrote about their triple identity that
threatened to jeopardize their lives: race, gender, and sexuality. In 1925, Elise
Johnson McDougald (1885-1971) published her article “The Struggle of
Negro Women for Sex and Race Emancipation” in Alain Locke’s magazine
Survey Graphic. Her article is the first prose to foreground the notion that as both
African Americans and females black women are subjected to twice the amount
of discrimination, not only from white America but also from men. However,
this does not negate the impact of Frances Beale’s 1970 publication “Double
Jeopardy.” Angelina Weld Grimke and Alice Moore Dunbar-Nelson took
McDougald’s observations one step further and, with skilled metaphorical
poetics, added sexual preference to the list of discriminatory justifications to be
contested. As lesbian women who were unable to openly admit their sexual
choices, Grimke’ and Dunbar-Nelson used poetry to express their feelings of
isolation. Although homosexuality is not accepted within Black Nationalist
doctrine, it is important to the principles of black feminism and is widely
represented in prose and fiction by women such as Audre Lorde.

Notions of mass black emigration were popularized in the nineteenth
century by David Walker, Martin Delaney (1812-1885), and Bishop Henry
McNeal Turner (1834-1915); during the Harlem Renaissance the torch of
Black Nationalism was carried by Marcus Garvey (1887-1940) and his sec-
ond wife, Amy Jacques-Garvey (1896-1973). From 1924 to 1927 she served
as the associate editor of the column for women titled “On Women and

What They Think” in Negro World, a newspaper published by the Universal
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Negro Improvement Organization (UNIA). A few years after Garvey’s death
in 1940, she continued his Pan-Africanist/Black Nationalist campaign by es-
tablishing the Africa Circle of the World in Jamaica and working as a con-
tributing editor for the African, which was published in Harlem, New York,
during the 1940s. Later in life, Jacques-Garvey began writing and successfully
published Garvey and Garvyism (1963), Black Power in America, and The Impact of
Garvey in Africa and Famaica.

During the protest movement (1940-1959), Black Nationalism’s notion
that poverty was a result of racism was challenged by a Marxist-influenced
socialism. Perhaps partly influenced by ideas of socialism, literature during
this period did not view emigration as a viable solution to racism but, rather,
saw labor movements as a potential alternative. Socialist influence on African
American literature is recognizable in feminist texts that articulate the dep-
rivation within the black experience. Ann Petry’s (1908-1997) The Street
(1946) provides a fictional account of the social and political consequences for
uneducated and poor African Americans, while Claudia Jones’s (1915-1965)
essay “An End to the Neglect of the Problems of Negro Women,” published
in Political Affarrs in 1949, speaks to the racism black women historically defy
using a Marxist analysis.

The politically and racially charged 1960s brought about the rise of the Black
Power movement (1955-1980), whose rhetoric heavily influenced African
American literature. The Black Arts Movement produced jazz and rhythm
and blues (R&B) music compositions, poetry and spoken word, critical essays,
dramatic plays and film, and fiction embedded with black power, pride, and
nationalism. Lorraine Hansberry’s plays 4 Raisin in the Sun (1959) and 7o
Be Young, Gifed and Black (published posthumously in 1969) encouraged blacks
to face restrictive covenants head on and to be proud of their blackness.
Gwendolyn Brooks, a writer and poet whose literary career spanned more
than sixty years, used her personal life as a backdrop to the poetry, prose, and
fiction she produced during her lifetime, including 4 Street in Bronzeville, her first
book of poetry published in 1945.

Contemporary literature, including poetry, prose, drama, and fiction pro-
duced by women such as Angela Davis, Octavia Butler, Gloria Naylor,
Margaret Walker, Toni Morrison, Nikki Giovanni, Sonia Sanchez, Alice
Walker, and many others, not only foregrounds the discriminatory struggles
that black women routinely face but also demonstrates the Black Nationalist
principles begun with the simple eighteenth-century recognition that black-
ness 1s something beautiful, powerful, and worthy of protection and study.

See also Civil Rights Movement
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Ellesia Ann Blague

BLANCHE AMONG THE TALENTED TENTH

Barbara Neely’s first novel, Blanche on the Lam, focused on the racism and
classism leveled against domestic workers, especially women of color. In
Blanche among the Talented Tenth (1994), the second in her Blanche White mys-
tery series, Neely makes clear that she plans to target more than the prejudices
of whites toward blacks by turning her attention to the African American color
hierarchy. The prejudice within some African American communities against
those with darker skin tones is, she points out, an especially hurtful expression
of the pervasive acceptance of a light/white standard of beauty.

The very dark Blanche has felt the weight of this prejudice all her life, but
never so much as now, for the story opens with her on vacation at an exclusive
seaside resort frequented by wealthy, light-skinned African Americans. The
stares and ostracism of the upper-class clientele make Blanche acutely aware of
how much her dark skin stands out in this crowd. Her occupation—she is a
longtime domestic worker—would elicit even more prejudice if revealed. The
novel’s title plays on the phrase W.E.B. Du Bois used to describe the black elite
in America, but here the elite are portrayed as anything but the force of racial
uplift imagined by Du Bois.

Blanche resents and is hurt by the snobbery she encounters from African
Americans; her primary concern, though, is that her children not buy into
this color hierarchy, and she agonizes each time she sees the influence of a
color-biased culture on them, especially on her image-conscious daughter.
Blanche knows how much skin lighteners, hair straighteners, and fashion
play in constructing the self-image of some African Americans, especially
women. She hopes her own affirmations of the beauty of blackness will help
her children resist cultural pressures to accept whiteness as their standard of
beauty, just as she hopes her unapologetic career choice will help them to
resist the classism behind so many social prejudices. She fears, though, that
peer pressure will do more to shape their perceptions than her influence.

This novel also focuses on Blanche’s sexuality, not what readers might
expect of a novel about a nearing-fifty, heavyset African American domestic
worker. There is a mystery to be solved in this book, and Blanche does plenty
of sleuthing—or snooping—into a suspicious death being written off as acci-
dental, but she is equally occupied with the attentions of a dashingly hand-

some man.
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A third focus of this book is Blanche’s spirituality. Not a churchgoer,
Blanche has done a lot of reading and thinking about the best way to express
her spiritual self. Her religious practices and beliefs are uniquely her own, but
they owe much to African influence; communion with the ancestors is at the
heart of Blanche’s spiritual life.

Predictably, Blanche solves the mystery, but as usual, it is the sleuth herself
who i1s the draw. In a genre with few African American protagonists, espe-
cially women, a black female detective stands out. To encounter such a sassy,
savvy, feminist black woman sleuth is a real treat.

See also Blanche Cleans Up; Blanche Passes Go; Detective Fiction
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BLANCHE CLEANS UP

Blanche Cleans Up (1998) is the third book in the Blanche White mystery series
by Barbara Neely. In this novel, as usual, Blanche’s strong opinions on
selected social issues are the heart of the story. There is a difference here,
though; the issues in Neely’s previous two mysteries were race centered, but
here the author turns her attention to social problems that go well beyond
racial concerns (while still making clear that each issue has its racial dimen-
sion). What remains a constant in each of her novels, though, is Neely’s
agenda to use mass-market fiction as a vehicle for social commentary.

The story line begins when Blanche, a housekeeper-cook, once more be-
comes embroiled in the doings of her white employers. A mysteriously in-
criminating videotape stolen from the politically ambitious husband and the
murder of two persons likely to know something about the tape send Blanche
into snoop mode. She quickly learns of his unhappy wife’s extramarital af-
fairs, but the family’s darker secrets are harder to unearth. Homophobia,
lead poisoning, and a complex of sexual issues (including masochism and
pedophilia) weave through the story. Issues concerning sexuality are ad-
dressed not just in Blanche’s white environment but also in her home, as the
usually unflappable Blanche agonizes over how to handle her just-hit-puberty
children and her just-got-pregnant teenage niece.

Set in Boston and its environs, the novel also looks at problems that plague
largely black urban communities such as Roxbury, where Blanche and her
family now live. Neely makes clear that homophobia, political corruption, teen
pregnancy, and environmental hazards are problems that transcend racial
concerns, but she also points out that each can have a racial dimension. For
example, Blanche is quick to see connections between racism and homophobia,
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and she is abashed to realize that even she is prone to stereotyping homosex-
uals. Meanwhile, she is keenly aware that politicians court and manipulate
black constituents while ignoring social problems like lead poisoning that have
a disproportionate impact on black communities (Blanche learns as the story
progresses that lead-infused housing may be implicated in a child’s turn toward
violence). And she comes to see how the pregnancy of her smart, college-bound
niece could have psychological roots in the girl’s fear of failure in the white
world outside the inner city.

Blanche Cleans Up, like its predecessors, offers a strong, feminist African
American presence in a mass-market detective novel, filling a near-void in this
genre. As is usual with Neely’s mysteries, it is Blanche’s personality, her
astute reading of the social scene, and her in-your-face commentary that keep
fans coming back for more.

See also Blanche among the Talented Tenth; Blanche on the Lam; Blanche Passes Go,
Detective Fiction
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BLANCHE ON THE LAM

Blanche on the Lam (1992) marked the debut of Barbara Neely’s feisty pro-
tagonist Blanche White in a book that won multiple first-novel awards, in-
cluding the Agatha, Macavity, and Anthony. Neely opens her story with a
courtroom scene where Blanche, a heavyset dark-skinned domestic worker,
is appearing (not for the first time) on charges of check bouncing. Neely uses
this scene to immediately begin infusing her story with social commentary, as
Blanche muses on the fact that her bounced checks have all resulted from
white employers failing to pay her on time. Blanche’s awareness of the law’s
lack of concern for her ill treatment at the hands of her employers sets the
stage for the many pointed observations that follow about what it is like to be
an African American in a racist society.

The novel’s plot is set in motion when Blanche is handed down a prison
sentence rather than the expected fine, which she was prepared to pay. Un-
able to face jail, Blanche bolts when she has a chance. Once on the lam, she
drops out of sight by taking a job as a live-in maid/cook for a wealthy white
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couple. As Blanche settles into the familiar routine of catering to the needs of
an upper-class white family, she clues readers in on what it is like to be
financially dependent on people who treat you as if you are not there or who
relate to you only in patronizing or other demeaning ways. Blanche explains
white employer/black “help” relationships in terms of race and class politics
that go back to slavery times.

Blanche does not simply see herself as a victim, however, for she knows she
is heir to another practice handed down from her slave ancestors—the ability to
exploit what few sources of power her position of servitude offers her. Luckily,
she is very good at manipulating circumstances for her own ends, because
Blanche’s instincts tell her that she has taken refuge with a family hiding
secrets—secrets that spell danger for her unless she gets to the bottom of them.
Blanche relies on her employers’ belief in racial stereotypes to conceal her
savvy understanding of the family dynamics she witnesses and to hide her
snoopings into their affairs.

Because of her looks and her profession, the stereotype most easy for
Blanche to assume is that of the Mammy or Aunt Jemima. Neely has dar-
ingly made Blanche outwardly conform to the Mammy stereotype as a way to
deconstruct this icon of black womanhood. Blanche understands the popular
conception of this stereotype and avoids arousing her employers’ suspicions
about her investigation by allowing them to believe that she fits the image—that
she is content in her life of servitude, as fond of her “white family” as of her
own kin, genuinely respects her white employers, and is blissfully unaware of
the disrespectful treatment she receives at their hands.

Blanche’s views about the racial origins of power and class relationships
become complicated, however, once she meets Mumsfield, an adult nephew
of her employers who lives with the family. Mumsfield’s mild form of Down’s
syndrome has cast him in much the same position as Blanche in the power
relationships of this family, Blanche realizes with a jolt. He, too, is treated
condescendingly, and his capacity for understanding and wisdom go unno-
ticed by all but her.

Although Blanche occasionally resorts to acting the part of the Mammy
before her employers, readers always recognize this as trickster behavior not at
all at odds with her usual assertive, sassy, perceptive, self-confident, and hu-
morous demeanor. And as in most detective fiction, all turns out well, thanks
to Blanche’s intelligent deductions and courageous actions. The story ends,
significantly, with Blanche rejecting a chance to earn a lot of money playing a
Mammy role—and she is surprised that this rejection comes at some emotional
cost. Asked to become Mumsfield’s caregiver, Blanche hesitates, for she gen-
uinely likes the young man and the two of them are in instinctive accord with
one another. But quickly Blanche puts aside the temptation, for to accept
would be to put Mumsfield’s needs above those of her family. Her children’s
needs will best be met if they move north—a move many of her ancestors have
made before her.

Because Mumsfield is such a sympathetic character, and because he and
Blanche seem to have a special relationship, readers might easily expect or
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want Blanche to accept the offer to stay in his life. Blanche’s dismissal of
Mumsfield’s needs helps such readers see how easy it is to unquestioningly
accept assumptions about the service-oriented nature of blacks (and the self-
sacrificial nature of women) at the heart of a powerful white construction of
black womanhood. Here, and throughout the story, Neely also makes clear
the emotional strength black women must call on daily to combat negative
stereotypes that work to strip them of dignity, self-esteem, and confidence.
Blanche’s no-nonsense, in-your-face attitude, her sophisticated analyses of the
world she lives in, and her habit of speaking her mind are humorous, but
ultimately very serious, weapons in this struggle.

See also Blanche among the Talented Tenth; Blanche Cleans Up; Blanche Passes Go
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BLANCHE PASSES GO

In this fourth Blanche White mystery novel, Blanche Passes Go (2000), author
Barbara Neely takes her most feminist stance yet as she illustrates the impact
of domestic violence and rape on the lives of women. Readers used to the
feisty, in-your-face protagonist of the earlier novels see here a Blanche more
vulnerable than they are used to. When Blanche moves back home to Far-
leigh, North Carolina, she 1s pulled back into memories she has tried hard to
repress—memories of being raped by a white employer years earlier. Blan-
che’s assertive demeanor usually hides the psychological damage of this as-
sault, but she knows that true emotional healing has never been effected.

In Farleigh, Blanche’s best friend Ardell has opened a catering business
and wants Blanche to be her partner, a tempting offer she must balance against
the independence the cleaning profession allows her. Blanche also notes with
concern how being a boss has changed Ardell’s personality and values; cost-
effectiveness and profit have become her new lens for looking at the world.

Meanwhile, Blanche begins a romantic relationship. The strands of the
story merge as Blanche realizes how much of her life is still being shaped by
her rape. She wants to fall in love with Thelvin, but love and trust feel like
dangerous vulnerabilities. And she finds herself making assumptions about
Thelvin based on the fact that he is @ man rather than on what she has seen of
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him as a particular man, an unfair perspective she knows has roots in her
assault years ago.

Then Blanche sees her rapist for the first time in years and realizes that as a
caterer she might come in contact with him at any time. She comes undone.
Seeing Blanche cringe, suffer physical sickness, emotional cowardice, and
psychological distress is a potent reminder to readers of the effect rape can have
on even strong, self-assured women. When Blanche becomes suspicious that
the woman living across the street is abused, her emotional turmoil increases.
She grapples with her moral responsibility in the face of this situation: Should
she take some form of action? How can she respond and still stay safe?

Throughout the story Blanche agonizes over how to achieve psychological
healing. She finally admits that she must quit merely reacting and start acting.
When offered a job investigating the rapist’s sister (is her upcoming marriage a
gold-digging scam?), she becomes proactive at last, taking this as an opportu-
nity to learn more about her assailant and to find a way to come to terms with
her rape—perhaps even confront the rapist.

Along the way there is a murder to be solved—another crime against
a woman—and Blanche’s sleuthing uncovers the murderer. The book’s end
brings resolutions to the various strands of the story, but what readers are likely
to remember longest is Blanche’s personal struggle to reclaim her trust in men
and her self-confidence in an environment that evokes her worst memories.

See also Blanche among the Talented Tenth; Blanche Cleans Up; Blanche on the Lam
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BLOODCHILD AND OTHER STORIES

Octavia Butler’s single book of short stories, Bloodchild and Other Stories
(1995), is a slim volume consisting of five short stories and two essays. The
essays are autobiographical; in the second Butler muses on the significance of
writing and reading, especially science fiction, for an African American. Of

the short stories, the two that have garnered the most attention are the title
story “Bloodchild” and “‘Speech Sounds.”
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“Bloodchild” describes the complex relationship between Terrans (hu-
mans) and the insectlike Tilc, a relationship that has evolved over generations
from the Tilc using Terrans as mere hosts for their eggs to a complicated
familial social network. Since the Tilc need Terrans in order to survive as a
species, the emotional ties between the two species are difficult to read: How
much of their affection is real? How much a product of need? The story takes
place on the day the Terran Gan will be implanted with eggs from T’Gatoi, a
Tilc who has been his lifelong friend and second mother. Butler’s decision to
make her prospective human host male instead of female gives new resonance
to the social construction of defining women by their capacity to bear young.

Each story in this collection is accompanied by an afterword. Following
“Bloodchild,” Butler comments that this story is meant to explore the com-
plexities of choosing to become pregnant. Both love and a sense of obligation
motivate Gan, but his maleness and his last-minute revulsion at the alien
nature of being a host to insect eggs complicate readers’ responses to the
decision he must make. As in her Xenogenesis trilogy, Butler suggests here
that familiarity breeds not contempt but acceptance. “Bloodchild” received
both Hugo and Nebula Awards.

In “Speech Sounds,” another Hugo Award winner, Butler creates a world
where a strange pathology has damaged people’s ability to communicate.
Some cannot speak, others can no longer make sense of verbal language they
hear, others have forgotten how to read or write. Some cannot read even
basic body language. Memory problems abound. Many people did not sur-
vive the plague; many others became so frustrated they committed suicide, so
angered they turned to murder, or so dysfunctional they could not survive.
Protagonist Valerie Rye sadly thinks of herself as now living in a world that
seems populated with chimpanzees as she watches people grunting and ges-
turing, usually futilely, in attempts to make themselves understood. Like
many of Butler’s works, this one depicts a bizarre world that nonetheless asks
readers to contemplate what it means to be human.

The stories that round out this volume, “The Evening and the Morning
and the Night,” “Near of Kin,” and “Crossover,” each depict psychically scarred
women trying to come to terms with their identities. Like other stories in this
volume and many of Butler’s novels, they show this author’s fascination with
how disease can affect our sense of selthood and how it can be used to examine the
human condition. Likewise, these stories show Butler’s strategy of using unusual
sexual arrangements in the interest of exploring the human capacity for love and
tolerance. Like her longer fiction, Butler’s stories are original and provocative.

See also Kindred, Parable Series; Patternist Series
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BLUES

Because of its persistent and variously influential role in African American
life, the blues defies precise definition and categorization. Whether a musical
form, broader aesthetic framework, stylistic element, or underlying mood
that inspires them, the blues ranks as one of the most formative artistic forms
in African American expressive culture. Though endlessly adapted, certain
characteristics of blues music remain distinctive. A secular form of lyric verse
steeped in southern black folk tradition, the blues is sung by a single per-
former who adopts a specific persona and witnesses to painful misfortune or
personal loss, often caused or exacerbated by adverse economic, racial, or
sexual conditions. Plaintive, sad, hopeful, tragicomic, witty, bawdy, condem-
natory, triumphant, or a combination of these, the blues expresses the trou-
bles or desires of either the blues performer or his/her sympathetic audience.
Blues lyrics marshal culturally resonant allusions, emotionally evocative im-
agery, and playful double entendres. Its music employs raw vocal intonation,
elastic phrasing, the distinctively mournful “‘blue note” (the flattened 3rd, 5th,
or 7th note in standard scales), and a formal structure rooted in repetition,
improvisation, and call and response patterns. Depending on how it is played
and how one interprets it, the blues may fluctuate between solitary witnessing
and communal expression, endless despondency and emergent hope, control
of life and its impossibility, signs of weakness and strength.

The origins of the blues are at least as nebulous as its definition. Antecedents
of the blues range from West African rhythmic texturing and complex syn-
copations, the work songs and spirituals forged under slavery, field hollers of
the post-Emancipation period, and ragtime and vaudeville music. This amal-
gamation demonstrates the uniquely American character of the blues’ emer-
gence and to the devastating social conditions that inspired it. When and where
these influences ultimately converged to form the blues is still unclear, although
blues and jazz composer W. C. Handy, who heard blues songs as early as 1890
in Mississippi, composed the first written blues song, “Memphis Blues,” in
1912 and standardized the traditional twelve-bar, three-line stanza with an
AAB scheme. The blues developed in the rural South as talented workers and,
later, musicians and traveling bands migrated across the region. Even the
coarse, gritty texture of this early folk or country blues (with sparse instru-
mental accompaniment) had its geographical variants, namely, the popularly
recognized Mississippi Delta (exemplified by Charley Patton and Robert



Johnson), East Texas (Leadbelly and Blind Lemon Jeffers), and Piedmont
blues (Josh White).

As musicians and shows spread, so too did the influence and appeal of
the blues. The Great Migration created a surge of southern musicians and
audiences in the urban North, in conjunction with changes in the recording
industry, that radically transformed the blues in the 1920s. The rise of the
black-targeted ‘“‘race record,” sparked by Mamie Smith’s acclaimed recording
of “Crazy Blues” in 1920, laid the groundwork for the classic blues’ huge
success. Greatly influenced by ragtime and tent-show performances, the classic
(vaudeville) blues, unlike the male-dominated folk blues, almost exclusively
featured female singers, including Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, Ethel
Waters, Ida Cox, and Alberta Hunter. These recordings in turn became
blueprints for emerging musicians in both city and country, and the performers
became the musical forbearers of singers like Etta James, Billie Holiday, and
Nina Simone. This wave of popularity was followed by a move toward in-
creased instrumentalization, electric amplification, and the discernable urban
sophistication found in 1930s and 1940s Memphis, Chicago, and Detroit
(Muddy Waters and B. B. King). Post-World War II urban blues were also
increasingly influenced by jazz, whose roots were themselves shaped by early
blues forms. The blues also inspired more “polished” popular offshoots like
boogie woogie, swing, and rhythm and blues.

The blues song and its performance reflect a general ethos or worldview,
captured in Ralph Ellison’s definition of the blues: “an impulse to keep the
painful details . . . of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching consciousness, to
finger its jagged grain, and to transcend it...by squeezing from it a near-
tragic, near-comic lyricism” (5). For many, the blues represents a profound
underlying resilience and triumphant life force. According to Amiri Baraka,
the emergence of the blues marks the achievement of a fully black American
identity. Houston A. Baker, Jr., presents the blues as the defining “phylo-
genetic recapitulation . . . of species experience” (5). Others resist using the
blues paradigm to define African American culture, citing among other things
opposition to the blues by members of the black church and middle class.

This blues ethos underwrites a broader blues aesthetic featured in African
American visual art and literature. Modernist interests in folk culture led
to formal experimentation with the blues structure and ethos evident in texts
by Sterling Brown, Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and Richard
Wright and the artwork of Romare Bearden. More contemporary works by
James Baldwin, Amiri Baraka, Robert Hayden, Toni Cade Bambara, Gayl
Jones, Sherley Anne Williams, Alice Walker, and Harryette Mullen pay
tribute to classic blues women and their songs. The presence of these figures in
black women’s texts indicates their continued deep symbolic value. Female
blues characters repeatedly facilitate explorations of defiant black female inde-
pendence, lesbianism or bisexuality, and patriarchal constraints over women.

Black feminist critics have turned to the blues, and its frank sexual content,
to help frame analyses of sexuality, gender relations, and black domestic
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space. Hazel Carby argues that women’s blues construct sensuous, sexually
autonomous female subjects, in contrast to the desexed, middle-class self-
representations of black women at the turn of the century. Angela Davis also
regards the blues as a powerful, consciousness-raising cultural force that ar-
ticulates a protofeminist, working-class political consciousness and exemplifies
the politicization of the personal. But Ann duCille challenges the exclusionary
politics of authenticity often marshaled by invocating the blues and questions
the realism of the liberated blues-songstress archetype. Despite disagreements
about the blues’ meaning and function, most would agree with Lawrence
Levine that the significance of the blues art form is its “insist[ence] upon the
meaningfulness of black lives,” which are “worth taking note of and sharing
in song” (269-270).

See also Poetry
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BLUEST EYE, THE

Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye (1970), is set in Lorain, Ohio, in
1941. Framed within the discourse of women’s “secret” communal knowl-
edge, the story relates the psychological damage of racism upon the most
vulnerable member of U.S. culture, a young black girl. Eleven-year-old Pe-
cola Breedlove longs for the blue eyes of the little blonde girls hailed as icons
of beauty. The image of Shirley Temple painted on a little girl’s teacup or
Mary Jane emblazoned on a candy wrapper makes Pecola see herself through
the cultural lens that constructs her ugliness. If only she were pretty—an
achievement reached through the blue eyes that mark whiteness—then, she
believes, people would love her.

Another casualty of American racism, Pecola’s mother Pauline is crippled
not only by her slightly deformed foot but also by the ideals of physical beauty
and romantic love that mature for her in the darkened space of the movie
theater where she escapes from the loneliness of her small domestic sphere. As
she watches the embraces of idealized white movie stars, her hair piled in
imitation of Jean Harlow’s, Pauline loses a front tooth, cementing the physical
difference more broadly marked upon her black body. She ultimately finds an
alternative escape in her domestic work for a white family that values her
cleanliness and her relentless dedication, two characteristics she no longer
shares with her own family that she sees as poor, ugly, and broken.

Pecola’s father, Cholly, has his own psychological scars: Two white men
discover him as a young teen having sex with a girl in a field. Instead of hating
the white men, he despises the girl for witnessing his shame. This enduring
shame, and the anger it engenders, is redirected toward his wife; the two
regularly exchange physical and verbal abuse. Cholly’s crisis comes when,
frustrated and intoxicated, he sees his daughter reenact a physical movement
that reminds him of a young Pauline. The tenderness that wells up inside him
turns to an irrepressible sexual urge, and he violently rapes her. Thus, The
Bluest Eye, like later Morrison novels, turns on an act of physical and/or psy-
chological violence precipitated by self-doubt and a feeling of loss or emptiness
created by a racist, sexist, and classist world. However, because these violent
acts (including rape, murder, infanticide, and child abuse) often function as
attempts to gain some lost thing, the victims embodying an unbearable ab-
sence, the perpetrators often conflate violence with love. Tenderness prompts
Cholly to cover his violated daughter with a quilt; hatred of his shame—
directed again toward the female body—prevents him from lifting her from the
floor.

When Pauline finds Pecola on the kitchen floor, the traditional domestic
space of the female, she beats her daughter rather than offering a sympathetic
embrace. The pregnant Pecola also finds little compassion from the “re-
spectable” neighborhood women. Indeed, the only kind adults in Pecola’s life
are three prostitutes who live in the apartment above her and hate with a
proud authority (almost) all men. Marked as ruined by the community, Miss
Marie, China, and Poland accept Pecola as she is, without judgment, just as
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they accept each other. Their celebration of black female sexuality leads to a
certain freedom, even if it does not protect from pain or suffering.

Claudia and Frieda, Pecola’s girlfriends, are also sympathetic to her plight.
The primary narrator of the novel, Claudia stands in distinct contrast to
Pecola and Pauline. Rather than coveting the blue-eyed, blonde-haired white
baby dolls that she receives every Christmas without asking or wanting,
Claudia harbors a desire to dismember them, a scenario that gets played out
in Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1970). Young en-
ough to believe that real babies come from when a man loves you and to be
slightly jealous when her sister Frieda is groped by the family’s male lodger,
Claudia is at least old enough to know that Pecola deserves compassion. The
sisters plant marigold seeds, solemnized with prayer and magic words, in
hope that Pecola’s baby will survive. The marigolds, however, do not grow,
and the premature baby dies, the embodiment of Pecola’s sterile, loveless
world.

But Pecola’s wish for blue eyes comes true. At least Pecola believes so, after
visiting the town’s mystic Soaphead Church. The neighbors avoid Pecola
because she is pregnant with her father’s child, but she believes their aloofness
stems from jealousy over her very blue eyes. By novel’s end, Pecola has
created a second personality, a friend who admires her new eyes. Claudia,
whose voice closes the novel, cannot see Pecola’s blue eyes but does finally
understand that Pecola 1s “all the beauty of the world.” Claudia thus rejects
the white stereotype of beauty and celebrates her own embodied identity as
a young black woman.

See also Black Masculinity
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BODY

The body is a site of intersections, a place where violence, healing, oppres-
sion, and empowerment are expressed. It is likewise a screen onto which
cultural values are projected. Images and representations of the black body
resonate throughout African American literature and signal, often simulta-
neously, ancient strength and authority, disempowerment, and the reclama-
tion of power. According to Louis V. Zakbar’s collection Hymns to Isis in Her
Temple at Philac (1988), Egyptians revered the goddess as all powerful; her
body created, nourished, and destroyed. However, her very identity, as well
as sites of worship devoted to her, transformed and almost disappeared
during the emergence of monotheistic religions, Judaism and Christianity.
Ancient attempts to annihilate the black goddess were portents of colonization
and slavery forced upon Africans almost 1,500 years later. The horrific,
systematic degrading of the African body into the mechanized, animalized
slave body reverberates throughout Western culture and in popular depic-
tions of black women as the embodiment of sexual promiscuity. This ste-
reotype promoted early-nineteenth-century representations of South African
Saartjie Baartman (Sarah Bartmann), the so-called Hottentot Venus, whose
body was showcased for the pleasure and curiosity of European audiences
and whose genitalia became a subject of intense scientific inquiry for those
attempting to prove the superiority of the Caucasian race.

Many African American women in the 1920s, however, notably Josephine
Baker and the female blues singers, including Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, and
Billie Holiday, reclaimed their bodies as conduits of self-expression and
carved successful, powerful public roles for themselves. The complexity of
the black female body’s evolution in history and culture is a poignant subject
for many African American writers who illustrate that the black body serves,
paradoxically, as a site of oppression and empowerment.

Body 99
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Violence against women is the most obvious form of oppression in African
American literature. In Their Eyes Were Watching God, Zora Neale Hurston
depicts a legacy of violence toward black women, first through Nanny’s im-
pregnation by her slave master and then in Leafy’s rape by the local school-
teacher, an incident from which Leafy never recovers and of which Janie is the
product. Janie’s life, too, is haunted by looming violence—emotional and
physical—and in her marriage with Tea Cake, domestic violence becomes an
expression of his control, which Hurston represents troublingly as an act of
love and devotion. However, in her short story “Sweat,” Hurston presents
intraracial domestic violence as utterly destructive and doubly dangerous be-
cause it prevents Delia, who is a washerwoman for whites, from addressing
systems of racial inequality, thereby preventing her from improving her status.

This same theme appears in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, where
intraracial violence constantly threatens to destroy Celie. Her rape and im-
pregnation by her stepfather and the constant physical abuse by her husband
are symbolic of the dangers of patriarchal society in which men “own”
women. The rapes of Pecola in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye and Maya
in Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings also illustrate the
young black woman’s struggle within intersections of domination of which
racism is one component along with gender, class, and sexuality.

Similarly, in his poem “Mulatto,” Langston Hughes makes clear the
double-edged oppression African American women face in interracial vio-
lence: first as a black woman in a white society that does not acknowledge her
rights over her own body and second as a member of the female sex, thought
to exist only to service and appease men. In this poem, a white man rapes the
young mulatto boy’s mother against a fence; she is literally trapped at the
intersections of so many levels of violence and oppression that her fate seems
inescapable. Like the narrator in Hughes’s poem, Gayl Jones’s Corregidora
heroine Ursa, a blues singer who weaves her family’s painful history into
song, is overwhelmed with loathing for the white slave master who fathered,
raped, and dehumanized her grandmother and mother. Jones’s novel traces
Ursa’s attempts to understand her family’s story and to overcome the psychic
damage caused by that past.

The continual oppression of blacks by white society becomes the impetus
for violence against women in Richard Wright’s Native Son. Bigger’s fear and
anxiety of the all-encompassing power of white society leads him to act out
his own feelings of suffocation by smothering the white socialite Mary Dalton
by accident, an event that causes more intense terror and leads him to burn
her corpse in the furnace. When his plan of escape spirals out of control,
Bigger attempts to reclaim his threatened autonomy by asserting sexual
dominance over his black girlfriend Bessie. However, raping Bessie does not
strip her of all power; Bigger fears she can still expose him. The only way
Bigger can completely conquer Bessie is to kill her.

The depiction of murder as control is perhaps most disturbing in Nella
Larsen’s novel Passing, in which a childhood friend, Clare, becomes the
adult object of Irene Redfield’s hatred and jealousy. Irene’s abhorrence and



fear of the beautiful Clare culminates in Clare’s destruction when Clare falls
out of a sixth-story window to her death. While Larsen does not directly
reveal whether Irene pushed her or Clare committed suicide, Clare’s death is
indicative of racial or color-focused tensions within the black community.
Clare’s death is complicated by her status as a mulatta who has successfully
passed in white society, and her story is similar to the myth of the tragic
mulatto who is torn between black and white society and who is ultimately
destroyed due to this seeming irreconcilable conflict.

The objectification of the black female body often leads to violence. Larsen’s
Quicksand features another mulatto character, Helga Crane, who, in an effort
to obtain the lifestyle she desires, aligns herself with the Dahls, her extended
white family in Copenhagen. The Dahls provide Helga with every lovely
trinket she wishes, but it comes at a price: She must perform the role of the
exotic savage for the Danish socialites, much like the “Hottentot Venus.” The
artist Axel Olsen also wants to capture Helga and further objectifies her by
demanding that she sit for a portrait, a form of confinement. Larsen presents
the lionlike Olsen’s pursuit of a sexual relationship with Helga as a hunt,
suggesting that if he succeeds, Helga will be consumed and therefore de-
stroyed. When Helga refuses his advances, she is the victim of a searing verbal
assault that leaves her reeling. Olsen’s final punishment is the painting itself,
which leaves all members of the household unsettled and makes Helga appear,
in the words of the maid, “wicked.”

In The Street, Ann Petry presents analogous intimidation via her protag-
onist Lutie Johnson, who, to her detriment, becomes the sexual object of many
men. William Jones, the super of her building, has rape fantasies about Lutie,
and even after discovering that she has been “marked” for someone else to
own, he attempts to violate her. Failing in his attempt, he develops a plan to
hurt her as deeply as possible by ruining her son, Bub. Junto, the powerful
white owner of the local juke joint, also desires to possess Lutie. Like Jones,
he acts as a voyeur, constantly watching and monitoring her. Junto simulta-
neously empowers and oppresses Lutie by allowing her to be the singer in his
club. Lutie sees the spotlight as an opportunity to escape the street; however,
she must serve as a sexual object and a source of entertainment to do so. Boots,
who carries out Junto’s dirty work, also sees Lutie as sexual prey and, at Junto’s
command, stalls and ruins Lutie’s strategy for escape. When Boots attempts to
rape Lutie, she recognizes him as all the forces that have prevented her success,
and usurping phallic power via a candlestick, she murders him and leaves
the city.

Petry’s assertion of Lutie’s power at the end of The Sireet is indicative of
another trend in African American literature: using the black female body as a
sign of empowerment. In the essay “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,”
Audre Lorde also acknowledges women’s internal creative energy and in-
spires women to reconnect with this force in order to empower themselves
through self-expression and union with other women to facilitate activism and
social change. bell hooks also calls black women to battle against negative and
oppressive depictions of them. In “Selling Hot Pussy: Representations of Black
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Female Sexuality in the Cultural Marketplace,” hooks reads Nikki Gio-
vanni’s “Woman Poem” as a call to oppressors to acknowledge and rectify
their actions but also indicates that empowerment must be accomplished by
black women’s actively creating and recovering positive representations of
their bodies and womanhood.

Throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, African American
women authors have successfully developed a stunning tradition of literature
that portrays black women as highly capable of overcoming their oppressors.
Hurston, Walker, and Angelou in the texts cited above enable their charac-
ters to overcome their situations and lead fulfilled and thriving lives. For
Walker and Angelou, motherhood becomes the redemptive feature of Ce-
lie’s and Maya’s lives. Through their children, they are metaphorically re-
born and revitalized. Gwendolyn Brooks’s Maud Martha also presents
motherhood as an anodyne to the pain of living in a racist society, and in her
poem “Sadie and Maud,” motherhood is crucial to a full and therefore hard
and complicated life. For Petry’s Lutie Johnson, motherhood is the catalyst
that sparks her desire to break away from the oppressive “street.” And to
Lorde, being a mother entails pleasurable and infinite connection to her child,
her creation, in “Now That I Am Forever with Child.”

Motherhood, however, is a contentious subject for many African American
women. W.E.B. Du Bois, in “The Damnation of Women,” argues that so-
clety’s conventions restrict women’s ability to achieve their best because they
are cemented into the role of mother. Larsen’s Quicksand and Passing display
intense anxiety about motherhood and depict it as entrapping and inhibiting.
For Morrison’s Pecola, pregnancy ostracizes her from black society. Jones’s
Ursa fears she cannot carry on her family’s story by “making generations”
due to her infertility. Rita Dove’s poems “Mother Love,” “Daystar,” and
“Motherhood” illustrate the complexity of the role of the black mother: the
fear, limitations, and willing selflessness it inspires.

The most poignant imagery of the reclamation of power through the body is
evident in the centrality of healing to African American women’s literary texts.
In answer to the themes of violence explored above, many women writers use
scar imagery to illustrate the inescapable presence of a wound as well as the
body’s power to recover from and thrive despite it. The best example of this is
the tree scar on Sethe’s back in Toni Morrison’s Beloved. The scar results from
a whipping Sethe endured as punishment for revealing to Mrs. Garner that the
schoolteacher’s nephews had forcefully taken her breast milk. Whipping in this
novel and countless slave narratives (or freedom narratives) represents one
of the consequences a black woman faces if she challenges white male au-
thority. However, the wound is healed, and the process of healing becomes a
central theme in the novel, concluding with Sethe’s need to address her guilt
and responsibility for the baby girl she murdered in an attempt to spare her the
horrors of slavery. The women in Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory
also have to confront a history of violence beginning with the rape of Martine—
an act of violence that serves as an emblem of political violence in 1930s
Haiti. Sophie Caco, the product of this rape, bears her mother’s burden both



psychologically and physically, as her face is repeatedly associated with the face
of her mother’s attacker. Her mother’s insistent “testing” to learn whether
Sophie’s hymen is still intact causes intense sexual trauma that leads Sophie to
inflict an extremely painful self-deflowering that mirrors her mother’s rape.
Both experiences prevent her from having a fulfilling love life and a positive
body image. However, Sophie begins to heal herself by returning to her native
village, where she revisits the site of her mother’s trauma and beats back the
sugar cane that symbolizes violent phallic power.

Toni Cade Bambara also explores the healing process in The Salt Eaters.
Velma Henry, a feminist and civil rights activist who attempts suicide because
she is exhausted and frustrated by the seemingly unwinnable and endless battle
against oppression, develops a relationship with Minnie Ransom, the local
healer, who facilitates Velma’s psychological and bodily recovery. Bambara
skillfully links Velma’s recovery with the community, extending the need for
healing beyond the personal to politics and the environment. Similar to Min-
nie, Gloria Naylor’s healer Miranda in Mama Day channels supernatural
forces through her body in order to help, heal, and punish people in the Willow
Springs community. Women’s power is at the heart of the community from the
myth of the great conjure woman who aided and protected the island in its
infancy to Sapphira Wade, the formidable, shrewd mother-of-all, whose sac-
rifices freed her children and their descendants. Miranda’s healing ability is put
to the test when her greatniece Cocoa is the target of a deadly curse. Miranda
calls on her sister Abigail’s prayer and Cocoa’s husband’s mortal sacrifice to
revitalize Cocoa so that she can carry on her family’s powerful female legacy.

While the healing process forces us to recognize the limits of the body, the
celebration of the body’s physical possibilities 1s also fundamental to recov-
ering authority in African American women’s writing. For example, Lucille
Clifton acknowledges the strength and ability of her body in “homage to my
hips” and links the potency and ferocity of the black Hindu goddess Kali to
women’s potential power in “Kali.” Strength and, more specifically, the ability
to overcome hardship are central to Ntozake Shange’s choreopoem for col-
ored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf. Shange’s
dramatic work is intensely connected with the body in dialogue, dance, and
song, as seven female performers, each representative of a color of the rain-
bow, weave stories of the pain of initiation into womanhood with declarations
of triumph and perseverance, ending with a communal song of internal em-
powerment about finding god in themselves and loving her fiercely. Similarly,
Bambara’s story “Raymond’s Run” is a bildungsroman in which the brash
preadolescent Hazel Parker’s ability to be the fastest runner in her school is
linked to achievement and self-esteem. Running also inspires friendship be-
tween Hazel and her competitor Gretchen, suggesting that friendly rivalry and
genuine commitment to a shared interest facilitate unity among women. Unity
is essential to self-realization in Paule Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow in
which Avey (Avatara) Johnson’s reunification with her heritage and the self
that she has lost in her assimilation into mainstream white American culture
can only be achieved through the cleansing and recognition of her body and
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the performance of her natal nation’s dance in the Beg Pardon ritual. Like
Avey, the avatar of culture and ritual, African American literature contains the
beauty and pain of the black experience and the importance of acknowledging
and remembering our origins through the body.

See also Black Arts Movement; Conjuring; Folklore; Hottentot Venus: A Novel,
Lesbianism; Middle Passage; Passing; Race; Work
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BONDWOMAN’S NARRATIVE, THE

The Bondwoman’s Narrative (c. 1850s) is acknowledged as the first novel written
by an African American woman. In the tradition of bildungsroman, popular
in the nineteenth century, the book tells the story of a young woman who
grows to maturity through America’s institution of slavery. Hannah Crafts,
the purported author, claims to be a mulatta, light enough to pass for white
yet a person whose identity and sympathies are clearly with the enslaved.

Early on, the main character, who seems to also be the narrator, shows a
resilience that establishes her strength. “The life of a slave is not a good one,”
she says, “but I had formed a resolution to look on the bright side of things,
to be industrious, cheerful, and true-hearted, to do some good though in a
humble way, and to win some love if I could.” The statement locates her
character as central, not only to her personal survival but to the preservation
of the race. Crafts represents the continuation of the culture through spirit
more than gender. Moreover, the qualities cited transcend the bounds of
womanhood and color.

The protagonist escapes from masters in Virginia and North Carolina to
eventually gain her freedom. At the same time, readers might be surprised to
hear a voice that found ways to resist the oppressive influences around her
from the beginning. The intensity of the prose is amplified by editor Henry
Louis Gates, Jr.’s textual annotations and the appendixes that reveal the quest
for the manuscript’s authentication.
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On the mend from a hip replacement operation near the start of 2001, Gates,
W.E.B. Du Bois Professor of the Humanities and chair of Afro-American
studies at Harvard University, thumbed through an auction catalog from New
York’s Swann Galleries. The upcoming sale of a handwritten manuscript
caught his eye. Gates, who authenticated and edited a volume on Harriett
E. Wilson’s 1859 novel Our Nig; or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black, was
mntrigued that Lot 30, the 301 pages bound in cloth, was said to be a “fiction-
alized biography” from the 1850s. The entry explained that the literary work
was signed by the author, Hannah Crafts, an escaped slave. Gates was in-
trigued by the idea of such an early work written by a black person and was
prodded to believe the claim because the advertisement said the book came
from the collection of Dorothy Porter, a noted African American historian and
librarian at Howard University’s Moorland-Spingarn Research Center.

The Swann catalog offered almost 400 pieces—first editions, manuscripts,
documents, posters, photographs, and memorabilia—in the annual Black His-
tory Month sale of African American collectibles. The author and scholar
writes that his habit is to give the magazine a thorough read, even when he
chooses not to buy something for his personal collection or the university.
Gates, with the help of historian Richard Newman, who brokered the deal,
purchased Lot 30 on the first bid for $8,500 on February 15, 2001.

Gates concedes that he wondered about the investment. Many of the pub-
lishers he consulted would not commit money to produce an unauthenticated
text. The assertions of Porter and others were no guarantee as to its unique
nature. His past research taught him that writers in the mid-nineteenth century
often published under pseudonyms or as poseurs. Women sometimes pre-
tended to be men. Whites sometimes claimed to write as blacks.

Gates risked a lot on Porter’s decision to buy the book for $85 from Emily
Driscoll, a New York City dealer, in 1948. He knew the woman was serious
and meticulous in her work. He wrote as she did that the author would gain
no benefit from the pretense of blackness.

Gates became even more convinced the book was a real find when he read
the work. The professor writes that he was certain that no white author
would write as a protagonist in a sentimental novel about slaves. He also said
it is not likely a non-African American would develop a story that referred to
so many black characters, nor describe them as people with so much depth.
Also, he maintained that someone outside the slave experience was not likely
to include “so very many counterintuitive observations” on slavery.

After he bought The Bondwoman’s Narrative, Gates contacted Warner Books
as the potential publisher. Then he had to prove that the text was real. Time
Warner, the parent company, pushed him on the issue of authenticity. The
corporation got burned in the past on fake diaries attributed to Adolf Hitler
and Jack the Ripper.

He copied the bound pages onto microfilm and sought the advice of
Harvard College Library’s manuscript curator. He writes that she concluded
that “in its physical form, the manuscript is typically mid-nineteenth century,
perhaps dating from the 1850s or 1860s.” At her suggestion, he checked the
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quality of the paper with Craigen W. Bowen, the Philip and Lynn Strauss
Conservator of Works of Art and Paper at Harvard’s art museum. With his
assurance, they conjectured that the novel was written between 1855 and
1860. Wyatt Houston Day, who appraised the document for the Swann
Galleries, said he concurred. The paper, writing style, and ink all point to the
1850s.

Lawrence Kirshbaum, the Time Warner Books Group chairman, sug-
gested Gates show the work to rare manuscript dealer Kenneth Rendell. He
helped to expose the Hitler and Ripper diaries as frauds. Rendell looked into
his microscope and identified the manuscript as a first draft, or “composing
copy,” etched with “iron-gall ink” widely used before 1860.

Joe Nickell, the author of more than a dozen works that include the 1996
Detecting Forgeries: Forensic Investigation of Documents and Pen, Ink and Evidence: A
Study of Writing and Materials for the Penman, Collector, and Document Detective
(1990), provided such a thorough, well-written breakdown on the manuscript
that Gates decided to include the authentication report as part of the text.

With the aid of census records from the Library of Congress and the
Family History Library of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in
Salt Lake City, Utah, background on Hannah Crafts and the manuscript
emerged.

Nickell’s report cites the novel’s reference to “an equestrian statue of
(Andrew) Jackson” in Washington, D.C., as evidence that the piece could not
have been written before 1853. He also notes that the author’s failure to
mention the Civil War indicates the book must have been written before the
attack on Fort Sumter in 1860. The report says Crafts was “a relatively
young, African-American woman who was deeply religious and had obvious
literary skills, although eccentric punctuation and occasional misspellings
suggest someone who struggled to become educated.”

Nickell pegged the handwriting as a style popular between 1840 and 1865
called “round hand.” She wrote more for legibility than speed, the report
says, and was right-handed. He also noted that the ink seemed to be iron-gall.
He wrote that if she had been a middle-class white woman of the period, the
writing likely would be more elegant and diminutive.

His report shows quite a bit of evidence that Crafts was a self-taught reader
and writer. In specific, he remarks that the use of multisyllable words such as
magnanimity and vicissitudes and frequent misspellings bear out the testimony of
the novel’s main character that she worked hard to make the transition from
an illiterate slave girl to a schoolteacher.

Readers often hold a happy ending to be suspect these days. The author
presents, as a matter of coincidence, that she gains freedom surrounded by
her mother, husband, and friends. When the novel was written, a good end
to such a story would have been a requisite. For one thing, the positive
resolution fits the protagonist’s expressed hopes and upbeat personality. Al-
though unstated, it seems the narrative exists more to convey the message
that a better life is possible than to document the pain and evil of slavery.
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Also, nineteenth-century readers might not have accepted a future devoid of
possibility.
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BONNER, MARITA (1899-1971)

Marita Odette Bonner is known today not only for her prolificacy as a short-
story writer during the Harlem Renaissance but also for presaging the
radicalism of the 1960s in her dramatic work and for addressing gender issues
by depicting women’s lives in her short fiction.

Born in Boston, Massachusetts, the third of four children to Joseph and
Mary Anne Bonner, Marita Bonner attended Brookline High School, where
she excelled in music and German and wrote for the high school magazine.
She enrolled at Radcliffe in 1918 as an English and comparative literature
major. There she joined a number of musical clubs, twice winning the
Radcliffe song competition, studied creative writing under Professor Charles
Townsend Copeland, and founded the Radcliffe chapter of Delta Sigma
Theta, an African American sorority. Graduating in 1920, Bonner taught at
Bluefield Colored Institute in Virginia from 1922 to 1924 and at Armstrong
High School in Washington, D.C., from 1924 to 1930.

In Washington, D.C., Bonner met and married William Occomy, who
held an M.B.A. from Boston University. They moved to Chicago, where
they raised their three children. Although Bonner’s writing career thrived
for a time in the 1920s and 1930s with publication of her short stories, she
eventually ceased literary activities. She began teaching again in the 1940s,
retiring in 1963. She died in 1971 at the age of seventy-three from smoke
inhalation complications after her apartment caught fire.
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Among Bonner’s earliest publications, three plays remain her most widely
known dramatic works: The Pot Maker: A Play to Be Read (1927), The Purple
Flower (1928), and Exit, an lllusion: A One-Act Play (1929). Singled out by critics
as notable because of its experimental form, The Purple Flower allegorically
portrays the treatment of oppressed African Americans and shows a futuris-
tic vision of seeing the African American predicament as global and connec-
ted to other oppressed people throughout the world. Through a surrealistic
style, the play called for social and political revolution long before other writers
dared to. Additionally, unlike the works of other African American women
playwrights of the Harlem Renaissance, neither The Purple Flower nor Bonner’s
other plays deal with issues connected specifically with women’s lives.

It was in her numerous short stories, however, where Bonner did focus on
women’s lives. Written primarily in the late 1920s and 1930s, Bonner’s fiction
often depicts lower-class female characters from southern towns or Chicago’s
working class, unlike her own middle-class upbringing. Cited by Judith Musser
as a “proletariat writer,” Bonner employs realism in her short stories by por-
traying living conditions of families and exposing problems faced by working-
class African American women, particularly single mothers, either through
divorce, desertion, or by never having married. As breadwinners, these
women hold a variety of occupations. They vary from eighteen-year-olds to
eighty-year-old grandmothers. Most of Bonner’s short stories take place on her
fictional Frye Street, which resembles a lower-class, ethnically mixed Chicago
neighborhood.
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BOYD, CANDY DAWSON (1946- )

A professor of education and author of fiction for middle-grade children,
Candy Boyd was born and raised in an African American community in
Chicago, part of a dynamic, loving family. She read avidly but never found
the faces of her family or the stories of her ancestors in her library books. In
high school, she became an activist, joining with others, black and white, to
combat blockbusting practices by realtors in the area around the school. She
continued her activism at Northeastern Illinois State University, focusing on
the civil rights movement as she pursued the dream of an acting career.
Finding racism an obstacle to that goal, she quit school and worked as a field
organizer with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference for one year.
Returning to college, she earned a teaching degree and worked as an ele-
mentary school teacher in her old neighborhood and then in multicultural
neighborhoods in Berkeley, California. She says she never saw her students’
ethnicities reflected in realistic fiction about children whose culture was an
mherent part of them, yet who underwent ordinary, sometimes life-changing
experiences within their families, schools, and communities. She was also
interested in writing about the way children cope with the decisions adults
make. She completed her doctorate in education at St. Mary’s College of
California, eventually becoming its first tenured African American professor.

Her first published novel was Circle of Gold (1984), a Coretta Scott King
Honor book in which a young girl tries to earn money to buy an expensive gift
for her widowed mother, who works long and hard to support her two chil-
dren. Breadsticks and Blessing Places (1985) drew on her experiences of surviving
the death of a childhood friend, dealing honestly and perceptively with chil-
dren’s grief. Charlie Pippin (1987) is a bright, entrepreneurial eleven-year-old
who 1s puzzled by her stern father’s reluctance to discuss his participation in the
Vietnam War, though she knows it shattered his dreams. An inadvertent rebel
in school, she becomes deeply engaged in a social studies project on the war
and discovers a clipping about her father’s heroism and the death of his two
close friends. During the project, she stands up to a male team member who
expects her to take the notes because she is a girl and who is condescending
though not well informed. Charlie’s mother is always negotiating between
her strong husband and equally strong daughter. Eventually, she and her father
understand each other better, and she uses her business skills to help another
school group organize a fund-raiser for a relief agency dealing with hunger
in Africa. Though there are moments of great family tension, the family is a
source of loving strength.
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Two related novels, Fall Secrets (1994) and A Different Beat (1996), deal with
the often-neglected subject of skin color prejudice within the African Ameri-
can community. Her picture book, Daddy, Daddy, Be There (1995) is an im-
passioned plea for fathers to be present for their children.
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BOYD, MELBA (1950- )

Melba Joyce Boyd was born in Detroit, Michigan, to John P. and Dorothy
Boyd. She received her B.A. from Western Michigan University in 1971 and
her M.A. in 1972. In 1979 she was awarded the D.Arts from the University of
Michigan. Her professional career has been multifaceted; she is known as an
educator, a filmmaker, a poet, an editor, and a writer.

Boyd’s credentials as an educator are extensive. She has been a high school
English teacher; at the university level, she has taught English, black studies,
Africana studies, and women’s studies. She has lectured at many colleges and
universities in the United States and abroad, including Columbia University,
the University of Notre Dame, the University of Pennsylvania, the Univer-
sity of Houston, Mississippi State University, the University of Hanover, the
University of Osnabruck, the University of Colorado, Sinte Gleska College,
and Grinnell College. In 1983-1984, she was a senior Fulbright lecturer at the
University of Bremen, Germany. At this time, she is professor of Africana
studies at Wayne State University.

In 1995, Boyd produced and directed T%e Black Unicorn: Dudley Randall and the
Broadside Press, a documentary on the life of Randall and the impact the press had
on American literature. The press was born when Randall published two of
his poems, “Ballad of Birmingham” and “Dressed All in Pink,” as broadsides.
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Boyd explained to a reporter from the Detroit Free Press that the establishment of
the Broadside Press “opened up the literary canon, and...mainstream pub-
lishers began publishing poetry and black writers and other minority writers.”
As Randall’s friend and protégée’, Boyd worked at the press as editor and
was named Randall’s authorized biographer. In 2003, she published Wrestling
with the Muse: Dudley Randall and the Broadside Press. In the book, Boyd credits
Randall as a feminist and a literary visionary as well as a major inspiration in her
own artistic development. The biography has received praise for its impressive
scholarship and Boyd’s sophisticated and accessible writing style.

As a poet, Boyd is inspired by her interests in African American history,
in human oppression, and in countering self-interest and materialism. Her
poems create their own distinctive beauty, imposing dignity on often ugly
and painful subject matter.

Boyd’s honors and awards include, among others, the Literature Award from
the Michigan chapter of the National Conference of Artists in 1978; the Wayne
State University President’s Affirmative Action Award in 1995; an award from
the Ann Arbor chapter of Links, Inc. for literary contributions to African
American Culture in 1995; and an award from the Frances E. W. Harper
Literary Society for outstanding achievements in the literary arts in 1996.

See also Black Feminism
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BRADLEY, DAVID (1950- )

An analysis of David Bradley’s two novels reveals strong female characters
and an appreciation of the societal role women play. Interviews with Bradley
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suggest, however, that it was his father’s side of his family—his father, uncles,
and male cousins—that influenced his art and gave rise to many of the stories
and characters present in his novels. Bradley was born in 1950 in Bedford,
Pennsylvania, to the Reverend David H. Bradley and Harriette M. Jackson
Bradley. Although Bradley enjoyed hearing his father’s sermons, and al-
though he greatly enjoyed the trips he made with his father down South to
revival meetings, he did not become a minister, the first time a male Bradley
had declined to enter the profession since before the Civil War. Bradley’s
father, forty-five years old when his son was born, felt no calling to the
ministry but entered it because there were so few professional options open to
blacks of his generation. Bradley Sr. would rather have been a historian,
much like John Washington, protagonist of his son’s second novel The Cha-
neysville Incident (1981). That fact, coupled with a rural upbringing, led to the
worldviews Bradley later put forth in his two novels.

After graduating from high school in Bedford in 1968, Bradley was named
a Benjamin Franklin Scholar, a National Achievement Scholar, and a Presi-
dential Scholar and attended the University of Pennsylvania. It was while he
was a freshman that he heard the kernel of the story that would become The
Chaneysuille Incident. Knowing that David Bradley, Sr., was an amateur histo-
rian, Bedford officials approached him to write the history of African Amer-
icans in the county for its bicentennial celebration. Bradley Sr. wanted nothing
to do with the project and recommended his son, who also refused to partic-
ipate. Harriette Bradley eventually accepted the project. After visiting the
county courthouses and many local cemeteries, she discovered an old gravesite
on the property of a white man named Lester Iames. Her research determined
that thirteen slaves attempting to flee north on the Underground Railroad
were trapped at this location and chose to die rather than to be sent back down
South. Soon after his mother’s call, Bradley wrote a short story about the event.
Years later, this story evolved into The Chaneysville Incident, a novel that won the
PEN/Faulkner Award in 1982 and earned Bradley a position of prominence
not only in African American literary studies but also in American letters.

Bradley felt excluded from student life at the University of Pennsylvania.
The university had begun to accept and embrace its black students, but the
majority of these students came from urban areas. As the son of a rural
preacher, Bradley felt out of place. Rather than spend much time associating
with his fellow students in their popular hangouts, Bradley began to frequent
the bars of South Street. The people he met there became the basis for his
first novel, South Street (1975), which he began in a writing workshop. Bradley
graduated in 1972 summa cum laude and went to graduate school on a
Thouron Scholarship to the University of London Institute of United States
Studies. South Street was published after his return. Although Bradley has
not published a novel since The Chaneysville Incident, he is purportedly at work
on a nonfiction book about racism and its roots in America, which he claims
can be traced back to the writings of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson.

In South Street, Bradley explores the concept of what it means to be a black
male in Philadelphia in the 1970s. While his female characters are strong and
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well defined, they ultimately serve as foils to the men in the novel. The sisters
Leslie and Vanessa, for example, see their lives only in terms of the sexual
pleasure they can give to men. Although Leslie seems to have a voracious
sexual appetite that gives her power, in reality she feels so lost without a man
that she willingly accepts Leroy Briggs’s brutal treatment of her. Vanessa, an
ex-prostitute whom Briggs pays not to work, seems independent and full of
self-respect until she meets Adlai Stevenson Brown, a middle-class man who
has come to live on South Street. When faced with someone she perceives to
be smarter and stronger than herself, Vanessa becomes full of self-doubt. Big
Betsy, an aging prostitute who unsuccessfully attempts to find customers on
South Street, likewise views herself in terms of what men think of her. Her self-
worth has been reduced to the possible in terms of men: As long as new men
enter Lightnin’ Ed’s, the bar where she passes most of her evenings, Big Betsy
clings to the hope that she may yet again regain her prowess as a woman.

The men of South Street similarly define themselves in relation to women,
although at times this definition is fulfilled through the absence of women.
Jake, the resident wino, claims that he gave women up years ago because
they distracted him from his mission of staying steadily drunk. Leo, the pro-
prietor of Lightnin’ Ed’s, eschews any mention of romantic entanglements with
women and becomes highly embarrassed when Big Betsy hints at his own
sexuality or lack thereof. Rayburn and Leroy Briggs, Leslie’s husband and
lover, both crave and fear Leslie’s abundant desire. Rayburn mourns her
desertion and attempts to redeem his self-worth by bedding a wealthy white
woman. Leroy shamefacedly hides when Leslie’s antics exhaust him and later
threatens her life by forcing her to perform sex acts with what he considers to
be the ultimate phallic symbol of his power: his fully loaded gun. The Rev-
erend Peter Sloan, pastor of the Abundant Life Church, views bedding his
female parishioners as a way to confirm his power. Not content to deliver
sermons and count his riches, the Reverend feels that he will not be the perfect
man unless he can prove his sexual worth to the women in his church.

It is Bradley’s inclusion of Adlai Stevenson Brown, the novel’s central
character and catalyst for its action, that renegotiates the balance of sexual
power on South Street. As feminist critic Cathy Brigham notes, much of the
novel’s action hinges on female pleasure and desire. It is not until Brown meets
and befriends Vanessa that he understands what it means to be empathetic.
Through their relationship, Vanessa learns that she is more than property to
be bought and sold. Even Leroy Briggs, who still desires Vanessa despite the
fact that he is bedding her sister, is changed by the relationship. Just as Vanessa
and Brown consummate their relationship in a mutually satisfactory way,
Briggs enters the apartment intending to kill his rival. When Briggs realizes
that Brown has managed to satisfy Vanessa, something he was never able to
accomplish, he slinks away in disgrace. He realizes that perhaps there is more
to relationships than exchange and bargaining for power.

Similarly, John Washington’s relationship with Judith in T%e Chaneysville
Incident results in a growing understanding that maleness need not be defined
by an exclusion of empathy and kindness. Washington is a history professor
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who becomes obsessed with finding out why and how his father died. He
firmly believes that only the facts about his father’s life, and about any his-
torical event, can lead to the truth. Empathy and imagination, he believes, lie
in the domain of women and do not belong as a part of serious scholarship.
What Washington comes to discover, however, is that these so-called wom-
en’s weaknesses are essential to recapture the past and even to discover the
truth.

When Moses Washington dies mysteriously in an accident, his best friend
Jack Crawley becomes a father figure for young John. According to Old Jack,
Moses claimed that John needed his tutelage in how to be a man because John
had “alot of woman” in him. Old Jack teaches John how to hunt, how to drink
whiskey, and how to tell stories. He also discourages his young protegé from
entering into romantic entanglements with women, whom he considers dan-
gerous. As John matures and embarks on his quest to discover the meaning of
his father’s death, and therefore his life as well, he eschews anything he finds
illogical or emotional, in other words, anything he defines as feminine.

This separation between male and female seems to parallel the separation
between the races in the novel. When John receives the call that his brother
Bill has been killed in Vietnam, he vents the rage he feels at the white estab-
lishment in town that he blames for Bill’s death on the white gir]l he has been
dating. He returns from the funeral, goes to see the girl, and rapes her. Al-
though he claims to feel guilty for his actions, he later tells Judith that he still
believes he did nothing wrong in blaming the girl for his anger simply because
she was white.

Years after the novel’s publication, in his interview with Kay Bonetti,
Bradley professed shock that feminist critics neglected to mention the rape
and John’s casual reference of it to Judith. In his view, only a psychiatrist such
as Judith could continue to love a man despite his cold treatment of her and
his callous mention of such a heinous act. If the rape illustrates both John'’s
chauvinism and his hatred of white people and Judith’s desperate need to be
loved, it also demonstrates how much John’s worldview changes by the end
of the novel. When Judith compels John to tell her the story of his father’s life
and death, she also forces him to fill in the historical gaps that his imagination
has not been able to supply. This process of telling the story and recreating
the past allows John to recognize and value the complexity of racial relations,
sexual difference, and human nature. The hole that Moses Washington left in
John’s life has finally been filled.

Judith not only helps to heal John’s emotional wounds and the intellectual
inability to continue with his work, but she also helps to heal him physically.
Throughout the novel, disturbing dreams that manifest themselves physically
in the feeling of a penetrating coldness plague John. As a result of the icy
feeling that grips him whenever he falls asleep, and which continues should
he have one of his terrifying nightmares, John is unable to sleep. The only
cure for this affliction, besides trying to stay awake at all costs, is whiskey.
After Old Jack’s funeral, which as critic Martin Gliserman notes occurs at
the exact center of the novel, John is finally able to fall asleep with Judith.
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The ice mnside him begins to melt as Judith slowly draws the story of his
family history out of him. By the end of the novel, when John finally re-
constructs what happened to his great-grandfather and the other twelve slaves
at Chaneysville, it is clear that the coldness is gone forever and that John is
cured: the male and female, black and white, dichotomies that formally ruled
his life have become both more complex and less threatening.
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BREATH, EYES, MEMORY

Women populate Edwidge Danticat’s works. Men tend to be peripheral:
shadowy figures to avoid, emotionally remote, or distanced by authority. In
Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994), Sophie grows up in Haiti under the loving care of her
Tante Atie and Grandmother Ifé. Though they are all “daughters of the land,”
they also live in a place where nightmares are passed on “like heirlooms.” When
Sophie was still small, her mother Martine escaped her Haitian nightmares,
begun when she was raped in a cane field, but now supports her daughter’s
education and improved living conditions from New York.

Ifée’s daughters Martine and Atie had been quite surprised to learn their
limits as young Haitian women, yet Ifé¢ emphasizes to Sophie the importance
of female bonds, reminding her that her mother remains her best friend. But
sent to New York herself at twelve years old, Sophie finds a woman who
hardly looks as though she has left the cane fields and only reluctantly joins
her mother’s weary and troubled existence. (The rape still returns to Martine
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in nightmares.) Over the next years, Sophie strives instinctively to connect
with her mother, as well as her aunt and grandmother, but her desires are
thwarted by Martine, who resists her daughter’s own maturation and thereby
her inclusion in the circle of Haitian women. Most difficult to the mother-
daughter relationship, she forces a distance between herself and Sophie, as
well as Sophie and other men, by physically testing for evidence of her
daughter’s virginity.

Very early in the novel, this circle of Haitian women of various generations
appears to break apart. Not only have Sophie and Martine relocated to New
York, but Martine later rejects her eighteen-year-old daughter, angrily relin-
quishing her to Joseph, Sophie’s older boyfriend, after Sophie’s purposeful act
of violently breaking her own hymen with a pestle; but Sophie has finally
rejected her mother’s testing, deciding what will and will not enter her body.
However, despite problematic relationships and the ocean’s separation, the
mothers and daughters of this family are bound to one another, a kinship
emphasized structurally when Danticat sets the bulk of the novel in Haiti,
where all the women reunite. Sophie, now married though scarred by the
pain of sexual intercourse, returns with daughter Brigitte. Only in Haiti does
Sophie learn through Atie that both her aunt and her mother were regularly
tested as girls, as she was.

Martine and Sophie each come to realize that they are sexual beings, and
upon their return to New York, they begin their mother-daughter relationship
again through Martine’s surprise pregnancy. But Martine has never had
control over her body. Even more difficult, she is unable to connect with her
violent past. Martine commits suicide, unable to bear a child whose face she
sees as too reflective of the man who raped her more than twenty years ago.

After her mother’s death, Sophie reempowers Martine through dressing
her in a red funeral dress and then returning to Haiti to vent her rage at her
mother’s rape site. Sophie will also come to gain strength herself as a daughter
of Haiti, by belonging to those who have been tested. But Sophie is not all
knowing; she can only speak from the violence, not of the violence. Danticat
demonstrates that in order to recapture the Haitian landscape and the body,
each must be redefined. In the end, both homeland and the circle of wom-
anhood complete the individual.
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BROOKS, GWENDOLYN (1917-2000)

Born in 1917 at her maternal grandmother’s house in Topeka, Kansas,
Gwendolyn Brooks was raised in Chicago, Illinois, by her parents, David
Brooks and Keziah Wims Brooks. She and her younger brother, Raymond,
were sheltered by their mother, leading the already shy Gwendolyn to be-
come increasingly reserved around her peers through childhood and ado-
lescence. Brooks’s mother espoused “middle-class” values; thus, despite the
family’s poverty, Brooks remembers being perceived as ‘““stuck up.” Such
hurtful rejections were exacerbated by frequent reminders of the devaluation
of her dark skin and untamable hair. With her parents’ encouragement, she
took refuge in books and in the poems she began writing at seven years old.

Family and home were always central for Brooks. Her deep enjoyment of
the family’s holiday rituals was offset by unhappiness caused by her parents’
depression-era financial quarrels. Her mother’s demanding standards moti-
vated Brooks, however, who recalls her mother’s conviction that Brooks
would be “the lady Paul Laurence Dunbar” as an early source of her com-
mitment to poetry. Her mother pushed the teenaged Brooks to share her work
with writers James Weldon Johnson and Langston Hughes, both of whom
offered significant advice and encouragement. Hughes, in particular, remained
a generous mentor into Brooks’s adulthood.

Brooks began to teach herself prosody by reading the Romantic poets as-
signed in classes, including Wordsworth, Keats, and Byron, and the modernist
poets Johnson recommended, like Hughes and Countee Cullen, as well as
T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and e.e. cummings. Brooks concentrated on traditional
forms like ballads, sonnets, and quatrains, while experimenting with enjamb-
ment and syntax. By the time of her graduation from Englewood High School,
she was contributing poetry regularly to the Chicago Defender, the city’s black
newspaper.

Her next two years were spent at Wilson Junior College, from which she
graduated in 1937. The racial and economic climate of that time compelled
Brooks to accept employment as a domestic in the homes of wealthy whites
and as assistant to the fraudulent “spiritual adviser” of the poor residents of
the tenement called the Mecca Building—experiences she drew upon in later
writing. Though Brooks found her employment conditions demeaning, she
derived intellectual and social sustenance during this period from participa-
tion in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) Youth Council, where she interacted with ambitious achievers like
Margaret Taylor Goss Burroughs and John H. Johnson, publisher of Ebony
magazine. In Youth Council, Brooks also met Henry L. Blakely II, whom
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she married in 1939. Their son, also named Henry, was born in the fall
of 1940.

For years, the Blakelys moved from one cramped kitchenette apartment to
another, unable to obtain the kind of single-family home in which Brooks had
grown up, as the growing number of blacks in Chicago intensified problems
of residential segregation and employment discrimination. Nonetheless, de-
spite the disruptions and challenges of near-poverty, she continued to practice
her craft, snatching time away from household chores and child care for writ-
ing. Significantly, in 1941 Inez Cunningham Stark began a poetry workshop
for blacks on the South Side. Stark—a wealthy, white Chicagoan and member
of the board of Poetry magazine—brought to the workshop a strictly modernist
poetics and a ruthless, yet constructive critical sensibility. Other participants
who remained important to Brooks included Blakely, Burroughs, Edward
Bland, and Margaret Esse Danner. Langston Hughes, who visited the group,
was quite impressed by the quality of their writing. Here Brooks embraced the
aesthetics that have characterized her mature writing, especially an emphasis
on linguistic compression.

Brooks began to win poetry awards, leading to the publication of her first
book, A4 Street in Bronzeville (1945), by Harper and Row, which published all her
books through the mid-1960s. Richard Wright, who read the draft manu-
script at Harper’s request, commended Brooks’s portrayal of African Ameri-
can life in Chicago. The collection’s scope was subsequently broadened from
neighborhood scenes to include a sequence of antiwar sonnets written pri-
marily from the perspective of young soldiers. The book was acclaimed as an
accomplished debut from a talented poet, though often in terms that suggested
such merits were unexpected in a “Negro” woman. Reviewers stressed the
poems’ “universality,” apparently to assure white readers—Brooks’s primary
audience—that their focus on blacks would not be alienating. These poems
feature the alliteration, rhyme, tightly controlled lines, and intricate syntax that
typify Brooks’s poetics. They also establish themes to which Brooks returned
throughout her literary career: the impact of white beauty standards on Af-
rican Americans, especially dark-skinned black women; the challenge of cre-
ating a rewarding life in impoverished and racist conditions; and the impor-
tance of according everyone basic human dignity. Poems notable for their
moving depiction of black women’s concerns, in particular, include “the
mother,” which portrays the emotional aftermath of economically motivated
abortions, and ‘““The Ballad of Pearl Mae Lee,” which explores the rage of a
dark-skinned woman rejected in favor of a white woman.

The book’s critical success did not change Brooks’s material circumstances
significantly. Tellingly, she often recounted that she was sitting in the dark
when she received word in 1950 that she had become the first African
American to win a Pulitzer Prize; she and her husband had been unable to
pay the electric bill. Notwithstanding its prize-winning status, Annie Allen
(1949), her second poetry collection, received somewhat mixed reviews.
Praise for its technical virtuosity and emotional intensity was matched by
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criticism of its ornate diction and stylistic excess. The collection’s eponymous
heroine faces domestic challenges caused or complicated by her identity as a
poor, dark-skinned African American woman. Annie hopes to model her life
on fairy tales, which she learns are doubly out of reach for her. Especially in
its long centerpiece poem, “The Anniad,” Annie Allen turns a critical eye upon
the limitations patriarchal gender norms and racist beauty standards impose
upon black women.

Receiving the award opened opportunities for Brooks to review for local
and national newspapers and journals, including Chicago’s Daily News and
Sun-Times, the New York Herald Tribune, and Negro Digest. However, race and
gender prejudices, combined with her possession of only a two-year degree,
precluded her from obtaining other advantages that typically attended such
distinction. More than a decade passed before Brooks was invited to teach a
college-level poetry workshop; in 1963, she received and accepted Columbia
College’s invitation and later taught as well at Elmhurst College, North-
eastern Illinois State College, University of Wisconsin at Madison, and City
College of New York, before finally withdrawing from teaching in 1971.

Following the 1951 birth of her daughter Nora, Brooks began working on
her only published novel: the heavily autobiographical Maud Martha (1953).
Brooks turned to fiction in hopes of earning enough money finally to purchase
a home—a goal that, with her parents’ help, materialized in the small South Side
house where she lived until her death. As with her previous works, Brooks
carefully negotiated her editor’s resistance to more direct critiques of white
racism, arguing successfully to retain a chapter that emerged from her expe-
riences as a domestic worker, despite her editor’s concern that the white em-
ployer was portrayed two dimensionally. Brooks’s story follows an ordinary
black girl’s maturation within the race, gender, and class confines of Chicago
from 1917 through the conclusion of World War II. The critical reception was
positive but highly gendered; Maud Martha's so-called delightfulness paled in
comparison to the perceived powerfulness of the first novels released con-
temporaneously by Ralph Ellison and James Baldwin. Recently, femimist
critics have demonstrated the novel’s importance to the African American
tradition, drawing attention to the nuanced analysis of the limitations upon
Maud Martha’s possibilities for growth lodged in Brooks’s minimalist, im-
pressionistic prose.

Soon thereafter, she produced a collection of children’s poetry, Bronzeville
Boys and Girls (1956), and then devoted herself simultaneously to a second
novel and a new collection of poems. Though the would-be novel never saw
print, its material—the lives of the residents of the Mecca Building—would find
a compelling voice and publication later as the title poem of her book In the
Mecca (1968). The collection of poems written during this period, T%e Bean
Eaters (1960), was dedicated to Brooks’s father, who died in 1959. It reflected
Brooks’s awareness of the changing racial climate in the United States, in
poems responding to the 1955 lynching of Emmett Till and the 1957 deseg-
regation of Little Rock, Arkansas, schools. Ciritics disapprovingly perceived of
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the poems in this collection as more overtly politicized than Brooks’s previous
work. Brooks herself saw these poems, like the new work appearing in her
1963 Selected Poems, as evidence that the oft-discussed 1967 “turning point” in
her poetics was not as dramatic a shift as critics have claimed.

In the spring of 1967, Brooks and her friend Danner participated in the
Second Fisk University Writers” GConference in Nashville, Tennessee. Brooks
enjoyed a warm reception but was amazed by the young black audience’s en-
ergetic response to Amiri Baraka’s work. From this point forward, Brooks
began associating with young poets in the Black Arts Movement—particularly
Haki Madhubuti (Don L. Lee) and Walter Bradford, who became like sons to
her—and absorbing tenets of the “black aesthetic” that would remain critical
to her work, long after she had distanced herself from that label. She found
personal and artistic affirmation in the movement’s assertion that “black is
beautiful” and embraced the challenge of writing poems as a black person,
about blacks, and to a black audience. She published her work thereafter only
with black presses, including Dudley Randall’s Broadside Press, Madhubuti’s
Third World Press, and her own The David Company.

The difficulties of working with financially struggling presses were perhaps
less disruptive than those of integrating her new priorities with her exacting
poetics. Striving to produce poems that would be accessible and interesting to
less-educated African Americans, without giving up her distinctive voice,
Brooks did not create as prolifically or with as much satisfaction for many years
thereafter. Her next collections—such as Family Pictures (1970), Beckonings (1975),
and Primer for Blacks (1980)—were quite slim. Interviews during this period
convey her frustration about her creative output; in them, she also appears
disconcerted by the observation of feminist critics that her poems no longer
featured women and women’s concerns as prevalently. While Brooks privi-
leged the fight for racial equality over black women’s struggle for gender
equity, the decline in focus on women in her poetry was arguably an unin-
tended side effect of the black aesthetic’s male-centered politics. Toward the
end of her career, trips to Kenya, Russia, and Ghana, along with increased
awareness of the South African antiapartheid struggle, promoted a more global
focus on blacks in Brooks’s poetry, as evident in The Near-Johannesburg Boy and
Other Poems (1986) and Gottschalk and the Grande Tarantelle (1988), with which she
was particularly pleased.

Despite and because of the contradictory impulses informing Brooks’s
work, she and her writing have been widely influential for several generations
of African American poets. She is admired and beloved for her generous
investment of time and money into encouraging young urban poets. Brooks
used her position as Consultant in Poetry to the Library of Congress from
1985 to 1986 and her life appointment as Poet Laureate of Illinois (beginning
1968) for this purpose, holding readings and sponsoring contests for per-
sonally funded prizes, among other activities. The state and the black poetic
community have honored her contributions in a variety of ways, including
renaming an Illinois junior high school for her and establishing the Gwen-
dolyn Brooks Center at Chicago State University. Brooks’s other awards
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include two Guggenheims, the 1994 National Endowment for the Humanities
Jefferson Lectureship, and numerous honorary degrees.

Brooks’s idiosyncratic autobiographies, Report from Part One (1972) and Re-
port from Part Two (1996), provide invaluable insight into the life and mind of
a writer whose career was shaped by the interaction between an insistence
on artistic excellence, on one hand, and a commitment to exposing and coun-
tering racial, gendered, and economic injustice through poetry, on the other.
They stand with her brilliant oeuvre of poetry and fiction to establish her as
one of the most significant African American women writers of the twentieth
century.

See also Protest Tradition
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BROTHERS AND SISTERS

Brothers and Sisters (1994) by Bebe Moore Campbell is set against the backdrop
of the 1991 Los Angeles riots that followed the brutal beating by white officers
of an African American male, Rodney King. While the city burns and racial
tensions smolder, Esther Jackson, an aspiring banker and operations manager
in a branch of Angel City Bank, struggles to come to terms with the racial
tensions played out in her own personal and corporate life. When Esther’s
coworker, a white woman named Mallory, accuses their African American
supervisor, Humphrey Boone, of sexual harassment, Esther struggles with
questions of loyalty and friendship. To unite with a white woman and be-
lieve, without substantial evidence, that Humphrey is a sexual predator is to
substantiate the notion that all black men are lecherous and all white women
are harmless victims. Esther knows that this is not true, and while she questions
Mallory’s accusations, she comes to realize how both African American and
white women are pawns in a larger game, one that corporate America wages
against aspiring women regardless of race. If Esther believes Mallory’s alle-
gation against Humphrey, then she feels she must betray her race. However, if
she denies Mallory completely, she is betraying the bond that links women by
virtue of gender. Such is Esther’s bind, and, as Campbell suggests, the ties that
link women to women and women to men calls into question what does make
us “brothers and sisters.”

Central to Campbell’s second work of fiction is the quest to locate oneself in
an ongoing narrative of survival and success. While the novel largely focuses
around Esther, it also considers how black men are vulnerable to abuse. When
money goes missing from certain bank accounts, charges are leveled against
Humphrey, who is innocent of allegations of fraud, financial and otherwise,
that are leveled against him. It is a white coworker, Kirk, initially held above
suspicion because of his gender and race, who is the culprit in the misman-
agement and theft of funds. After she is unceremoniously dismissed from the
bank, as is Humphrey, Esther must risk future prospects and her career to see
justice served and Kirk rightfully named as a white-collar thief. That she does
so with the help of Mallory is a testimony to her strength and her integrity, as
well as the bond between two women who know they must do what is right. By
the novel’s close, Esther realizes that it is not race and gender that separates or
unites men and women but the belief that justice must be served and certain
individuals held accountable for wrongdoing that links people together. If, as
Campbell suggests, justice was not served in the case of Rodney King, then it
can be met in the lives of individuals with the resolve to address trespass
with dignity and fortitude. To see justice served, Esther, Mallory, and Hum-
phrey must agree to cast aside their suspicions of one another, make amends
with the fears, real and imagined, that they harbor against one another, and
acknowledge the ways in which they have harmed one another and been
harmed.

Brothers and Sisters is a novel that celebrates friendships, particularly those
forged between women of different races who are initially suspect of one
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another. Individually and collectively, Esther and Mallory must face issues
such as sexual harassment, gender discrimination, glass ceilings in the cor-
porate workforce, and questions of race and privilege. Their friendship and
its evolution are set against the background of themes such as affirmative
action, black-on-black racism, white-on-black racism, and greed and envy.
Ultimately, the novel argues for the idea that to sustain friendship cultural
and racial differences must be acknowledged; otherwise, misapprehension
cannot be overridden.
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BROUGHTON, VIRGINIA W. (?-1934)

No one was more influential in uniting Tennessee women in Baptist mis-
sionary work than Virginia Broughton. Broughton was a driving force behind
the success of Tennessee’s Bible Band in the 1880s and 1890s, a powerful
women’s missionary movement that met staunch opposition from male
members of the church who feared the rising power of these women’s groups.
Broughton’s exceptional speaking skill and literary verve helped her achieve
success in her quest to better educate and emancipate women from the patri-
archal restrictions that hindered their desire to be equal partners in missionary
endeavors. Broughton urged women to put God first and answer the call to do
His work, which she describes in her first publication, Women’s Work, as Gleaned
from the Women of the Bible, and Bible Women of Modern Times (1904), a work that
explores, and argues for, the validity of women’s spiritual contribution to the
community based on biblical passages. She also wrote for numerous period-
icals associated with the black Baptist church.

Broughton was born to emancipated parents sometime before the Civil
War and went to private school as a child. She attended Fisk University, the
oldest university in Nashville, Tennessee, and one of the earliest African
American colleges. Broughton was part of the first graduating class of 1875.
After graduation, she took a teaching position in the Memphis public school
system, where she taught successfully for twelve years. She married John
Broughton, a Memphis lawyer active in Republican politics.

Broughton’s missionary journey began when her friend Joanna Moore, a
white missionary with the American Baptist Home Mission Society and
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founder of the Fireside Schools, invited her to a women’s only missionary
meeting. Soon after, Broughton, along with Moore and other women, formed
Bible Bands (black women’s Bible study groups) that became very popular. In
1888, Broughton was asked to lead the Memphis station of Bible Bands to
help raise funds for the Baptist Bible and Normal Institute, where Broughton
taught for years. Broughton became a full-time missionary in 1892, as well as
continuing to teach, and the Bible Bands enjoyed enormous success under her
leadership. The Bible Bands grew throughout the South and developed into a
powerful movement that helped to assert women’s rights within the Baptist
church and championed a female interpretation of scripture.

Broughton applied a unique feminist approach to her missionary work,
which she outlines in her spiritual autobiography Twenty Year’s Experience of a
Missionary (1907). The work, written in the third person, is a significant ad-
dition to black women’s spiritual narratives, particularly as Broughton ex-
amines the numerous places in the Bible that offer support for women’s in-
volvement in missionary work. She was skilled at the political maneuvering
necessary when dealing with the all-male church councils and was well
educated in the Bible, an education she used frequently when up against male
resistance to the Bible Bands. She was firm in her resolve to advocate for more
female involvement in missionary work and encouraged women, white and
black, to answer God’s call to service. Broughton’s discursive command and
her no-nonsense approach evinced the strength of women in the South
and their quest for racial and gender equality.
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BROWN, HALLIE Q. (1850-1949)

The daughter of former slaves Thomas Arthur Brown and Frances Jane
Scroggins, Hallie Quinn Brown grew up free in Pittsburgh. Her father, who
had purchased his freedom in 1834, was a noted black businessman who had
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ties to the Underground Railroad. Because of her mother’s failing health,
the family moved to Chatham, Ontario, in 1864, and there her elocutionary
powers first attracted attention. The family moved again a few years later,
this time to Wilberforce, Ohio, so that Brown and her youngest brother could
attend Wilberforce College.

Brown took her bachelor’s degree in 1873. Over the next decade, she
taught in schools in South Carolina, Mississippi, and Ohio; she also lectured
extensively and toured with the Wilberforce Concert Company, singing and
raising money for her alma mater. Her first book, Bits and Odds: A Choice
Selection of Recitations for School, Lyceum, and Parlor Entertainments, which grew
directly out of her lecturing, was published in 1884. The following year, she
was named dean of Allen University in Columbia, South Carolina (a uni-
versity affiliated with the African Methodist Episcopal Church). During her
two years with Allen, she also attended the Chautauqua Lecture School.
From 1888 until 1892, she taught in the Dayton, Ohio, public schools before
accepting the position of Dean of Women at Booker T. Washington’s Tus-
kegee Institute, which she held until late 1893.

Wilberforce offered her a professorship in elocution, but she chose instead to
travel to Europe. There, her lectures, which considered both American black
life and temperance, were immensely popular—earning her membership in the
Royal Geographical Society, roles at the 1895 Woman’s Christian Temper-
ance Union and the 1897 International Congress of Women, and presentations
to Queen Victoria. On her return to the United States, she continued to lecture
across the nation and became active in the “club movement” among African
American women. Wilberforce renewed its offer in 1906, and she taught there
mntermittently for the rest of her life. Her teaching, though, was limited because
the university recognized both her national fame and her fund-raising potential
(the latter led to another trip to Europe, specifically for Wilberforce, in 1910).

In 1920, Brown won the presidency of the National Association of Colored
Women, and during the next four years, she helped the organization initiate
both a scholarship fund and efforts to preserve Frederick Douglass’s Wa-
shington, D.C., home. She was also active in the Republican Party and ad-
dressed the Republican National Convention in 1924. While this period saw
the publication of a selection of short works, Brown’s key literary achievement
was her Homespun Heroines and Other Women of Distinction (1926). Homespun Her-
ones, a collection of biographies of sixty African American women edited by
Brown (who also, notably, wrote twenty-one of the essays), is important for its
emphasis on black women, who were often given limited (and sometimes no)
coverage in other biographical collections on African Americans but also as a
collaborative project &y black women (over two dozen contributed essays). In
later life, Brown continued teaching, lecturing, and writing.
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BROWN, LINDA BEATRICE (1939- )

Although she was born in Ohio, Linda Beatrice Brown has become a south-
erner by choice, having lived in Greensboro, North Carolina, since 1970.
Brown’s first publication was poetry, but since 1984 she has been writing and
publishing fiction and nonfiction prose. Brown’s background in poetry, how-
ever, marks her prose, which relies on poetic language and metaphor for much
of its power. Her themes focus on significant events in the lives of twentieth-
century black women and on women’s struggles for identity and spiritual
wholeness.

Born in 1939 to social worker Raymond R. Brown and artist Edith Player
Brown, Linda Beatrice Brown was educated at Bennett College in Green-
sboro, North Carolina, where she received a B.A. degree. She earned her
M.A. from Case Western Reserve University and a Ph.D. from Union
Graduate School. Her first marriage to Harold E. Bragg ended in divorce in
1962, after they had two children, Willa B. Bragg and Christopher P. Bragg.
Her career has combined college-level teaching with writing and lecturing.
From 1970 to 1986, she was an imnstructor in English at the University of
North Carolina at Greensboro; from 1986 to 1992, she was an assistant
professor of English at Guilford College; and since 1992, she has held the
Willa B. Player Chair in Humanities at Bennett College in Greensboro.

Brown’s first major publication was the book of poetry 4 Love Song to Black
Men, published in 1974. All of the poems are short, but they convey volumes
with the denseness of their images that sing of women as real people who bear
heavy burdens, that sing of women and men who are trying to emerge from
the shadows of racism into their full beauty and being, and that sing of the
endurance of family relationships and of hope. Brown has said that poetry is
the language of the young and that fiction requires more maturity for full
expression. Her fiction emerges from her maturity but maintains the language
and imagery of her poetry.

Brown’s first novel, Rainbow Roun Mah Shoulder, was published in 1984,
after winning first prize from the North Carolina Coalition for the Arts in that
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same year. Focusing on the life of Rebecca Florice Letenielle from 1915 to
1954, the novel’s sweep casts light on the struggles of black women to find and
keep jobs, on racist practices such as lynching and Jim Crow discrimination,
and on the shelter and hope provided within the grounds of a historically black
college. Against this background, Florice, as she becomes known, struggles
against the gift of healing that her hands contain. Finally she comes to accept it
and to reconcile it with traditional Christian values and is comfortable with
the sense of light that seems to place the rainbow that she had heard about
in an old song in New Orleans around her shoulders. The novel’s overriding
message is that love wins over fear and that acceptance of one’s gifts is required
for peace of mind and soul.

This same message eventually emerges from Brown’s second novel, Cross-
ing Over ‘fordan, published in 1995, but the scope is broader and the story more
complex. Crossing Quver FJordan traces the lives of four generations of women,
focusing on the final two generations. The foremother is Georgia, born a slave
who must bear her white master’s children even after the end of the Civil War.
One of these children is Sadie, the next woman we learn about. She marries
Jacob Temple, a black minister, and bears four children. The two girls become
main characters, Story and her sister Bertricia, known as Bertie or Baby Sister.
Story Temple Greene emerges as the novel’s main character, determined to
be a credit to her family and to succeed in a hostile world. Story’s daughter
Hermine becomes the fourth generation. Through all four of these generations
we see the struggles of women to deal first with their men, both their black
husbands and the white men who take advantage of their powerless position,
and then with a broader world that gives them only grudging credit. Set in a
frame that takes place in a future 2012, the story slowly moves through the
generations, focusing primarily on Story’s life from the 1920s forward and on
Hermine’s life from the 1950s forward. The central metaphor of crossing over
Jordan, drawn from the biblical story of Moses and from the spiritual Brown
quotes as part of the novel’s frontispiece, promises home and salvation, a
destination Hermine eventually achieves through hard-won love and for-
giveness.

Most recently, Brown has published The Long Walk: The Story of the Presidency
of Willa B. Player at Bennett College (1998). Commissioned when Brown began her
professorship at Bennett, this history serves as a commemoration of the work
her maternal aunt, Willa B. Player, did to guide the historically black college
through the turbulent period of the early 1960s when the civil rights move-
ment was bringing integration to the South. Brown opens 7%e Long Walk with a
history of Bennett College as background to the achievements of Willa B.
Player. The publication of The Long Walk in 1998 marked the 125th anniver-
sary of Bennett College, founded under the auspices of the Methodist church.
Originally coeducational, Bennett was reorganized as a women’s college in
1926 and strove to provide a quality education to train young black women for
positions of leadership in their communities and in the broader society. Brown
wishes, in addition to writing the history of Player’s presidency at Bennett, to
present Player as a valuable role model for young black women.
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Player’s presidency was remarkable in that she was the first woman presi-
dent of Bennett and the first African American woman president of a four-year
liberal arts college. Brown defines Player’s leadership as one of service and of
principled vision. During Player’s presidency, Bennett experienced positive
growth and was admitted to the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools.
Brown based her research on a combination of oral history, gleaned from
interviews with faculty, staff, students, and alumnae of Bennett as well as with
Dr. Player herself, and of archival research. Brown’s history is important as a
personal testimony to Dr. Player and as a document of the struggle for survival
of a historically black college. The title refers literally to the pathway from the
president’s home to the administration building at Bennett, a path that the
president walked daily and that students and faculty walked at graduation and
other ceremonial occasions. Figuratively, the long walk is from slavery to
freedom, from ignorance to education, from shadows to achievement. Tte
Long Walk 1s, therefore, a testimonial to the power of education, to the struggle
for black freedom, and to the achievements of one person as a role model for
others.

Brown’s personal connection to Bennett College continues as a focal part of
her life as she works in the classroom to encourage young women to follow in
her aunt’s steps to achieve for themselves. On February 23, 2003, Brown
delivered the first of the Willa B. Player Faculty Lectures as part of Bennett
President Johnetta Cole’s efforts to follow in Player’s footsteps and continue
to enhance intellectual development opportunities for Bennett students. Like
her aunt, Linda Beatrice Brown stands as an example for other women of
intellectual and artistic achievement possible in the contemporary world if
commitment and determination are part of the mix.

Brown’s tribute to her aunt Willa B. Player can also stand as a state-
ment of her own goals as an educator and author. Brown stresses Player’s
commitment to a vision of the possibilities generated by the empowerment of
others. Personal empowerment is also a theme central to Brown’s fiction as she
portrays black women battling personal demons in an effort to find positive
lives for themselves and for their descendants. Florice Letenielle battles against
her gift of healing and against her own passions to come to an acceptance of
her gifts and of her role as godmother to Ronnie Johnstone. Similarly, the
women in the Temple family struggle to emerge from dependence to auton-
omy and personal freedom. Brown’s message is that self-empowerment is not
easy, but with spiritual commitment, determination, concern for future gen-
erations, and the willingness to accept help from others, it is possible.

See also Motherhood; Myth, Use of; Violence
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BROWN, WILLIAM WELLS (c. 1814-1884)

William Wells Brown was one of seven children born to an enslaved woman,
Elizabeth. They were owned by a Dr. John Young, a near relative of Brown’s
white father, George Higgins—hence Brown’s original name, William Higgins.
In 1816 the Youngs relocated from their farm near Lexington, Kentucky, to
Saint Charles County, Missouri. As Brown grew, he labored primarily as a
house servant or as a medical assistant to his master, although he also expe-
rienced fieldwork. However, his family connection did not excuse him from
the violence of slavery. Indeed, it incited the wrath of Mrs. Young, who chafed
at Brown’s striking familial resemblance, and his occasionally being mistaken
for a white family member. While Young had apparently made a promise to his
relative, Brown’s father, not to sell the boy, he did eventually find a way to
remove him from the family, hiring him out to a succession of owners, in-
cluding the editor of the St. Louis Times, Elijah P. Lovejoy, who would give
Brown his first rudimentary education. To further distance him from the white
family, William (a family name) was renamed Sanford, an unlikely first name
for a white boy.

When, at around age fourteen, Brown was hired to a violent and drunken
inkeeper in St. Louis, he made his first attempted escape. This unsuccessful
attempt was followed by severe punishment, but a respite came when Brown
was then hired as a servant on a steamer in 1830. There he first heard a Fourth
of July oration and realized the mobility of his white countrymen. Others
realized his intelligence and industry, and while Young refused to sell him, he
did hire him out to a slave trader, Walker, who regularly traveled to the New
Orleans slave market. This experience of the worst practices of the slave trade
provided Brown with much material for his later abolitionist writings.

By 1832 Young was experiencing substantial financial difficulties and re-
solved to sell Brown. Brown and his mother tried to escape; after eleven days,
they were recaptured, she to be sold to New Orleans and away from Brown
forever, following the fate of the sister with whom he had been raised. He was
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sold to a tailor, Samuel Willi, who again hired Brown out before selling him
to Enoch Price, a steamboat owner. Brown used the opportunity his travel
afforded him to finally escape on New Year’s Day of 1834 in Cincinnati,
Ohio. There he was assisted by the Quaker Wells Brown, whose name he
took in gratitude. The year 1834 proved productive in other ways: Brown
married Elizabeth Schooner, and while their first daughter died in 1835, their
second, Clarissa, was born later that year. At the end of the summer of 1836,
Brown moved his family to Buffalo, New York, in order to gain greater
opportunities for employment and a closer connection to African American
communities and organizations. There he formed a temperance society that at
one point boasted the majority of the city’s black population among its
membership, participated in the Underground Railroad, and devoted him-
self to advancing his education.

In 1840 Brown toured Cuba and Haiti, gathering material for later work.
Returning to the United States, he continued in his efforts to undermine
slavery; in 1842 alone, Brown was credited with assisting over sixty slaves to
freedom. By 1843 he was a popular lecturer with the New York Slavery
Society, affiliated with the Garrisonian movement, and attending the National
Convention of Colored Citizens with Frederick Douglass. In 1847 Brown
moved to Boston to lecture for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. Sep-
arated from his wife (who would die in 1851), he lodged his daughters (Jo-
sephine was born in 1836) with the white abolitionist Johnson family of New
Bedford, who had once sheltered Douglass and his wife. That same year
Brown published his Narrative of William W. Brown, which proved enormously
popular in the United States and Britain, going through multiple printings in a
relatively short period of time. He followed this with The Antislavery Harp
(1848), a collection of songs that included an account of Thomas Jefferson’s
rumored sale of his daughter. This account would become the basis of
Brown’s first novel, Clotel (1853), in which several generations of a near-white
family of women would be repeatedly sold for the sexual pleasure of white
men, echoing the likely fate of Brown’s much-beloved sister.

In 1849 Brown was sufficiently respected to be elected a delegate of the
American Peace Society to Paris’s International Peace Conference. His pop-
ularity in Britain may have informed his move to London the same year,
where he was employed as a journalist and lecturer. When the passage of the
Fugitive Slave Law in 1850 made his return dangerous, he sent for his
daughters to join him. This decision afforded him their company but also
protected them. As the children of a fugitive from slavery, they might legally
be claimed as property by whoever held title to Brown, despite their mother’s
status as a free woman, as the chaotic enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law
made it increasingly difficult to prove claims to northern freedom. Brown was
more aware than most of their fate, should this happen. In her biography of
her father, Josephine recounts they first attended a seminary in Calais,
France, and then the Home and Colonial School in London, a teacher training
institute, making them economically self-sufficient, should the need arise.
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Brown used the opportunities Europe afforded him as a professional wri-
ter. His anti-slavery lectures and accounts of his travels were published
as Three Years in Europe (1852) and Clotel in 1853, and in 1855, The American
Fugitive, a revised version of Three Years, appeared. This flurry of publications
made Brown the first African American author of a travel narrative, as well as
the first to publish a novel. Both allowed him to mount critiques of the
“peculiar institution,” his travel narratives by recounting his treatment in and
experiences of different lands; his novel by appealing to the sympathetic
hearts of his readers. While Clote/ borrows from a short story by white ab-
olitionist Lydia Maria Child for some of the action, it is nevertheless original
for the way it weaves together various writing styles to mount a multileveled
argument that slavery hurts families, particularly women, by allowing male
power and greed to go unchecked.

His sojourn in England was more than just professionally productive; it
was also personally liberating in more than one way: Brown’s British friends,
as a tribute, negotiated his purchase and emancipation in 1854 for $300, a
token fee, and he returned home later that year. From 1856 to 1857 Brown
toured the northeastern states, reading from his play Experience, or How to Give
a Northern Man a Backbone. While no copies of this, the first play written by an
African American, have survived, the second, Brown’s The Escape, or A Leap
for Freedom, fared better, thanks to its publication in 1858.

In 1860 Brown again married, this time to Annie Elizabeth Gray (1838-
1902), of Cambridegeport, Massachusetts. Of an age with his daughters, she
was of a well-connected mulatto family and shared his interest in activism.
Settling in Boston, Brown was a member of the city’s Colored Civic Com-
mittee. With the outbreak of the Civil War, Brown served as a recruiter for
the famed all-black 54th Massachusetts Regiment, alongside Douglass. Not
content with his fame as an author and success as an agitator, during the war
Brown turned his attention to the medicine with which he had assisted Young
and then, in England, studied with a well-known physician. By the end of the
war, despite no formal medical education, Brown had added the appellation
of M.D. to his name, a not uncommon practice of the time.

With slavery over, Brown was able to devote more time to his other political
cause, namely, temperance. As a member of both the Order of the Sons of
Temperance and the Independent Order of Good Templars, Brown promoted
his belief that alcohol destroyed families and impeded the moral, intellectual,
and social advancement of African Americans. When the primarily African
American John Brown Division of the Sons of Temperance was formed in
Boston, Brown was named its leader. Brown’s new wife shared his devotion to
this cause and was herself elected as its leader in 1867. Throughout the 1860s
and 1870s they remained the division’s most active members. Given Brown’s
firm beliefs, it is no surprise that he ran as a temperance candidate in elections
for alderman, governor, and senator, albeit without success.

For Brown, this cause and racial uplift were inseparable, as was evident in

his leadership of the National Association for the Organization of Night
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Schools and the Spread of Temperance Among the Freed People of the
South. His work with this organization resulted in the distribution of over
9,000 educational texts; however, it also returned him to his birthplace of
Kentucky, resulting in his being captured by members of the Ku Klux Klan.
With characteristic ingenuity Brown escaped and continued his activism.
Though ambivalent in his relation to the racial politics of the national tem-
perance organizations, he remained committed to the cause more generally
and his local community in particular. This included his sponsoring of a
temperance essay competition for Boston’s black youth that was won by a
young Pauline Hopkins, apparently a crucial event in her decision to be-
come an author.

Brown did not neglect his writing during the war and Reconstruction peri-
ods. In 1862 he published the groundbreaking historical work The Black Man:
His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements, in 1867, a second history, The
Negro in the American Revolution, and in 1873, The Rising Son. The last included
sketches of prominent African American men and women, including Frances
E. W. Harper, Fanny M. Jackson, Phillis Wheatley, Harriet Tubman, and
Edmonia Lewis. His final book, My Southern Home, both a memoir and a critique
of the post-Reconstruction South, appeared in 1880. That same year the
census reported that Brown, a physician, headed a Boston household that
included his wife, her younger sister Henrietta, Henrietta’s husband, Thomas
S. Calvin, a tailor, and one servant. No record of his daughters has been found
after 1856, though they may have remained abroad. Four years later, Brown
died in his Chelsea home, in a suburb of Boston. He is buried in Cambridge
Cemetery in an unmarked plot shared with his mother-in-law.
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BROWN GIRL, BROWNSTONES

In Paule Marshall’s first novel, Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959), the protagonist,
American-born Selina Boyce, grows up in a Caribbean immigrant community
in New York and struggles to integrate the heritage of her family with their
new life in America. Many of the tensions Selina encounters, including family
responsibilities, integration of the American dream of consumption, and racial
and ethnic identification, begin in this text and develop throughout Marshall’s
other stories.

Brown Girl, Brownstones follows as Selina experiences childhood and young
adulthood within her tight-knit and ethnically defined community. She con-
stantly negotiates her relationship with her mother, Silla, and her father,
Deighton, each of whom has different approaches to life in their new home of
America. Silla incorporates the values of the larger Caribbean immigrant
community, focusing on the material. Silla’s main goal throughout the text is
to place a downpayment on the brownstone in which they live. Deighton
rejects this dream, instead focusing his attention on his past in Barbados,
where he wishes to return. In a key scene, Silla threatens to sell Deighton’s
land in Barbados and use the money to buy the brownstone.

Selina travels between her parents’ extreme perspectives, trying to find
her own life in this new land. She rejects the conformity she sees her com-
munity experience as they delve into a world of materialism, but she also
fails to fully embrace her Barbadian heritage, as she never lived there. In the
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end, the daughter symbolically accepts and rejects her parents’ viewpoints by
tossing a silver bracelet into the air; by ridding herself of this Caribbean
ornament while at the same time keeping another bangle in her possession,
Selina opens a space to look both forward and backward to define herself in
America.

Scholars understand this novel as one of balancing extremes. Silla represents
American materialism in her quest for financial savings and property owner-
ship. The close-knit Caribbean immigrant community teaches these values,
especially through the influential Association of Barbadian Homeowners and
Businessmen. Their unwavering concentration on material acquisition dictates
the proper way for immigrants to integrate into American life; when Deighton
fails to adopt values of property ownership, he is denigrated by the community.
With Silla symbolically representing American individualism, and Deighton
embodying heritage and community, Selina must balance the two mn order to
find wholeness for herself. Her journey illustrates the downfalls of both living
in the past and conforming to expectations of materialism. Many critics praise
Marshall’s story for its unwillingness to side with either past or future, Car-
ibbean or American, communalism or individualism, and its insistence that
hope is located in the space of an immigrant daughter struggling to find a new,
balanced way of life.

Marshall’s life echoes many of the struggles in Brown Girl, Brownstones. As
portrayed in the novel with Silla and her female community, Marshall traces
the influence of her mother’s friends talking in the kitchen with her own growth
as an artist. In both Selina’s and Marshall’s lives, we see that the integration of
Caribbean heritage and American opportunity can produce artful and honest,
and thus healing, expression.
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BURROUGHS, MARGARET TAYLOR GOSS (1917- )

Artist, activist, educator, museum curator, writer, and poet Margaret T. G.
Burroughs was born on November 17, 1917, in the all-black town of St. Rose,
Louisiana. She is the youngest of three daughters born to Christopher and
Octavia Taylor. Her father was an agriculturalist, and her mother worked as
a domestic in the homes of whites. Not only was her mother a maid to white
families in the next county, but she was also teacher to the black children in
St. Rose. Desiring a better life for their family and fearing the violently
aggressive actions of the Ku Klux Klan, Christopher and Octavia moved
their family to Chicago, Illinois.

From her experience as a child in the Chicago Public School System, Bur-
roughs became acutely aware that the achievements of blacks were ignored in
the classroom and erased in textbooks. In her 2003 autobiography Life with
Margaret, Burroughs reasons that although she did moderately well academi-
cally, her grades and self-esteem suffered because nothing in the classroom or
in books resembled ‘‘her people.” At Englewood High School, the interlocking
1ssues of race, class, and especially gender complicated Margaret’s academic
and personal journey. She dozed off in class until the teacher mentioned
something specifically about black people and was only fully alert when the
accomplishments or failures of black women were discussed. This attempt at
black erasure fueled Burroughs’s artwork, and her poetry and paintings ad-
dress social issues, particularly the concerns of black women.

Burroughs firmly believed that the arts were one way of educating and
highlighting the achievements of black men and women. At seventeen, she
began a long and enduring close friendship with famed actor/singer Paul
Robeson, and it was through this friendship that Burroughs’s activism and
resistance were further cultivated. She decided to work within the system and
became a teacher after graduating from Chicago Teacher’s College. Later,
she earned a B.A. in art education and an M.F.A. from the Art Institute of
Chicago. As a teacher, Burroughs was often confronted and castigated by the
administration and peers for her progressive ideas concerning education and
her open defiance of rules she deemed unfair. Her refusal to be defined by
societal constraints and expectations led to one of her most radical decisions—
embracing her natural beauty as a black woman. Before the Black Power
movement of the 1970s, she decided to throw away her straightening comb
and curling irons. She wore her hair in its natural “kinky” state, much to the
dismay of the school administration and her students.

In her personal life, Burroughs defied cultural convention and proposed to
her first husband, Bernard Goss. The couple had one daughter, Gayle, and
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divorced shortly after her birth. Years later she married “the love of her life,”
Charles Gordon Burroughs. In 1961, the couple founded the Ebony Museum
of Negro History—now known as the DuSable Museum. The DuSable Mu-
seum boasts an extensive collection of African and African American artifacts
and is the first of its kind.
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BURTON, ANNIE LOUISE (1858?-?)

Annie Louise Burton was born in Alabama in the 1850s; her mother was a
household slave, and her father was the white owner of a nearby plantation.
Her mother escaped slavery after being whipped by her owners, and she
returned to retrieve her children only after the end of the Civil War. After her
mother’s death, Burton cared for her youngest siblings while earning money
in domestic work. She eventually made her way to New England, where she
worked in a variety of jobs, but she returned to the South to take over care of
her young nephew after the death of her sister. Working once again in New
England in 1888, she met and married Samuel H. Burton.

The greatest resource regarding Burton’s life 1s her sole literary work, the
autobiography Memories of Childhood’s Slavery Days. Begun while Burton was
enrolled in night school and published in 1909, the autobiography is structured
unconventionally; it begins with Burton’s early memories of plantation life
during the Civil War, chronicles her experiences as an adult in the years fol-
lowing the war, and then returns to her experiences as a child immediately
following Emancipation. In addition to including personal reminiscences, the
autobiography also contains an essay Burton wrote about Abraham Lincoln,
another essay titled “T'he Race Question in America” by the progressive
Christian minister P. Thomas Stanford, and sections containing Burton’s
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favorite poems and hymns. This unusual, pieced-together structure of the
narrative has the effect of a collage or a quilt, in contrast to the more common
linear structure feminist critics have noted in autobiographies of American
males.

Memories of Childhood’s Slavery Days has been criticized for its idealization of
slavery. While Burton does begin her autobiography by describing her youth
as “happy” and “care-free,” the work is not composed only of happy remi-
niscences of childhood; it also addresses the violent, exploitative, and in-
dividually damaging effects of slavery. Early in the narrative, for example, she
notes the whipping of slaves, including herself, and she further emphasizes
institutionalized violence against blacks when she explains how a slave from a
nearby plantation was hanged for a murder he did not commit. Burton re-
cognizes the destructive power of slavery on the slave family, acknowledging
how regularly families are torn apart when slaves are sold. Furthermore, she
obliquely addresses white male sexual exploitation of enslaved women and the
consequences of that exploitation when she discusses her own father’s refusal
to acknowledge her.

Despite the antebellum focus of the autobiography’s title, the narrative
is largely concerned with the subject of work during and after Reconstruc-
tion, especially Burton’s own succession of jobs as a domestic worker, a
restaurateur, and a lodging-house keeper. Burton’s writing is especially im-
portant for her detailed catalog of jobs available to black women in the late
nineteenth century, her complex and highly personal evaluation of the in-
stitution of slavery, and her unconventional approach to autobiographical
composition.

See also Slave Narrative
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BUSH-BANKS, OLIVIA WARD (1869-1944)

Olivia Ward Bush-Banks was a writer, teacher, proponent of the arts, and
advocate for minority concerns. She was born in 1869 in Sag Harbor, New
York, to parents of African American and Montauk Indian descent.
Throughout her life, she remained an ardent supporter of her dual ethnic
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heritage, championing causes that sought to further the artistic and cultural
identity of both African Americans and Native Americans. For many years,
Bush-Banks acted as Montauk tribal historian, zealously trying to preserve
the tribe’s Native Indian identity that was being threatened by a govern-
mental legal decision that sought to declare the tribe extinct. And during the
first half of the twentieth century, Bush-Banks stood as a vigorous proponent
of the New Negro movement and the avant-garde in the arts.

Bush-Banks, one of three children born to Abraham and Elizabeth Ward,
was raised by her aunt after her mother’s death before Bush-Banks reached
her first birthday. Bush-Banks’s formal education ended in secondary school
in Providence, Rhode Island; however, it was in high school that she first
formed an interest in the arts, particularly in behavioral acting at the Dodge
School of Dramatics. Bush-Banks later taught this drama technique in schools
and studios in Chicago and New York.

Bush-Banks married twice, although neither marriage was long-lived. With
her first husband, Frank Bush, came two children: Rosa Olivia and Marie.
She later married Anthony Banks.

As a single parent with limited means, Bush-Banks traveled between Pro-
vidence and Boston for work at a variety of endeavors. She contributed to
the Colored American Magaxine between 1900 and 1904. Later she acted as the
literary editor of Boston’s Citizen journal. In Boston in 1914 she became
the assistant drama director for the Robert Gould Shaw Community House.
She was also an activist in the Federation of Women’s Club.

Between the late 1920s and the early 1940s, Bush-Banks lived in Chicago
and in New York, where she was established the Bush-Banks School of
Expression to teach drama and public speaking. In Chicago, she taught acting
in the city’s public school system and was also involved with Chicago’s
Lincoln Center. From 1936 to 1939 in New York she wrote an arts column
for the Westchester Record-Courier and worked under the Works Progress Ad-
ministration (WPA) Community Drama Unit, where she taught drama at the
Abyssinia Community Center. She encouraged other artists like Langston
Hughes and Richmond Barthe through her zeal for artistic excellence, or-
ganizing dramatic presentations, readings, and musical recitals.

Little of Bush-Banks’s writing was published during her lifetime. Her first
volume, Original Poems (1899), follows conventional literary styles of the turn of
the century. Driflwood (1913), a more substantial and inventive work, includes
twenty-five poems and two prose works. Her poetry received praise from
Paul Laurence Dunbar, Ella Wheeler Wilcox, and other artists. As a minor
dramatist, Bush-Banks produced such ethnically conscious plays as Indian
Trails; or, Trail of the Montauk (1920), performed at Booker T. Washington
High School in Norfolk, Virginia. Other unpublished plays include several
religious dramatic pieces performed at churches. Much of Bush-Banks’s un-
published work has been assembled by Bernice F. Guillaume, the author’s
great-granddaughter, in The Collected Works of Olivia Ward Bush-Banks (1991).

Bush-Banks is recognized not only for her poetry, drama, and essays but
also for her activist consciousness centered on her ethnic heritage and other
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minority voices in the arts. Her writing, transformed in style and subject from
the more polite neoclassism to the rough edge of realism, represents the
literary and cultural changes in the United States between the late nineteenth
century and World War II. Along with Langston Hughes, Claude McKay,
and other artists of the Harlem Renaissance, Bush-Banks is remembered as
a protest poet who affirmed both the past and the future.
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BUTLER, OCTAVIA (1947-2006)

Octavia Butler, America’s only nationally recognized female African Amer-
ican science fiction novelist, was a self-proclaimed feminist who liked to cast
strong black women as protagonists of her imaginative stories. She grew up
in an era when science fiction seldom included African American characters
and seldom cast women in lead roles. Butler has helped to correct both
omissions.

Butler was born and raised in Pasadena, California. Her father died when
she was quite young; she was reared by her mother (who mstilled in her
daughter a love of reading) in a strict Baptist environment. Shy, bookish, and
self-conscious about her height, Butler felt like an outsider during her school
years; one result is her special sympathy for characters who do not quite fit
in—a type she often depicts in her fiction. By the time she was ten, Butler was
writing stories, inspired, she liked to say, by Devil Girl from Mars (1954), a
movie so bad she knew she could do better.

Butler attended Pasadena City College and California State University at
Los Angeles and took writing classes at the University of California at Los
Angeles at night. For several years, she worked a variety of temp jobs in order
to have time to write fiction. (Her depiction in Kindred of Dana’s struggles to
make ends meet while she writes and sends off manuscripts draws on her
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own experiences.) Eventually Butler began to meet supportive mentors, first
at the Writers Guild of America and then at the Clarion Science Fiction
Writers Workshop, which she attended in 1970. She especially credited Sid
Stebel, Harlan Ellison, and Theodore Sturgeon (she took classes from the
latter two) with teaching her the nuts and bolts of preparing a manuscript for
publication and for encouraging her to keep writing.

Butler’s first manuscripts to sell were two short stories she worked on at the
Clarion Workshop. It was not until 1976, however, that she sold her first
novel, Patternmaster. Over the following years, she published the other vo-
lumes that, with Patternmaster, make up her Patternist series: Mind of My Mind
(1977), Survivor (1978), Wild Seed (1980), and the more loosely related Clay’s
Ark (1984). These books describe the rise of a society of telepaths and explore
the consequences of possessing extreme power. In the midst of writing this
series, Butler published her sole stand-alone novel Kindred (1979), about a
young African American woman from the 1970s who is pulled into the early
1800s, where she must learn to survive slavery. In this work Butler explores
the psychology of slavery and what it takes to resist becoming mentally
enslaved when your body belongs to another.

Ciritics by now recognized that Butler’s work was adding a new dimension
to the science fiction genre. Although many of her motifs are familiar—apoc-
alyptic settings, time travel, first contacts—she gives original twists to her
stories, often by casting a black woman as her protagonist. The need for ethnic
tolerance is one of Butler’s recurring themes, as is her warning against reliance
on patriarchal social structures to solve problems. In the mid-1980s Butler’s
talent was recognized when she was awarded back-to-back Hugo Awards, in
1984 for her story “Speech Sounds” and in 1985 for her novella “Bloodchild,”
which also won Nebula and Locus Awards. Both of these works are included
in her collection Bloodchild and Other Stories (1995).

In the late 1980s, Butler wrote her Xenogenesis trilogy (Dawn, 1987; Adult-
hood Rites, 1988; Imago, 1989), a postapocalyptic/alien encounter saga that ex-
amines resistance to adaptation and to cultural tolerance. In 1989 this trilogy
came out under a single cover in a work titled Liith’s Brood.

In the mid-1990s Butler published the first novel of a new series, Parable of
the Sower (1993), followed a few years later by Parable of the Talents (1998).
These books are the story of Lauren Olamina’s response to an apocalyptic
United States. Lauren brings together an ethnically diverse group of victims;
together they strive to build a social order that will ensure not just their
personal survival but also the survival of the human race. Lauren also creates
a new religion, Earthseed, to provide others with the vision needed to carry
out her bold plan. More books in the Parable series are planned for future
publication. Parable of the Sower was a Nebula Award finalist; Parable of the
Talents was a Nebula winner.

In 1995, Butler won her most prestigious honor—a so-called genius grant of
$250,000 from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. These
grants are awarded to creative thinkers who have broken new ground in their
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fields, as a way to encourage their continued productivity. Butler’s contribu-
tions to literature include her efforts to make science fiction a site that includes
strong female protagonists and African American characters in lead roles, an
important contribution to a genre that historically offered only token repre-
sentation to blacks and women. Butler is credited with breaking through both
color and gender barriers in this genre of popular fiction.

Butler’s fiction 1s also significant for the themes she explores. Her novels
often look at issues particularly relevant to African American social history,
such as the consequences of prejudice or the effects of enslavement, but they
rarely explicitly focus on the black experience. Rather, they show how race
issues fit into a larger picture of species survival. Butler reminds readers that
racial prejudice can have many guises, that extreme power tempts the em-
powered to enslave others, and that recent attempts to ensure racial equality
are extremely vulnerable to reversal. Until we find better solutions to our
social problems, her works suggest, the survival of our species is at risk.
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BY THE LIGHT OF MY FATHER’S SMILE

By the Light of My Father’s Smile (1998), Alice Walker’s first novel after a six-year
break, tells the story of two sisters, Susannah and Magdalena, who grew up in
Mexico. Their parents go to Mexico to study a mixed African American and
Indian tribe called the Mundo under the pretext of being missionaries
spreading Christianity. They could not secure the funding as anthropologists.
The father begins to absorb the Christian teachings and punishes Magdalena
for her sexual relationship with a Mexican boy, Manuelito. Using the belt
Manuelito gave Magdalena, the father beats Magdalena behind the locked
bedroom door while Susannah watches through the keyhole. This action
forces his daughters and wife to deny him the very affection he needs to sustain
himself to study the Mundo. Though the wife eventually forgives him, the
daughters, particularly Magdalena, cannot.

Like Alice Walker’s The Color Purple and The Temple of My Familiar,
this novel covers many decades to fully develop and tell the story. Both
Magdalena’s adolescent lover Manuelito and her father die and must com-
plete two tasks, according to the Mundo traditions, before they can rest: guide
someone back to the path that is lost and host a ceremony to reconcile with
eternity. The father must make peace with his daughters, as Manuelito must
do with a Vietnamese woman. Susannah has become a novelist and freely
explores her sexuality with a succession of lovers. Magdalena has become an
academic who uses food to obese proportions as a balm for her pains.
Magdalena and Manuelito briefly encounter to rekindle their desire; this is
quickly followed with his death by bus and hers by food. The novel ends
with the death of Susannah observed by the spirit herself and the spirit of
Magdalena. They witness at the funeral the burning of Susannah’s body and
all her literary works.

Similar to Possessing the Secret of Foy, the novel allows the dead to speak
and pay tribute to the living. In this novel, Walker playfully uses names of
characters to symbolize their significance in the tale. Like Walker’s The Color
Purple and Possessing the Secret of Foy, the plot begins with a childhood trauma
that connects and separates two sisters. Also, readers encounter missionaries
or anthropologists who set out to study and convert another culture and fail.
Most blatant is the same-sex relationship between Susannah and her lover,
Pauline, which represents the closeness and distance between sisters or
women that develops due to a negative patriarchal occurrence. Walker de-
scribes this novel as a celebration of sexuality.

See also Womanism
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CAINES, JEANNETTE (1938- )

Jeannette Franklin Caines was born and raised in Harlem, New York City. She

checked out Call Me Charley (1945) by pioneer black children’s author Jesse
Jackson when she was in the fourth grade and became an avid reader. As an
adult, she worked in the children’s department of Harper and Row, publishers,
for twenty-five years. During her life in New York City, she belonged to many
professional organizations including the Council of 100 Black Women as well as
the Council on Adoptable Children, and she served on the board of directors of
the Salvation Army. She moved to Charlottesville, Virginia, in the late 1980s,
where she opened a short-lived bookstore and where she still resides. In 2004,
she was awarded a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Virginia Center for
the Book. Caines wanted to write for children to portray black families with
warm and loving interactions among the generations, as they both enjoy ev-
eryday life and sometimes face difficult situations.

Caines’s picture book A4bby (1973), illustrated by Steven Kellogg, was one of
the first books to deal with adoption for young children. Kevin, older brother to
Abby, who is adopted, initially feels too busy to read the baby book Abby
requests about her arrival in the family but then realizes she needs reassurance to
feel she has a permanent place in her loving family, and he even decides he wants
to take her to school for show-and-tell. Kevin is a sympathetic male character,
and this engaging book remains on many school and public library reading lists.
Her next book, Daddy (1977), was an early picture book portraying the warm,
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steady relationship a little girl has with her father, who is divorced from
her mother. Daddy is shown to be reliable and fun, and although he has an-
other woman in his life, the importance of his relationship with his daughter is
clear.

Fust Us Women (1982), illustrated by Pat Cummings, is a joyous paean to
the fun and freedom of a road trip a little girl takes with her aunt. In this
perennially popular story, they confidently plan their trip to North Carolina,
a repeat of last year’s visit, and tell about the fun they will have stopping
wherever they please to shop at flea markets, walk in the rain, buy peaches
from a roadside stand, or even have breakfast at night. Pictures show an
envious man and boy watching their preparations, and a family group of a
man and several women shaking their fingers and frowning while the caption
says nobody will be there to admonish them about being in a hurry or not
stopping another time. Their great affection for one another is clear from the
ebullient pictures and short, rhythmic text. Another popular Caines book is 1
Need a Lunch Box (1988) in which a younger boy, whose sister is starting
school, wants a lunchbox like hers. Told he does not need one yet, he is sad,
but his insightful father understands his longing and gives him one.
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CAMPBELL, BEBE MOORE (1950- )

The majority of Bebe Moore Campbell’s works focus on African American
women who are struggling to reach self-fulfillment in their careers while
wrestling with relationships with family and community members. These
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women wage personal battles against racial injustices as well as certain
atrocities that reside in our collective conscience: slavery, the Jim Crow laws,
the senseless killing of Emmett Till, and the Los Angeles riots of the early
1990s that followed the death of Rodney King. Wounds of the past both near
and far inform Campbell’s subjects, and her female protagonists must encoun-
ter, on their own terms, hardship—historical, social, communal, and personal.
With its attendant histories, the past has a way of creeping into Campbell’s
significant literary achievement; making sense of an archaic world is as much a
part of Campbell’s fiction as it is her life.

Born in 1950 in the racially segregated South of Pasquotank, North Car-
olina, Campbell is the only child of Doris and George Moore. Campbell’s
mother, a high achiever, earned two master’s degrees (one in sociology and the
other in social work), while her father, a hardworking man who labored as a
county farm agent until he suffered a car accident that left him a paraplegic
when Campbell was just ten months old, lacked his wife’s educational achieve-
ments but never his daughter’s adoration or respect. The two divorced early
on, and their parting left Campbell spending the school year with her mother
in Philadelphia and summers and vacations with her father. Summers and
holidays found her witnessing the racial segregation of the South, and the fall
and winter left her bearing testimony to the equally damaging but less overt
racism of the North. A careful observer of human relationships, Campbell
brings her assessments of racial tensions and the further injustice of bias based
on gender and notions of masculinity and femininity to bear on her written
works. Much like her mother, Campbell is a woman bent on turning these
observations into an opportunity for intervention. Whereas her mother, a
social worker in Philadelphia’s Department of Welfare, intervened in the
social infrastructure of her day, as a writer Campbell engages injustice, par-
ticularly the bind that strong, successful African American women experience
in their inter- and intrapersonal relationships, in literary form.

Campbell’s ambitions took root at an early age. While living with her
mother in Philadelphia, in 1964 she enrolled in the Philadelphia High School
for Girls, an academy for aspiring women. After graduation in 1968, Camp-
bell attended the University of Pittsburgh and completed a bachelor’s degree
in elementary education. Her formal teaching career began in 1972 and lasted
five years, ending when she enrolled in a writing class presided over by well-
recognized African American writer Toni Cade Bambara. This tutorial al-
tered Campbell dramatically and led to a writing career that began in 1976.
Ten years after she began submitting and seeing her works to print in news-
papers and magazines such as Essence, the Washington Post, and Black Enterprise,
her first book, Successful Women, Angry Men: Backlash in the Two-Career Marriage
(1986), was published. In this work of nonfiction, Campbell interviews 100
couples to explore the difficulties that men and women have establishing
themselves in the workforce while seeking an egalitarian relationship within
the home.

In 1977, when Campbell was living in Washington, D.C., and struggling to
establish herself as a writer, her beloved father suffered another car accident,
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this time fatal. The loss eventually led Campbell to write a memoir, Sweet
Summer: Growing Up with and without My Dad (1990). Campbell’s memoir is as
much a heartfelt portrait to the father who had a pronounced influence on her
life as a young child of divorce as it is a testimony to the importance of black
men in the lives of their daughters. Within this text, as well as her first one
and the subsequent fiction that followed, Campbell engages themes that
characterize her as an important writer and chronicler not just of African
American women’s experiences but of women’s collective experiences: the
search for acceptance and love in an egalitarian relationship, the difficulty in
defining oneself within a socioeconomic and geographic space that devalues
certain female intellects while privileging others, the quest for voice, and the
need to establish oneself in a historical and political climate that has been
routinely unkind to women, particularly African American women.

Despite the loss of her father, in her own life Campbell has found much to
celebrate. After an early marriage that resulted in divorce but whose union
produced a daughter, Maia, she later married Ellis Gordon, Jr., a banker and
father of a son, and moved to Los Angeles, where they currently reside. Since
the early 1990s she has written four works of fiction and has been praised for
her adept ability to create complicated female protagonists that must first heal
themselves as members of a disenfranchised class before they can reach any
resolution in their interpersonal, communal, and corporate lives.

While history plays a significant role in Gampbell’s fiction, she is not a
historical writer; history is merely the backdrop. As a young observer, she
knew the story of Emmett Till, a teenager murdered in 1955 by two whites for
supposedly making a lewd remark to a white woman. (The two whites were
later acquitted, despite the fact that one openly boasted about the slaying.) This
murder informs her first work of fiction, Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine (1992), which
reached the New York Times bestseller list within two weeks. Similarly, the
acquittal of two police officers after the brutal beating of Rodney King informs
the work that follows, Brothers and Sisters (1994). In Singing in the Come-
back Choir (1998) Campbell’s focus again turns to racial tension and, now,
urban gentrification. Personal accomplishment and achievement, as it is in all
Campbell’s fiction, is played against the fear that another’s success, particularly
an African American woman’s success, will be met with fear and loathing,
perhaps even violence. In her latest work, What You Owe Me (2001), this fear
is located in the friendship between two women, one African American and the
other a Jewish immigrant, who do not so much betray one another as they are
betrayed by the racism and xenophobia that surround them in post-World
War II California.

In tackling themes such as history’s maltreatment of women, both as bodies
and itellects, the inheritance of a racist past as it informs contemporary
relationships, men’s trespasses against women and their retaliation in kind,
and the importance of community to the healing process, Campbell has re-
ceived the following accolades: A National Association of Negro Business and
Professional Women’s Literature Award, the 1994 NAACP (National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People) Image Award, a National
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Endowment for the Arts Literature Grant, and the University of Pittsburgh’s
Distinguished Black Alumna Award. As of yet there are no full-length texts
devoted to the life and literary accomplishments of Bebe Moore Gampbell.
Her work now awaits the scholarly inquiry that it deservedly merits.
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CANCER JOURNALS, THE

An account of the author’s own battle with breast disease, The Cancer Journals
(1980) by Audre Lorde was named Gay Book of the Year by the American
Library Association. In 1997, a new edition appeared with a section of trib-
utes by Jewelle Gomez, Ann Allen Shockley, and several other feminists.
Lorde had presented the first chapter, “The Transformation of Silence into
Language and Action,” as part of the Lesbian and Literature panel for the
Modern Language Association’s 1977 conference in Chicago, two months
after her biopsy for a benign breast tumor. The speech subsequently appeared
in the feminist journal Sinister Wisdom, along with a second chapter, “Breast
Cancer: A Black Lesbian Feminist Experience.” To form The Cancer Journals,
Lorde added an introduction and a third chapter, “Breast Cancer: Power vs.
Prosthesis,” which opens with her discovery of a malignant lump in her right
breast during a monthly self-examination on Labor Day of 1978. In a pref-
atory note, Lorde thanks ‘“‘all the women who shared their strength” during
the difficult period described in the slim volume. She cites several friends by
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name, among them her partner Frances Clayton and the feminist writers
Michelle Cliff and Adrienne Rich.

The 1980 Spinsters Ink edition of The Cancer Journals includes a book-cover
tribute from Alice Walker, who says every woman should read Lorde’s
“words of love and wisdom and courage.” Lorde herself emphasizes the power
of the written word in effecting change. “As women we were raised to fear,”
she states; and she admits that the task of writing T%e Cancer Journals forced her
to relive the terror surrounding her mastectomy. For months, she was unable
to write poetry; diary entries about her two biopsies, her cancer operation, and
her recovery formed a nucleus for The Cancer Journals. The book has become a
familiar text in the field of disability studies, fulfilling Lorde’s hope that her
record of personal struggle would be useful to other women.

Lorde compares the “pain of separation” from her breast to the “pain of
separating from my mother,” but she also emphasizes the possibilities for “self-
healing” in the aftermath of serious illness. Appropriately, The Cancer Journals
evokes the image of the Amazon, a heroic female figure who appears through-
out Lorde’s works. Criticizing the social pressures that force many cancer
patients to adopt the “mask of prosthesis” or to undergo reconstructive sur-
gery, Lorde envisions a troop of single-breasted women storming Congress to
protest carcinogenic cattle feed and other health threats. She similarly targets
dangerous products of modern culture in ““The American Cancer Society or
There Is More Than One Way to Skin a Coon,” a satiric poem from her 1974
book New York Head Shop and Museum.

The long title essay in Lorde’s 1988 Burst of Light collection should be read
in conjunction with The Cancer Journals. Weaving together diary entries from
1984 through 1987, “Burst of Light” describes the metastasis of her breast
cancer into the liver cancer that eventually caused her death in 1992. Lorde
wrote several of the diary segments in Europe, where she frequently taught,
lectured, and underwent homeopathic therapy. Orlanda Women’s Press in
Berlin published a German translation of The Cancer Journals. Interviewed by
Orlanda editor Dagmar Schultz, Lorde described breast cancer as a “feminist
concern,” even for the “twenty-one-year-old feminist who doesn’t know it 1s.”

See also Autobiography; Black Feminism; Body; Lesbianism; Zami: A New
Spelling of My Name
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CARTIER, XAM WILSON (1949- )

Xam Cartier is an artist, dancer, and writer in whose work issues of identity,
family, creativity, and the personal and social liberation of women are ex-
plored. Cartier’s distinctive lyrical writing style is characterized by the use of
a jazz music motif and elements of jazz performance style rendered in prose.

Cartier was born in 1949 in St. Louis, where she was raised as the only
child of a postal worker and a guidance counselor. Cartier attended Catholic
school and earned a B.A. in English from the University of Missouri at
Columbia. She moved to San Francisco in the mid-1970s and worked with a
local ABC radio affiliate. Later, she became a producer with an ABC tele-
vision affiliate. Cartier worked as a legal secretary while writing her first
novel, Be-Bop, Re-Bop (1987). Subsequently, Cartier became a writer-in-resi-
dence at Wayne State University and Oberlin College.

Cartier’s two novels both have protagonists who are creative, mtelligent,
and highly individualistic African American women. Her work presents
women who possess and express rich and creative inner worlds. Both nar-
ratives are nonlinear and exemplify a spirit of improvisation characteristic of
modern jazz. This improvisational characteristic serves to liberate the texts
from prescriptive narrative forms. This liberation from form also serves to
highlight the personal liberation of Cartier’s female characters through jazz.

Cartier’s prose style makes use of vernacular speech and rhythmic patterns
in language. Cartier employs word-play, sly wit, and puns in her creative use
of language. The story lines of her texts are interwoven with interludes of
fantasy that also invoke the melodic departures in improvisational jazz.

Be-Bop, Re-Bop, Cartier’s first novel, has an unnamed woman as its pro-
tagonist who is searching for identity and self-fulfillment. The protagonist is
alienated from her family of origin as she strives to become self-referencing
and to begin to define “family” from within her own worldview. The charac-
ter uses jazz music and family relationships shaped through the mutual ex-
perience of jazz to make sense of her life. Be-Bop, Re-Bop explores the social
experience of motherhood and femaleness in an urban environment and the
various difficulties, struggles, and indignities of material poverty that women
suffer.
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Muse-Echo Blues (1991), Cartier’s second novel, has as its protagonist a
composer/pianist named Kat and her historical, Jazz Age counterpart Kitty.
Time and space are traversed throughout the narrative as Kat attempts to
overcome composer’s block by having consort with jazz musicians of the past
such as Billie Holiday, Lester Young, and Sarah Vaughn, via her counter-
part Kitty. Kitty attempts to resolve personal and relationship issues as both
women simultaneously struggle to thrive in their respective environments
with the powerful, mediating force of jazz.

Literary critics have compared Cartier’s work to that of Ishmael Reed
because of its postmodern sensibility that also invokes elements of the black
aesthetic. Cartier herself has been influenced by Amiri Baraka and has
noted his Blues People (1963) as especially significant. Cartier has also described
the literature of Richard Wright and Chester Himes to have impacted her
work.
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CAUCASIA

Danzy Senna’s debut novel Caucasia (1998) centers on Birdie and Cole,
daughters of a black father and a white “blue-blooded”” mother who are ac-
tivists in the civil rights movement in Boston in the 1970s. The sisters share a
bond that is highlighted by their creation of a private language, Elemeno.
Elemeno speakers are described as chameleons; the girls’ mixed race causes
them to create fictional identities to more easily navigate their polarized envi-
ronment. Despite their sisterly bond, however, their race complicates their
relationship and ultimately leads to their separation. Birdie appears white like
her mother, whereas Cole appears black like her father, and this is the basis for
much internal and external conflict.

While the girls are originally home-schooled because of their mother’s fear
of racism, they are eventually placed in a Black Power school, Nkrumah,
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where Cole fits in easily and Birdie encounters racism. Racial prejudices are
embraced by the family: Birdie’s father is distant from her and makes at-
tempts at racial IQ) testing on the girls; Cole’s mother does not know how to
do her hair; their maternal grandmother favors Birdie over Cole; and their
father’s black girlfriend favors Cole over Birdie. When the parents decide to
separate, they split the children according to color: Cole moves to Brazil with
her father and his girlfriend, where he hopes to find greater racial equality
than in America, and Birdie is left behind with her mother. When Birdie’s
mother flees with Birdie, the two spend four years on the road, one of which
is spent in a women’s commune, where her mother has a lesbian affair. They
eventually end up in New Hampshire, where Birdie’s ambiguous coloring
allows her to “pass” for Jewish as Jessie Goldman and where her mother
returns to relationships with men.

The novel is narrated by Birdie, and it is her identity that propels the
story. Birdie is not so much concerned with growing up female in a male-
centered society but rather with growing up mixed in what seems to be a
divided world of only white or black. When a young white girl is kidnapped,
Birdie is made to feel at risk, because she is taught that only white girls are
desired, and while she does not see herself as white, others do. Throughout,
Birdie resolves that she will be reunited with her sister, and it is their bond
that highlights the significance of their shared gender in the development of
identity.

Birdie and Cole’s names are symbolic. Their father theorizes that Ameri-
can mulattos are the canaries of coal mines, sent to gauge how poisonous
the environment is. He believes his children are the first generation of ca-
naries to survive. Caucasia may be read as Senna’s canary, sent into the literary
world to see if a book about young girls of mixed race can survive in a white
male world. Caucasia not only has survived; it has received much critical
acclaim.

See also Passing
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CHASE-RIBOUD, BARBARA (1939~ )

In a review of a work on Barbara DeWayne Chase-Riboud’s sculpture,
Wayne Anderson writes that her artwork opens “eyes to see more in prim-
itive art than its primitiveness—and more primitiveness in today’s societies
than one is wont to admit” (110). The observation also provides a good
insight into her poetry and fiction.

The sixty-seven-year-old visual and literary award winner adapts the ele-
ments of her resume—woman, African American, artist, international traveler,
and thinker—to probe the tender underside of contemporary consciousness.
Her novels and poems force discussions about race, racism, gender, sexism,
and other human boundaries. Her descriptive prose and insightful dialogue
compel readers to move beyond traditional assumptions in history and hu-
man relations. Readers are in effect forced to think about the /oles in what is
often portrayed as knowledge or beauty.

Chase-Riboud seeks to create the kind of epiphany she experienced during
her first visit to Egypt during the early 1970s. After artistic studies in the United
States and Europe, she discovered a new aesthetic, that many of the notions
about the universality of Western concepts of art and beauty excluded a grasp
of African and other non-European cultures. The author’s novels often jux-
tapose the ideas and actions of people of European ancestry with those of
African, especially women. An average reader might wonder whose culture is
more primitive.

Chase-Riboud was born to Charles Edward and Vivian May West in 1939
Philadelphia, when the United States and Europe were about to enter a war
that changed the dynamics of political and economic power on the planet.
Racial segregation was strong then, even in a major northern metropolis, but
after the war in 1945, blacks gained small victories in civil rights. By the mid-
1950s, the social climate in Philadelphia improved enough so that Chase-
Riboud’s early talent for visual art could be nurtured.

In her elementary school years, music, art, and literature were already a
fascination. She played the piano, sculpted, and wrote poetry before and
during high school. After graduation, Chase-Riboud went to Temple Uni-
versity. In 1957, she earned a fine arts degree (B.F.A.) from the university’s
Tyler Art School.

Her career path seemed set, and as many times since, awards opened
Chase-Riboud’s paths toward greater achievement and opportunities. She
received a John Hay Whitney Fellowship that same year to study art in
Rome.

The international exposure took her global. She showed work throughout
Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and the United States on a regular basis for
the next twenty years. Rome also led her to expand her vision and grasp of
sculpture. Upon her return to the United States, the experience pushed her
toward graduate studies at Yale, where she earned a masters (M.F.A.) in 1960.

Chase-Riboud has said several times in interviews that she is not an ex-
patriate, but after Yale, the sculptor decided to live in Paris. She continues to
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live in the city of light and Rome, which reflects a trend found in her writing
to blur the human-drawn lines between nations and cultures.

Another motivation for her settling in Paris was her 1960 marriage to Marc
Edward Riboud, a photojournalist. The now-divorced couple has two chil-
dren. In 1981, she married Sergio Tosi.

Chase-Riboud credits the end of her first marriage as the spur for her writing
career. From Memphis to Peking, published in 1974, was her first book. The
poetry collection muses on the author’s real-life experiences in Egypt and
Communist China. A second collection, Portait of a Nude Woman as Cleopatra
(1987), won the 1989 Carl Sandburg Prize for best American poet. The lengthy
narrative poem imagines a dialogue between Marc Antony and Cleopatra
about a Rembrandt portrait of a nude.

Chase-Riboud does not separate her visual art from the literary. Both are
rooted in a passion to make the public rethink issues of race and gender. Her
first novel, Sally Hemings (1979), is an account of a three-decade romantic
relationship between Thomas Jefferson and his slave Sally Hemings. The
book drew controversy and praise enough to establish her credentials as a
novelist and garnered the Janet Heidinger Kafka Prize for the best book by an
American woman in 1979.

A second saga, Valide: A Novel of the Harem (1986), is about the 1741 kidnap
of a Creole woman by Algerian pirates. They sell her as a slave to Sultan
Abdulhamid I, which marks her entry into the harem world in Topkapi
palace in Istanbul. The vivid glimpse into the self-indulgent and treacherous
sexual and political pecadillos of the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire
follows the woman through the harem ranks. When her son becomes sultan,
she is made valide, the highest position for a woman in the kingdom.

Echo of Lions, a third novel, published in 1989, was inspired by the true
nineteenth-century struggle of Joseph Cinque and the African slaves freed
aboard the Amistad. Chase-Riboud later sued Steven Spielberg, whom she
claimed used her book as the basis for his 1997 film. The suit over Amistad,
as the movie was called, was settled for an undisclosed amount out of court.

A sequel to Sally Hemings, based on the real life of Harriet Hemings, one of
the children Jefferson is thought to have fathered, was titled T%e President’s
Daughter. The 1995 novel tells how Harriet on her twenty-first birthday, in
1822, leaves Monticello for New York. Her light skin gives her the freedom
to pass as white. The protagonist becomes an archetypal tragic mulatta. She
is tortured by the fear her lie might be discovered. At the same time, her
psyche is torn by the pain of living between two races. What seems an option
for liberation soon becomes a noose that tightens as she journeys to London,
Paris, and Florence.

Chase-Riboud’s latest novel, Hottentot Venus: A Novel (2003), reveals the
bizarre tale of Sarah Baartman, a South African woman whom French sc-
entists dissected and displayed as “proof” that Africans were the missing link
in the Great Chain of Life. The narrative prods the reader to consider the
depth of human cruelty and economic exploitation. In the end, as with most
of her works, the reader might wonder where to find civilization.
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CHESNUTT, CHARLES WADDELL (1858-1932)

It is due to the determination of two free black women that we owe the exis-
tence of Charles Waddell Chesnutt and his writings. In 1856, Chloe Sampson
and Ann Chesnutt joined an exodus from Fayetteville, North Carolina, to
Cleveland, Ohio, fleeing the increasingly unstable slaveholding South. Sam-
pson was attended by her daughter, Ann Maria (c. 1832-1871), whose father is
believed to be white slaveholder Henry E. Sampson. In turn, Chesnutt was
accompanied by her son, Andrew Jackson Chesnutt (1833-1920), one of seven
children conceived with Waddell Cade, a prosperous white tobacco farmer
who supported the family. The journey made a match, and Ann Maria and
Andrew were married on July 27, 1857, in Cleveland.

Ann Maria exemplified the commitment to education and civil rights that
would prevail in her family. In the South she had been whipped for violating
laws that outlawed the educating of enslaved blacks. Andrew, in turn, ex-
emplified the work ethic and ambition his famous son would mbherit. Fol-
lowing the Civil War, in which Andrew served as a teamster, the family
returned to Fayetteville, where he immediately opened up a grocery, assisted
by his father, then becoming a county commissioner and justice of the peace.
Not surprisingly, the family participated in the establishment of the Howard
School, which Chesnutt would attend.

With the death of Ann Maria in 1871, it was necessary that Chesnutt begin
teaching in order to continue his education and assist in supporting his five
younger siblings. By 1872 he was teaching in various rural areas of North
Carolina and had also seen his first short story in print in a Fayetteville
paper. However, while this period marked the end of Chesnutt’s formal
education, he continued his studies of piano, organ, and foreign languages
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independently. His experience and ambition no doubt facilitated his return to
Fayetteville in 1877, first as an mstructor, then as first assistant vice principal
in the State Colored Normal School. The following year he married fellow
teacher Susan Perry, daughter of prosperous barber Edward Perry.

By 1881 Chesnutt was the father of two daughters (Ethel, born 1879, and
Helen, born 1881) and principal of the Normal school. Yet he remained am-
bitious, writing in his journal: “I want fame; I want money; I want to raise my
children m a different rank of life from that which I spring from.” Studying
accounting on the side, in 1883 he resigned his position to become a financial
columnist for the New York Mail and Express and employee of the famed Dow,
Jones and Company. While his New York residence was short-lived, it facili-
tated his return to Cleveland as an employee of the Nickel Plate Railroad
Company. In 1884 his family and new son, Edwin, born the year before, joined
him there.

Interestingly Chesnutt’s desire for financial security and advancement is
matched in this era by his development and success as a writer. Simultaneously
studying law and writing for Family Fiction Magazne, in 1887 Chesnutt passed
the state bar exam, secured a job in the offices of Henderson, Kline, and Tolles,
and saw his dialect short story, “The Goophered Grapevine,” published in the
Atlantic Monthly. The following year, he opened his own legal practice and again
graced the magazine’s pages—the first African American to do so—with “Po’
Sandy.” For Chesnutt, literary success and financial success were not insepa-
rable: Both were facilitated by his residence in the North, and both enabled him
to challenge racism. However, in later years he would be critiqued by other
authors for what they saw as his bourgeois lifestyle, ignoring the ways in which
he had struggled to achieve such security for himself and his family.

As awriter of “local color realism” in dialect form, Chesnutt proved popular
with editors and readers of the Atlantic Monthly, securing his literary reputation.
However, editors remained unaware of Chesnutt’s race until 1891, when he
informed them, and then chose to keep the fact from their readers. By this time
Houghton Mifflin had already approached Chesnutt about a short story col-
lection, and many of his Atlantic Monthly publications of the 1890s, a period of
significant literary productivity for Chesnutt, were published in 1899 as The
Conjure Woman. This was followed the same year by The Wife of His Youth and
Other Stories of the Color Line and, in 1900, by the novel The House behind the Cedars,
enabling Chesnutt to become a full-time writer in time for the birth of his fourth
child, Dorothy, in 1901.

The House behind the Cedars followed the lead of two earlier, unpublished
Chesnutt manuscripts, Mandy Oxendine and Rena Walden (which Chesnutt re-
vised into his first novel). As the titles suggest, at the center of these tales are
strong female characters. Hindered by the racial designations that determine
their economic and educational opportunities, heroines in both attempt to
“pass” as white in order to advance themselves. While Mandy Oxendine is
uneven in quality, it is notable for the ways in which it complicates the trope
of the tragic mulatta, presenting a resilient and pragmatic heroine who defies
sentimental stereotypes. This exploration of the nuanced negotiations of
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color, caste, and racism, and the ways in which they determine character in
conventionally unanticipated ways, is the most consistent of Chesnutt’s the-
matic concerns.

Unfortunately, many readers did not respond as well to Chesnutt’s writ-
ings on racial inequality as they had to his earlier dialect stories. When sales
figures for The Marrow of Tradition, published in 1901 and concerning a North
Caroline race riot, were less than Chesnutt expected, he returned to balancing
his legal practice and his writing career. Likewise, the editorial revisions
demanded to make the novel The Colonel’s Dream (1905) less controversial
were distasteful to Chesnutt. Nonetheless, the reviews of his novels, as well
as his presence at Mark Twain’s seventieth birthday party in 1905, sug-
gest his acceptance as a talented writer by other American luminaries. No
doubt Chesnutt’s inability to secure production or publication of his play
(Mrs. Darcy’s Children) and publication of the novels The Rambow Chasers, Paul
Marchand, and The Quarry influenced his decision to concentrate on shorter
works and political activism. Notably, Chesnutt led the protest that would
result in the famously racist ilm The Birth of a Nation (1915) being banned in
Ohio.

By the second decade of the twentieth century, Chesnutt could claim that
he had achieved the desire he articulated in 1881 for fame, money, and
success for his children. Chesnutt himself was president of the Cleveland
Council of Sociology and a member of the Cleveland Chamber of Com-
merce, the National Arts Club, and the Rowfant Club (a respected literary
organization) and had received an honorary degree from Wilberforce Uni-
versity. All four of his children had graduated from university, Edwin from
Harvard, and Helen and Ethel from Smith. All followed their father’s lead as
educators. Ethel and Edwin both taught at Tuskegee, Edwin then completing
a degree in dentistry. Helen and Dorothy both taught in the Cleveland public
school system. Helen, who would write a biography of her father, also taught
at Western Reserve University, followed by a master’s from Columbia, while
Dorothy pursued graduate work at the University of Chicago. That all of his
daughters had such opportunities speaks to the commitment to female edu-
cation in Chesnutt’s family, evident both in the naming of the Ann Chesnutt
Middle School in Fayetteville after his sister, as well as the careers of nu-
merous other female family members in the field.

While Chesnutt’s publications were scant through the 1910s and 1920s, his
reputation was on the rise. In 1924 famed African American film director
Oscar Micheaux adapted The House behind the Cedars, while in 1927 The Conjure
Woman was reissued. In 1928, the same year he testified before the U.S.
Senate about matters of integration, he was recognized with the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) Spingarn
Medal for his “pioneer work as a literary artist depicting the life and struggle
of Americans of Negro descent, and for his long and useful career as scholar,
worker, and freeman of one of America’s greatest cities” (Postseript 176). This
solidified Chesnutt’s productive relationship with the organization and its
magazine, the Crisis. In 1932, the same year Micheaux released a second
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adaptation of Chesnutt’s work, titled Veiled Aristocrats, the author died at his
home in Cleveland. Despite the NAACP’s assessment of his contributions,
only in the late twentieth century have readers been finally able to appreciate
the true scope of Chesnutt’s oeuvre and complexity of his thinking. This is a
result of the publication of his novels previously deemed unprintable, due to
their political content, as well as his journals and letters. Other unpublished
manuscripts deposited in the Chesnutt Collection, Fisk University Library
Special Collections, await publication.
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CHILDREN’S AND YOUNG ADULT LITERATURE

Women authors and illustrators and representation of the lives and experi-
ences of girls and women have always been a large and important, if not equal,
part of African American literature for young people. Since the 1960s, chil-
dren’s literature has been studied and taught as two distinct but overlapping
categories: children’s literature as meant for pre- and elementary school chil-
dren, and young adult literature designed for readers approximately ten
through eighteen years of age. However, preadolescents often read young
adult titles, and people of all ages enjoy illustrated texts and fairy or folk tales.
Just as there are no fixed boundaries regarding the age of the audience, young
readers are multiracial and multicultural. Ciritics and educators have come to
define African American children’s and young adult literature as a body of
work produced by African American authors and illustrators that appeals to a
wide variety of readers. A feminist overview of this body of work cannot make
such clear-cut distinctions based on gender; African American men as well as
women have offered accurate and empowering representations of girls and
women in the books they write for children and young adults, in which
females of all ages survive, even under the most oppressive and discriminatory
conditions, and emerge as heroines who conquer conflicts and emerge tri-
umphant. However, just as African Americans are still underrepresented in
the wider field of children’s literature, African American women are still a
minority in children’s publishing, and school curricula rarely include their
work. This entry will therefore focus on women’s contributions, even as it
discusses how girls and women are represented in African American children’s
and young adult literature by women and men.

The genre of children’s literature emerged as a distinct and independent
form only in the late eighteenth century, although young people from all
cultures have always appropriated oral and written narrative for their enter-
tainment. Literature for young people grew as a broad generic category in
England and the United States through the nineteenth century and encom-
passes a wide range of work, including acknowledged classics of world liter-
ature, picture books and easy-to-read stories, poetry, novels and short fiction,
and the lullabies, fairy tales, fables, folk songs, and folk narratives from oral
tradition. African American children’s and young adult literature began to be
written in the late 1880s. Because literature for children and young adults has
typically been seen as a “lesser” genre of literary or artistic endeavor, or simply
as part of the domestic sphere, it has also been seen as an appropriate genre
for women to write in. Many classic books for young people were written by
women, such as Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, and the first African
American to contribute to the genre was a woman; Amelia E. Johnson printed
anumber of religious tracts for children through the 1880s, including an eight-
page magazine, The FJoy. She later published novels such as Clarence and Corinne;
or, God’s Way (1890), which were overtly religious and didactic and featured
male and female characters who did not transgress gender roles and restric-
tions and were often white. Also published in the early era of African American
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children’s literature, poet Paul Laurence Dunbar’s Little Brown Baby (1895) is
a germinal text in the genre. A collection of dialect poems that celebrate African
American folk culture, Little Brown Baby was meant to delight girls and boys
even as it shows African American people and culture in a positive light. Other
early pieces have only recently been recovered, among them Leila A. Pen-
dleton’s An Alphabet for Negro Children (n.d.).

After the turn of the century the development of an educated African
American middle class demanded and could support this growing body of
literature for its youth. Recognizing the urgent need for characters black
children could respect and emulate, W.E.B. Du Bois, the only black founder of
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),
experimented with “Children’s Numbers,” an annual issue of the NAACP’s
the Crisis (1919-1926), which he edited. These issues were so successful that, in
1920, Du Bois, along with business manager Augustus Granville Dill and
literary editor Jessie Redmon Fauset, established the Brownies” Book (1920-
1921). Aimed at children aged six to sixteen, the magazine ncorporated a
variety of popular forms, such as fiction, folk and fairy tales, poetry, drama,
biography, and photography and illustrations by African American artists
and offered nonreligious, nondidactic entertainment that infused black youth
with a sense of self-worth and impressed upon them the importance of edu-
cation.

Du Bois and Dill pioneered another important form of African American
literature for young people, biographies of African Americans for children and
young adults, and women were the more prominent writers of these works.
Elizabeth Ross Haynes’s Unsung Heroes (1921) and Julia Henderson’s 4 Child’s
Story of Dunbar (1921) are important early works in this genre. Haynes pub-
lished twenty-two biographies, and many of them introduced children to Af-
rican Americans rarely depicted in their school texts, figures that are now well
known, such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman. Ellen Tarry
(1906- ) also published biographies, among them Young Jim: The Early Years
of James Weldon Johnson (1967) and Pierre Toussaint: Apostle of Old New York
(1981) as well as picture books and her autobiography, T%e Third Door (1955).
Born in Alabama, Tarry moved to New York in 1929 and formed associa-
tions with many of the people who figured prominently in the Harlem
Renaissance, most notably Johnson, Claude McKay, Langston Hughes,
and Countee Cullen. These men made significant contributions to African
American children’s and young adult literature; for example, Hughes’s Te
Dream Keeper (1932) 1s a classic collection of poetry for children, as is Golden
Shippers (1941), an anthology of poetry by Dunbar, Cullen, Hughes, and
Johnson edited by Arna Bontemps. However, their work overshadows that by
their female contemporaries, critically and in the classroom, out of all pro-
portion, and Tarry is rarely mentioned in comparison to her male counter-
parts. Bontemps created an extensive body of work, including biography,
fiction, and poetry that helped African American children’s literature gain
widespread acceptance and offered children positive African American role

models. Carter G. Woodson followed Bontemps in publishing biographies of
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notable African Americans and later founded the Associated Press, which
continues today. A contemporary of Woodson and Bontemps, playwright
Shirley Lola Graham Du Bois (1896-1977) receives little critical attention, but
her biographies of African Americans for young adults are important contri-
butions to the field, including There Once Was a Slave: The Heroic Story of Frederick
Douglass (1947), Booker T. Washington, Educator of Hand, Head, and Heart (1955),
and The Story of Phillis Wheatley: The Poetess of the American Revolution (1949).

Through its development, librarians, classroom teachers, and postsecond-
ary educators and administrators have worked to ensure that African Ameri-
can children’s and young adult literature flourishes. During her thirty-seven-
year career with the New York City Public Library as a children’s/young adult
librarian, storyteller, and administrator, Augusta Baker (1911-1998) added
appropriate books to the Library’s collections, encouraged authors and illus-
trators, and worked with publishers to get this literature produced and dis-
tributed. The first black librarian to hold an administrative position in the
Library, by 1961 Baker was in charge of children’s policies and programs in
all eighty-two branches. Widely influential, she worked with schools and
community groups, was a consultant for the television program Sesame Street,
and taught courses on storytelling and children’s literature. Following Baker,
African Americans Glyndon Greer and Mabel McKissack, members of the
American Library Association, established the Coretta Scott King Award
for African American authors and illustrators of books for children and young
adults in 1969. Also in the late 1960s, the Council on Interracial Books for
Children began holding contests in order to identify and support promising
young artists. These awards have garnered wide professional and public rec-
ognition for many of their winners; for example, the first winner of the Council
Award, Kristin Hunter’s (Kristin Hunter Lattany) The Soul Brothers and Sister
Lou (1969), sold over a million copies.

As it became an established genre through the 1940s into the 1960s, Af-
rican American children’s and young adult literature reflected contemporary
social and cultural consciousness. Early texts, such as Jesse Jackson’s Call Me
Charley (1945) and Lorenz Bell Graham’s South Town (1958), offered an in-
tegrationist approach to racial difference and the problems of bigotry. These
novels tried to instill in all children a social conscience that afforded aware-
ness and tolerance of racial difference without taking into account social and
cultural, and often gendered, difference. Since the late 1960s, African Ameri-
can children’s literature is most often “culturally conscious,” with its focus on
African American perspective and setting. Over the last thirty years, dozens
of African American writers have gained wide popularity through a variety of
works that present the range of African American experiences. They enter-
tain and educate even as they offer historically accurate portrayals of African
American lives, female and male, and a tradition of resistance to racism and
discrimination. Today, African American children’s and young adult litera-
ture addresses the concerns of feminism, including perceptions of gender and
sexuality, in illustrated texts for young children that offer a visual schemata
that will inform identity formation and in texts for older readers that provide
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rich literary material for exploring the issues and dilemmas of human ex-
perience.

IMustrated texts have the ability to offer visually positive gender and cultural
role models, and African American children’s literature is particularly reliant
on the ability of illustrations to depict girls and women as individuals; many
women authors and artists have gained prominence in the field. Writer Eloise
Greenfield recognizes the importance of pictures by stipulating that her work
be illustrated by African American artists. Some authors depict the African
roots of African American culture and identity even as they show females as
empowered individuals, such as Muriel Feelings with her Swahili abcediary
and counting book Fambo Means Hello (1974) and Moja Means One (1971),
illustrated by Tom Feelings; Verna Aardema’s editions of African fables, such
as Why Mosquitoes Buzz in People’s Ears (1976), illustrated by Leo and Diane
Dillon; and John Steptoe’s African Cinderella story, Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters
(1988). African motifs empower African American girls and women and help
tell their stories in Carole Byard’s illustrations for Camille Yarbrough’s
Cornrows (1979), and Faith Ringgold’s African-inspired quilts and tankas (fabric
sculptures) are predominant in her Tar Beach (1991) and Dinner at Aunt Connie’s
House (1993). In this latter book, Ringgold relies on the African American
history that informs many picture books, as her young protagonist imagines
historical figures such as Harriet Tubman and Mary McLeod Bethune coming
to dinner with her extended family. Illustrated children’s books provide
readers of all ages with positive images of African American females and the
rich diversity of their history and culture and offer girls a literary experience
that can aid in understanding and interpreting life experience.

Similarly, an awareness of literature by African American female authors
and with African American girls and women in prominent and empowered
roles is vital for both male and female young adults. The portrayal of female
roles in adolescent fiction is important because it provides an environment
for young adults to see the results of decisions made by characters and to
evaluate their ideas and behaviors. How girls and women interact in those
fictional situations can shape thinking by reinforcing stereotypes or by pro-
moting alternative views. Key issues in young adult literature, issues that are
often ignored in books that feature male protagonists, are girls’ acceptance of
their bodies’ changes and growth patterns and themes of relationships with
those of the same sex and of the opposite sex and with parents. Because
ethnographic settings—religious, cultural, racial—affect the development of
identity, the African American adolescent female must be able to find role
models and affirmation in young adult literature, while others should be able
to understand the uniqueness of her situation. African American young adult
fiction has grown into a vast and widely popular body of work since the
1960s, and a good deal of that work offers positive and empowering role
models for girls and young women. Two of the most popular and best known
writers of young adult fiction are African American women. Mildred D.
Taylor and Virginia Hamilton have written some of the most compelling
female protagonists in the genre. Taylor’s Logan family series follows the
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growth and maturity of Cassie Logan in Song of the Trees (1975), Roll of
Thunder, Hear My Cry (1976), Let the Circle Be Unbroken (1981), and The Road to
Memphis (1990). Set in segregated rural Mississippi, these historical novels tell
the story of this brave and appealing character from a female and African
American perspective. Hamilton offers several unique adolescent black her-
oines in the stories of Teresa in Sweet Whispers, Brother Rush (1982), Sheema in
A Little Love (1984), Talley in A White Romance (1987), and the interracial
Buhlaire Simms in Plain City (1993). Other writers deal with themes about and
alongside race, such as Rosa Guy’s exploration of a lesbian relationship
between two black teenagers in Ruby (1976), Sharon Bell Mathis’s Listen for the
Fig Tree (1973) about the experience of a blind girl, or Joyce Carol Thomas’s
short stories representing the African American teenager in the midst of
various ethnic groups in 4 Gathering of Flowers (1990). Thomas’s earlier works
Marked by Fire (1982) and Water Girl (1986) trace the stories of Abby and
Amber, respectively, as they struggle to find themselves as young black
women. Guy depicts a different black American tradition with her Carib-
bean young adult heroine in My Love, My Love; or, The Peasant Girl (1985).
Others who have dealt with lives of African American females include
Alice Childress’s A4 Short Walk (1981) and Rainbow fordan (1982); Jacqueline
Woodson’s examination of interracial friendships and incest in I Hadn 't Meant
to Tell You This (1994); and Walter Dean Myers, who presents the story of
Didi in Motown and Dudi: A Love Story (1984), one of his many Harlem novels.
African American children’s and young adult literature performs essential
functions in the growth and development of its female readers, and its ben-
efits can go far past simply making visible the formerly absent African
American girl or woman. It can enable them to define themselves as em-
powered females in terms of their cultural and their national heritage, and its
importance to the wider projects of African American feminism cannot be
overemphasized.
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CHILDRESS, ALICE (1916-1994)

Alice Childress was born in Charleston, South Carolina, on October 12,
1916. Her time in this city of such historical and cultural significance to
African Americans was limited to less than a decade, however, as her parents’
marriage dissolved in 1925. Childress moved at this time with her mother
Florence to Harlem, yet another bastion of racial significance. Mother and
daughter moved in with Childress’s maternal grandmother, Eliza Campbell
White. Living in a female-run household during her adolescent years surely
helped to mold Childress into the confident playwright, actress, and novelist
that she was to become. There was no doubt in Childress’s mind, as she grew
to adulthood, that a woman could take care of herself financially and emotion-
ally and be successful in any endeavor into which she threw her passions.
Indeed, such a way of life surely seemed natural to Childress as she matured.

Childress found not only the natural strength of women in her home; she
also found a personalized education in the arts as her grandmother made
specific efforts to expose the young woman to the cultural and artistic of-
ferings of New York City. Childress’s grandmother was also adamant about
fostering the spiritual life of her granddaughter, taking her to church services
regularly and exposing her to the trials that accompanied the lives of the
poorest of the poor. In this way Eliza White weaved into Childress’s con-
sciousness the idea that human beings had certain duties to help one another,
especially those less fortunate. Even though life was not luxurious at the
home in which Childress was growing up, she was raised to realize that there
is always someone in greater need than one’s self and that that person must
indeed be aided. Childress took these lessons of the poor with her and often
used themes of the struggling poor in her written works.

Childress’s mother and grandmother also encouraged the young woman'’s
voracious appetite for books. Despite all of the intellectual stimulation she had
received at home—or perhaps because of just that—Childress dropped out of
high school before entering her senior year. It was also at this time that both



166 Childress, Alice

Childress’s mother and grandmother died, leaving Childress to completely
take over the orchestration of her own life much sooner than she had an-
ticipated this would happen. Still, the two older women had prepared Alice
Childress for independence and for continued intellectual growth. Surely,
despite her grief, Childress must have been confident that she could proudly
and without hesitation follow in the footsteps of these two important women.
Sometime during this point in Childress’s life, she married the actor Alvin
Childress. It is known with certainty that Childress gave birth to her only
child, a daughter named Jean, in 1935. Because of Childress’s own efforts to
keep such information secret, it is not known with certainty when Alice and
Alvin Childress married and consequently divorced, although the divorce
occurred fairly early in Jean’s life. Childress remarried, to the musician Na-
than Woodard, in 1957.

Childress began an acting and theater career before she began her writing
career. In 1943 she began acting for the American Negro Theater in Harlem.
It was also for this company that she wrote her first play, a one-act piece titled
Florence, in 1949. Remarkably, this play was written overnight when Childress
took up what she saw as a challenge presented by fellow actors—including
Sydney Poitier—at the American Negro Theater. The actors had argued that
it was impossible to write a good play in one night. What Childress presented
to them the next morning was not only a good play but also a springboard to
her writing career. Florence’s central themes of racism, sexism, and economic
disadvantage became critical themes to all of the work that was to follow from
Childress’s pen. In this first play Childress presents the reader/audience with
the mother of Florence, an African American woman trying to make it in the
acting world. In a conversation with the white Mrs. Carter, whom Florence’s
mother had perceived would be willing to help Florence’s acting career, the
mother is accosted with both racism and sexism, which leads her to an almost
physically angry moment but also to the realization that she must urge on her
daughter’s dreams. It is surely no mistake that this first play of Childress’s
contains both autobiographical elements and feminist elements. Childress’s
life to this point had been a struggle, but it had also been incredibly buoyed
by the unquenchably fiery spirits of her mother and grandmother.

Despite Childress’s passion for her work and her moderate success, she still
found herself in need of other jobs to assist in supporting both herself and her
daughter. She toiled at a variety of menial jobs during this period of her life,
including domestic work. Much of this work experience became of thematic
importance to her future writing, including the 1956 work Like One of the
Family . . . Conversations from a Domestic’s Life, which Childress dedicated to her
grandmother. This nondramatic work consists of a series of conversational
vignettes told by Mildred, an African American domestic worker employed
by a white family, to her friend Marge. Each vignette or conversation is light
and rhythmic in tone but quite serious in the social themes revealed and
dissected. Childress’s Mildred is an independent woman, despite her eco-
nomic station in life. She is a proud woman who msists on being treated as a
human being and who insists on cherishing her own basic sense of self-worth.
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Childress is careful to fashion Mildred as much of a feminist both philo-
sophically and practically as were in actuality the women who raised
Childress herself.

The year before Like One of the Family appeared, Childress’s play Trouble in
Mind was produced, although it did not find its way to publication until 1971.
Trouble in Mind deals head on with racism in the theater. The premise of this
play revolves around a white producer putting on a play about lynching that
contains stereotypical depictions of its black characters. Although all of the
black actors become increasingly incensed with the portrayals, it is the vet-
eran actor Wiletta Mayer who eventually takes the lead in protesting the
racist treatment by refusing to continue the farce. Wiletta begins by trying to
placate the other actors, urging them to do what they must for the theater.
Eventually she experiences a transformation and sees that she must be a
leader in the movement against racism. Once again, Childress focuses on a
woman character as the strong character and as the one willing to fight for
what is just. It takes little imagination to hypothesize as to why it took so long
to get the play published.

Trouble in Mind is certainly not the only controversial piece that Childress
penned. The play Wedding Band was written in 1966 and first performed at the
University of Michigan. This play did not have a major production, however,
until 1972, when it was “introduced” at the New York Shakespeare Festival.
The play was not published until 1973. Wedding Band delves into the world of
interracial love and marriage, an issue that was absolutely controversial in the
1960s and continued to be a heated topic throughout much of the rest of the
twentieth century. Wedding Band introduces the audience/reader to the white
Herman and the black Julia, who live together as husband and wife even
though they are forbidden to legally marry in their home state of South Car-
olina. It is Julia who rises up most against the racism tainting her and Herman’s
relationship, and it is Julia who urges Herman to be morally stronger. It is also
Julia who tries to transcend the bonds of racism by caring for the extremely
racist mother of Herman when she falls ill. Julia survives Herman, upon whose
death the reader/audience becomes painfully aware of the legal ramifica-
tions for Julia, who is for all practical purposes a widow without any of the
sustaining benefits. While the theme of interracial relationships is foremost in
this play, Childress’s signature feminism also surfaces here as the character
Julia represents so many facets of the strong woman fighting against so many
social odds.

Another controversial play of Childress’s, Wine in the Wilderness, was pro-
duced i 1969. This play takes Childress’s controversies to another level, in
that she deals with socioeconomic prejudices among African Americans
themselves. Again we have a strong woman character, only this time the
strong woman is perhaps an unlikely version of strength. Tomorrow Marie
Fields, nicknamed Tommy, is a down-to-earth African American woman of
the 1960s who not only respects her roots and her elders but also delights in
an almost childlike way in the comfort she feels in her own skin. Unlike the
other characters in the play, who are much better educated and who fancy
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themselves a better class than she, Tommy represents reality. While the other
characters set about using Tommy as an actual model to help the artist Bill
complete a work representative of the many faces of the race, Tommy is
indeed the true face of the race, although the others are too caught up in their
own importance and in their estimation of themselves as better human beings
than is Tommy to notice what truths she represents. To her credit, Tommy,
as undereducated as she is, is the only character to truly do credit to the race.
While there are elements of sexism as well as classism evident in this play,
Childress also cunningly brings out the problems that some women create for
each other. The other woman in the play, Cynthia, is highly educated; in fact,
she is a social worker, who should know better than to perpetuate social
stereotypes. Cynthia does finally realize what she is doing by the end of the
play, but it is the earth-mother-type Tommy who shows the most grace and
strength in the play. One senses that Childress has a deep respect for the
“common woman” and that she wishes to uplift that woman to her rightful
place in the world.

Childress worked also in the genre of fiction, writing three novels for ad-
olescents and one novel for adults. Her first two young adult novels, 4 Hero
Awn’t Nothin’ but a Sandwich (1973) and Rainbow Fordan (1981), deal with African
American teenage boys struggling with what life has dealt them; namely, both
Benjie of 4 Hero and Rainbow of the second novel live in single-parent
households, with their biological fathers missing. While Childress could have
used these novels to further her use of strong women characters, she instead
tends to make the mothers in these two novels ineffectual. Both mothers leave
their sons turning to others for love, guidance, and support. To her credit,
Childress does represent the character to whom Rainbow turns for such things
as a foster mother, but it still remains interesting to note the change in feminist
approach to her literature with these two novels.

Childress uses more ineffective parents in her third and final young adult
novel, Those Other People, published in 1989. Here, however, the main character,
Jonathon, finds difficulties with his parents because of his homosexuality.
Clearly, Childress’s focus in this novel is quite different from that in her other
young adult novels. It may be that her intent in all three novels was to focus
specifically on how adults in general fail children, perhaps in the hopes of
awakening a sense of accountability in parents, especially in parents of at-risk
children. If this was indeed the author’s intention, then these novels also nat-
urally have a place in the feminist themes of Childress’s work overall.

Childress’s only adult novel, published in 1979, is 4 Short Walk. Here the
author’s feminist themes definitely shine through. Racism and sexism be-
come central struggles for the main character, Cora, who, in her abbreviated
life through the first four decades of the twentieth century, lives with all of the
racial and gender tensions that these decades so insistently dealt out. Cora is
the quintessential twentieth-century black woman, struggling to be her own
person and to embrace all that she feels is her due as a human being. Though
her mother dies giving birth to Cora, Cora is blessed with a circle of women
who help her form her own inner strength throughout her life.
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Childress rounded out her adult canon with the 1987 play Moms: A Praise
Play for a Black Comedienne. Childress wrote this musical in collaboration with
her husband, Nathan Woodard, as a tribute to Jackie “Moms” Mabley. In the
last years of her life, Childress worked on, but never published, the story of her
maternal great-grandmother, Ani Campbell, who was abandoned as an infant
and adopted and raised by a white woman. It seems fitting that Childress
would have ended her work by drawing once again upon the facts of the lives
of the women in her own family, the women who had taught her to be a strong
and independent woman herself.

Both Childress’s personal and professional lives were richly satisfying. She
traveled extensively, she won awards, she lectured on her craft and her ideals,
she had the good fortune to enjoy her family, and she had the talent to leave
behind a canon of work that will allow her to live on indefinitely. Childress
was intent on illustrating the problems that black women particularly faced in
contemporary life; she was equally intent on celebrating the strength of black
women in most of her writings.

Childress died of cancer on August 14, 1994, in New York City, four years
after her daughter also died of cancer.

See also Children’s and Young Adult Literature; Drama
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CHINABERRY TREE, THE

Jessie Redmon Fauset’s third novel, The Chinaberry Tree: A Novel of American
Life, first published by Stokes in 1931, is set within the middle-class black
community of Red Brook, a quintessential New Jersey “small town.” One-
third of the way into the novel, it becomes obvious that the main character,
Melissa Paul, is embarking upon a doomed relationship with a local man, the
politically and socially conservative Malory Forten. Wrongly, Melissa be-
lieves that her parents were married. Actually, she was fathered by Malory’s
father, who had an affair with Melissa’s mother. If consummated, the rela-
tionship between Malory and his half sister would be incestuous.

The narrator manipulates the reader, heightening anxiety: Will the couple
marry and perpetuate the ultimate sexual taboo? Or will they find out the
painful truth beforehand? We wait until the day of their planned elopement
to find out. Allusive of ancient Greek tragedy, the novel’s tension rises; with
self-conscious, theatrical language, the narrator asks: Will The Chinaberry Tree
end in tragedy or in comedy? Men are held responsible for the cruelties that
flourish in Red Brook. Melissa’s mother was not an enthusiastic participant in
the adulterous relationship with Sylvester Forten; the man simply “wouldn’t
leave Judy [Melissa’s mother] alone.” Men are possessive and greedy, keen
for sexual “hunting” and for female deference. Melissa’s cousin, Laurentine
Strange, 1s shunned because she is illegitimate, the product of a relationship
between a black woman and an irresponsible, married white man, Colonel
Halloway. Men seek to transform women into commodities; one particularly
aggressive youth, Harry Robbins, would “do anything to possess” Melissa.
Even the novel’s ultimate hero, Asshur Lane, has a hectoring propensity to
patronize women, telling Melissa, endlessly, that “you must be good.”

In addition to the problems caused by males with wandering eyes, Fauset’s
characters must also deal with “this nonsense about color.” Although the novel
conveys disgust at the second-class status of blacks—a system of oppression
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symbolized by a bizarre restaurant incident, when Malory and Melissa are not
allowed the full choice of desserts—the novel is more preoccupied with class
differences between African Americans. Some blacks are left behind by those
who progress to be doctors and successful dressmakers. One young black
woman, Pelasgie Stede, profoundly resents having to serve better-off blacks;
her only pleasure is to gossip about the misfortunes of the middle-class blacks,
resenting them more than whites. One such misfortune is a public fight be-
tween Robbins and Lane over Melissa. A racist newspaper editor sees the fight
and plans to report it, to cause embarrassment for the Strange family. Only a
sort of bribe from a businessman who is courting Laurentine prevents him
from running the story. But blacks can be bribed, too. The Stranges’ old black
gardener, Stede, always asserts, amusingly, that he never asks for food, but he
hints that he wants food with evident imploring. Tipping Stede results in
“ample and satisfactory rewards”’—good service. Red Brook, then, is not a
community but a gathering of self-interested individuals. When the network of
mutual back scratching breaks down, or when male urges work to fracture
marital unions, it is the female characters who suffer.

See also Comedy: American Style; Plum Bun
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CHOSEN PLACE, THE TIMELESS PEOPLE, THE

Paule Marshall’s second novel, The Chosen Place, the Timeless People (1969), has
been lauded as one of the most significant novels by a black women in the
twentieth century. Critics such as Hortense Spillers and Barbara Christian find
the novel’s examination of oppressed peoples in Western culture to be both
artful and culturally regenerative. Through the intersection of three main
characters from three different ethnic backgrounds, Marshall reveals how fac-
ing and integrating an oppressive past into the present offers the only available
hope for a restorative future.



172 Chosen Place, the Timeless People, The

Set in the fictional West Indian island of Bourne, The Chosen Place uses ge-
ography as a major actor on its characters. Bournehills, a district within Bourne,
becomes the “chosen place,” and the community of Bournehills represents the
“timeless people.” Marshall uses the tight-knit native community to represent
cultural tradition and heritage lacking to her main characters Merle, Saul, and
Harriet. Each character encounters the place and people with their own life
struggles, and each meets a different end as a result of their experience.

Merle Kinbona symbolizes the most hopeful character in the story. Black,
educated, and well traveled, Merle returns to Bourne facing a failed marriage
to an African man and a troubled sense of herself. She meets white Jewish
American anthropologist Saul Amron, who wants to help the Bournehills
community. Harriet, Saul’s wife, represents the mainstream white culture and
thus the larger oppressive society.

As each character interacts with the inhabitants of Bournehills, each is
confronted with a living memory of slavery and oppression embodied in the
people and the place itself. Merle ultimately learns the importance of con-
fronting her heritage in order to both heal herself and help her people; the
end sees her traveling to Africa to find and repair her fractured family. Saul
also finds healing by facing the oppressive history of Jewish people but does
not find as clear a resolve as Merle. Ciritics tie this inconclusiveness to his
status as a white, although Jewish, man, thus linking him to the dominant and
oppressive culture. Harriet’s status as a white woman without minority af-
filiation leads her to face her heritage of violence and domination. As a result,
she finds little solace in the past and ultimately commits suicide.

The Chosen Place, the Timeless People is an expansive novel exploring the
personal, social, cultural, and historical implications of slavery and domina-
tion. Unlike her other well-known novels, Brown Girl, Brownstones and
Praisesong for the Widow, Marshall’s second novel extends beyond one
protagonist to three main characters plus a larger island community. She
locates regenerative hope in the integration of the past into the present and
places female characters squarely in positions of power for healing. She links
personal wholeness with social healing and continues to emphasize the role
cultural memory plays in individual and social unity.

See also Ancestor, Use of
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CHRISTIANITY

Feminist literary engagements with Christianity explore the vibrant belief
systems of African American women and their communities of faith. While
black Christian women are often associated with intense religious fervor and
self-sacrifice in American popular culture, gynocentric representations seek to
uncover the deeper complexities of “church mothers” and “preacher’s wives.”
An overwhelming number of texts in genres ranging from spirituals and slave
narratives to protest tradition literature and speculative fiction further ac-
centuate black women’s efforts to assert themselves within male-dominated
ecclesiastic mstitutions and racially prejudiced scriptural interpretations. In-
deed, the church functions not only as a transcendent source of hope and
liberation but as a site of worldly contestation in literature. Central to African
American feminist renderings of faith and doubt are the woman’s ability to
claim her own religious identity, to associate freely with a fellowship of be-
lievers, and to testify in her own voice of her personal relationship with God.

Christian beliefs and practices are a vital component of eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century black women’s writing. Phillis Wheatley’s collection
Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) reflects the strong influence
of her Puritan upbringing as a slave in New England. Replete with Christian
allusions and classical imagery, Wheatley’s odes and funeral elegies empha-
size Calvinist doctrines of election and grace as preached by Rev. George
Whitefield, the English Methodist evangelist of the First Great Awakening
(1720-1750).

Several of Wheatley’s poems such as “On Being Brought from Africa to
America” and “To the University of Cambridge, in New England” have
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been criticized by African American literary scholars for suggesting that the
conversion of Africans to Christianity was a beneficial consequence of slav-
ery. Yet recent critics have highlighted the subversive nuances in Wheatley’s
brief writing career. The poet’s reference to Exodus in her letter to Samson
Occom, for instance, casts slave owners as Egyptians, while aligning African
slaves with the chosen people of Israel. Such a framework provides readers
with a new perspective on Wheatley’s lyrical reflections on “Egyptian gloom”
and the “sable race” awaiting earthly deliverance.

The ambiguities of Wheatley’s verse call attention to the multifaceted role
that Christianity has played in African American history and culture. Biblical
concepts such as the “curse” of Ham in Genesis 9:25 and Paul’s epistle to the
Ephesians were narrowly interpreted by white clergy during the colonial and
antebellum eras to indicate that people of African descent were intended by
God to be enslaved and, therefore, should obey their “earthly masters” (Eph.
6:5). Yet the same Bible that was used by proslavery advocates as an instru-
ment of racial oppression and patriarchal domination was also embraced by
African American women as a source of hope. The Second Great Awakening
(1800-1840), with its emphasis on the experiential elements of conversion and
revivalism, saw an overwhelming number of African American slaves and free
people convert to Christianity, particularly through Baptist and Methodist
denominations that initially supported the antislavery cause.

It is the spirituals, or “Sorrow Songs,” of these early black Christians that
constitute one of the formative “texts” of African American religious expres-
sion. With the spirituals, slaves offered their own interpretations of biblical
scripture through West African rhythms, harmonies, and antiphonal “call and
response” patterns. The collective anonymity of these songs, with their im-
provised lyrics and revisions, further demonstrates the edifying creativity of
slave religion. While no one can claim whether or not the voices that com-
posed “Been in the Storm So Long” or “Run, Mary, Run” belonged to women,
religious songs such as these initiated the pioneering strains of Christian sis-
terhood that would sustain black women in their struggle not only to survive
slavery but, in some cases, to work actively for its abolition.

Likewise, the concept of Christian egalitarianism was a widespread theme
in slave narratives and abolitionist pamphlets that condemned the hypocrit-
ical action (and inaction) of white Americans who supported the enslavement
of human beings. While Frederick Douglass, Josiah Henson, David Walker,
and others incorporate faith-based critiques in their narratives, Harriet Ja-
cobs’s autobiography Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) explores
the nuances of a black female slave’s efforts to uphold her own religious
moral standards and protect her children from a life of servitude.

Jacobs, writing under the pseudonym Linda Brent, speaks forthrightly about
her master’s mental cruelty and his relentless attempts to sexually abuse her.
The slaveholder’s harassment intensifies, she notes, after he joins an Episcopal
church. Jacobs rejects his proslavery religious ideology in her narrative, but she
is also very careful to distinguish her beliefs from her beloved grandmother’s
rigid ideas about virtue. Where her grandmother regards her efforts to escape
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as an abdication of her obligations as a good Christian mother, Jacobs boldly
asserts that discontent with slavery is more in keeping with Jesus Christ’s
liberating ministry. Such a theology leads the author of Incidents to praise a
number of women, black and white, from southern as well as northern states,
whose activity on behalf of abolition reflects true Christian benevolence in
Jacobs’s view.

In the North, independent black churches began to develop as early as
1794 with the formation of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church
in Philadelphia. While the challenge for black men to become ordained
ministers was difficult, it was nearly impossible for black women preachers
to be recognized as such. The autobiographies and conversion narratives of
feminist evangelists such as Jarema Lee, Zilpha Elaw, Amanda Berry
Smith, Rebecca Cox Jackson, and Julia A. J. Foote offer critical glimpses
into the increasingly codified hierarchies of power within black religious in-
stitutions.

The Life and Religious Experience of Jarena Lee (1836) vividly describes the free-
born northern woman’s personal struggle against sin and her conflicts with
AME church leaders who prohibited her from preaching. After waiting eight
years to be given permission to speak before her fellow congregants, Lee
interrupted a visiting minister’s sermon on Jonah with an exhortation in
which she compared herself with the Old Testament prophet who ran away
from his calling. Afterward, with the support of AME bishop Richard Allen,
Lee began her work as an official-though not licensed—itinerant preacher.

Likewise, the words of evangelist Sojourner Truth underscore the social
and political implications of male-centered readings of the gospel, particularly
when such readings were used to deny women full citizenship rights. Truth
put forth her own biblical exegesis in a speech to the Women’s Rights Con-
vention in 1851 when she pointed out that Christ was not born of man but of
God and a woman. Convinced that their actions were sanctioned by God, Lee,
Truth, and other black female exhorters put the authority of the scriptures
before the laws of man.

Frances E. W. Harper combines women-centered religious beliefs with
late-nineteenth-century racial uplift ideology in her essays, poetry, and novels.
Grounded i Christian morality, her writing addresses issues such as suffrage,
education, temperance, and the responsibility of the black middle class after
Emancipation. One of her earlier poems, “Ethiopia” (1853), invokes the
“Ethiopian Prophecy” of Psalm 68, a verse frequently interpreted by African
Americans to signify the redemptive mission of the African race. Written after
the Civil War, another poem, “Moses: A Story of the Nile” (1869), revisits the
story of Exodus within the context of the abolition of slavery.

The same year that Harper published her well-known novel lola Leroy
(1892), fellow women’s rights activist and educator Anna Julia Cooper
published 4 Voice from the South. This compilation of political essays and
speeches casts the collective potential of African Americans in the language of
spiritual awakening. In the essay “Womanhood a Vital Element in Regener-
ation and Progress of a Race,” Cooper emphasizes the importance of Christian
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women as a civilizing force within society. Prefiguring twentieth-century lit-
erary works such as Pauline Hopkins’s novel Contending Forces (1900) and
Jessie Redmon Fauset’s There Is Confusion (1924), Cooper’s essays call upon
black women, in particular, to take a more dynamic role in providing social,
political, and religious guidance to their communities.

While the feminist religious discourse of racial uplift extends well into the
twentieth century, Christianity acquires new dimension in the imaginative
works of the Harlem Renaissance, the Great Migration, Black Nationalism,
womanism, and contemporary fiction. In keeping with W.E.B. Du Bois’s
celebration of the preacher in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), literary renderings
of the church after 1900 often focus on the sermon tradition and the lead-
ership of black male clergy. Such is the case with texts such as James Weldon
Johnson’s God’s Trombones: Seven Negro Sermons in Verse (1927), Zora Neale
Hurston’s novel Fonah’s Gourd Vine (1934), and Richard Wright’s short
story “Fire and Cloud” (1938). Just as common, however, are fictional works
that explore the lives of churchwomen. The institutional silencing of mothers,
wives, sisters, and daughters is countered in these texts by the overwhelming
bodily presence of women in sacred spaces and by women-centered extra-
ecclesial activities and auxiliary groups.

Nella Larsen’s novel Quicksand (1928) offers a gendered perspective of
Christianity from four different pews: a black southern college, an urban
chapel, a storefront revival, and a rural southern church. The narrative’s main
focus is on the educated New Negro woman’s quest for identity and sexual
freedom in the 1920s. Yet Larsen often conceptualizes the social anxieties of
protagonist Helga Crane through her inability to find a satisfying church
“home.” Issues of race, class, sexuality, and religion converge in the tragic
ending of this Harlem Renaissance novel. An unsatisfying marriage to an
Alabama preacher draws Helga into a domestic quagmire, and in her misery,
she renounces God and the black church.

Zora Neale Hurston frequently incorporates religion into her representa-
tions of black folk life in the South. While most of her characters are avowed
Christians, heroines like Janie from Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937)
nurture religious identities that subvert societal norms. In other instances,
characters from Hattie Tyson in fonakh’s Gourd Vine to Docia Boger’s mother
in the short story “Black Death” (1995) employ conjuring, “root work,” and
other non-Christian practices as alternative modes of empowerment within
black communities. Hurston’s literary works are supported by the research
assembled in Mules and Men (1935) and The Sanctified Church—a collection of
folktales, sermons, and spiritual autobiographies gathered by Hurston in the
1930s. The Sanctified Church anticipates stories such as Gloria Naylor’s Mama
Day (1989) and the character Baby Suggs in Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987)
by depicting the formidable power of holy women like Mother Catherine,
a preacher whose matrifocal religion combines Christianity with African-
influenced beliefs.

African Americans who fled the South during the Great Migration of World
War I and again in the 1940s and 1950s brought their distinctive forms of
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worship to the urban North. The primary setting for James Baldwin’s semi-
autobiographical novel Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953) is a Pentecostal store-
front church made up of southern migrants who have relocated to Harlem.
While the spiritual conversion of adolescent protagonist John Grimes is central
to the story, Baldwin demonstrates the complex ways in which John’s identity
as a black Christian male is explicitly and implicitly shaped by his spiritual
elders. Indeed, the novel explores the turbulent religious heritage of John’s
mother and aunt in rich detail. Baldwin scrutinizes the faith that these women
maintained in spite of the religious doctrines and social customs that sought to
stifle their independent spirit.

After the publication of his first novel, Baldwin began writing The Amen
Corner, a play first performed in 1955. The drama follows the life of storefront
preacher Sister Margaret Alexander and her struggle to maintain her power
as a religious leader in the face of domestic strife. The manner in which Sister
Margaret wields Christian authority in her home has been described as ty-
rannical at times, much like Mama Lena Younger from Lorraine Hans-
berry’s drama 4 Raisin in the Sun (1959). Recent critics have taken a closer
look at the ways in which the fiercely protective Christian love of these
matriarchs can operate as a dangerous and debilitating force in black families,
even as it is claims to hold them together.

Criticisms of Christianity become more combative with the advent of the
Black Arts Movement during the 1960s. As the faith-based activism of the
civil rights movement transformed into the assertive nationalism of Black
Power, poets like June Jordan and Nikki Giovanni condemned the op-
pressive image of God and other divine beings as white and male. Particularly
fascinating in this regard is the poetry of Chicago-born Carolyn Rodgers.
She began her career with an imaginative tirade against her mother’s self-
righteous morality in “Jesus Was Crucified, or It Must Be Deep” (1969) but
offered contrition after her own religious conversion in later poems such as
“and when the revolution came” and “how 1 got ovah II/It Is Deep II"” (1975).

The work of Alice Walker highlights female characters whose forthright
criticisms of the Christian church act as signposts of their own spiritual trans-
formation. This is especially true in early works such as the short story
“Roselily” (1973) and the novels Meridian (1976) and the Pulitzer Prize-
winning The Color Purple (1982). In The Color Purple, Celie expresses her
feelings about the anxiety and shame of physical, psychological, and sexual
abuse in diarylike “letters” to God. Although Celie is a devoted churchgoer,
her intimate relationship with blues singer Shug Avery forces her to recon-
sider her beliefs about God and the patriarchal religious community that
labels her race and gender as inferior.

Walker, along with Carolyn Rodgers, makes a distinction between her
critique of oppressive Christian doctrine and her high esteem for the racial
wisdom and strength of black churchwomen. Indeed, Walker describes her
agenda in works like T%e Color Purple as womanist. As explained in her col-
lection In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose (1983), the term
characterizes feminists of color who cherish women’s creativity, emotional
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flexibility, and strength. Walker’s understanding of womanism is not nec-
essarily Christian, yet it is grounded in a sense of spiritual wholeness and
connectivity with all of humanity. In the last two decades, black Christian
womanist theologians have adopted Walker’s gynocentric concept as a way to
distinguish their interpretation of the Bible and their focus on black women’s
religious heritage.

Recent works of African American literature engage Christianity through
experimental forms and genres. Octavia Butler’s speculative novels Parable of
the Sower (1993) and Parable of the Talents (1998), use Christian stories to frame
a multicultural community’s fight to survive in a dystopian future. Butler’s
black heroine in the Parable series is the daughter of a minister who creates
“Earthseed”—a belief system that embraces the idea that God is manifested
through change. Likewise, contemporary women’s fiction places a strong
emphasis on the distinctive religious culture of African Americans, particularly
in stories such as Baby of the Family (1989) by Tina McElroy Ansa that
concentrate on black family life in the South. The popularity of inspirational
themes in current fiction is further indicated by developments such as BET
Books’ “New Spirit” black Christian fiction and romance imprint. The female
protagonists in “New Spirit” novels, including Jacqueline Thomas’s The Prod-
igal Husband (2002) and Angela Benson’s Awakening Merey (2002), emphasize the
power of Christian faith, forgiveness, and reconciliation in overcoming per-
sonal struggle.

Works About

Bassard, Katherine Clay. Spiritual Interrogations: Culture, Gender, and Community
in Early African American Women’s Writing. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1999.

Cannon, Katie Geneva. Katie’s Canon: Womanism and the Soul of the Black Com-
munity. New York: Continuum, 1995.

Gilkes, Cheryl T. “If It Wasn't for the Women . . .”: Black Women’s Experience and
Women’s Culture in Church and Community. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2001.

Harris, Trudier. Saints, Sinners, Saviors: Strong Black Women in African American
Literature. New York: Palgrave, 2001.

Higginbotham, Evelyn Brooks. Righteous Discontent: The Woman’s Movement in
the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1993.

Qiana J. Whitted

CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

There is not a large body of imaginative literature that takes the civil rights
movement as its subject. Alice Walker’s Meridian (1973) and Toni Cade
Bambara’s The Salt Eaters (1980) center on women who were movement
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workers. Walker and Bambara also wrote short stories with characters
mnvolved in or influenced by civil rights activism. Thulani Davis’s 1959 (1992)
explores a young girl’s coming of age just as the movement arrives in her
Virginia town. Some novels are inspired by or evoke specific events in the
movement, such as Bebe Moore Campbell’s Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine (1992)
and Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon (1977). Anthony Grooms’s recent and
powerful novel Bombingham (2001), set in the summer and city of the Sixteenth
Street Church bombing that killed four young girls, suggests that African
American writers will continue to revisit the movement for their subject matter.
In the meantime, however, the dominant genre of civil rights movement lit-
erature is the memoir or personal autobiography. Through autobiographical
accounts (as well as oral narrative and biography), we learn of the women who
organized boycotts, desegregated schools, participated in sit-ins, marched in
demonstrations, taught in freedom schools, and assisted local residents in
registering to vote. From the Montgomery bus boycott to the Black Power
movement of the 1960s, women played important roles in the fight for civil
rights, and in some of those roles, their participation surpassed that of African
American men.

African American women have always been involved in the struggle for
freedom, and the civil rights movement was no exception. The traditionally
heralded “opening” to the movement was the Montgomery bus boycott. The
two recognizable figures from that event are Rosa Parks, the woman who
was arrested for refusing to give up her bus seat, and the new young minister
in town, Martin Luther King, Jr. Although King is generally seen as the
architect of the boycott and the leader of the movement itself, it was actually
women who organized, initiated, and carried out the boycott.

As an active member in and secretary for the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Parks was well aware of the
ramifications involved in challenging segregation laws. The roots of Parks’s
act of civil disobedience also came from her training at the Highlander Folk
School, a school for social activists that was founded in the depression. The
Monteagle, Tennessee, school was a model of mnterracial and progressive
activism. In the fall of 1955, Parks attended a workshop on leadership di-
rected by Septima Clark, one of the “mothers” of the movement who was a
lifelong activist and trained many civil rights workers. Clark had been born in
1878 in South Carolina and became active in the NAACP as a young woman.
In Charleston, Clark was involved in a successful petition drive to allow black
teachers to work in the public schools and then pressed further for equal pay.
She had a career as a teacher herself until she was fired for her political
activities. In the 1950s, Clark was introduced to the Highlander Folk School
and began attending and teaching workshops, often bringing others with her.
Three months after Rosa Parks attended Clark’s leadership workshop, the
Montgomery bus boycott began.

When Parks was arrested, E. D. Nixon, head of the NAACP, and local
ministers met to discuss how they could uses Parks’s arrest to test segregation
laws. In the meantime, the Women’s Political Council, an organization of
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professional black women, sprang into action, and its president, Jo Ann
Robinson, spent all night at Alabama State College mimeographing 35,000
handbills urging African Americans to stay off the buses on the following
Monday. The flyers were distributed through black neighborhoods and net-
works during the weekend, and on Monday morning—and for many mornings
after—empty buses drove through the city. Women also played a central role in
maintaining the boycott for thirteen months. Domestic workers were a large
part of the bus-riding population, and their willingness to walk to work, or-
ganize and ride in carpools, make arrangements with their white female em-
ployers for transportation, and attend mass meetings after a long day of work
contributed greatly to the success of the boycott.

In addition to initiating legal challenges to segregation in public transpor-
tation, NAACP activism concentrated on school desegregation cases as well.
Another early confrontation in the civil rights movement took place in Little
Rock, Arkansas, in 1957 where nine black teenagers (six of whom were
female) desegregated all-white Central High School. Daisy Bates, president of
the Arkansas NAACP, was instrumental in leading the legal challenge to
segregation and was adviser to the Little Rock Nine. Like Parks, Bates had
long defied discrimination in both her personal and professional life. She and
her husband owned the Arkansas State Press, which spoke out against police
brutality, economic exploitation, and legal injustice.

While longtime activists and established organizations coordinated the bat-
tles fought at the dawn of the movement, the young people who were coming
of age during those events stepped forward as college students. In the early
months of 1960, student activism manifested itself in cities throughout the
South in the form of sit-ins, boycotts, and demonstrations. Anne Moody, a
student first at Natchez Junior College and later at Tougaloo College, worked
with many civil rights organizations and participated in the sit-ins at Wool-
worth lunch counters. She tells of her civil rights activities in her powerful
memoir Coming of Age in Mississippr (1968). At Fisk University in Nashville,
Diane Nash attended workshops conducted by nonviolent theorist and activist
James Lawson. As part of the Nashville Student Movement, Nash organized
and participated in sit-ins and other nonviolent direct action that protested
segregation in Nashville. After three months of student activism, 2,500 stu-
dents and community members marched on City Hall in April 1960. Nash
took the opportunity to ask Mayor Ben West if he personally felt that dis-
crimination was wrong. Forced to respond to a question of ethics, the mayor
agreed that discrimination was morally wrong. The morning newspapers re-
ported the mayor’s reply as support of desegregation, and relieved business
leaders saw the opportunity to end the boycotts and sit-ins. As a consequence
of the students’ actions and Nash’s probing questions, the Nashville lunch
counters were soon serving their black patrons.

When college students began organizing sit-ins, it was Ella Jo Baker of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) who recognized their
potential and called for a conference to bring the young people together. In



Civil Rights Movement 181

April 1960, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) was
born. Guided by Baker, the students created an organization that employed
nonviolent direct action, grassroots organizing, and nonhierarchical leader-
ship. Baker was a tremendous shaping influence on the student organization
and was responsible for insisting that it remain independent of other civil
rights organizations. Like Septima Clark, Baker had been involved in per-
sonal and collective resistance to oppression her entire life. She held nu-
merous leadership roles in the NAACP throughout the 1930s and 1940s
before resigning as its national director of branches in 1946. Baker criticized
the organization’s leadership for emphasizing membership numbers rather
than participatory activities. A desire to see black people more directly in-
volved in the fight for equality led to Baker’s involvement in the Southern
Christian Leadership Conference during the late 1950s. In 1957, Baker set up
the SCLC'’s first office in Atlanta and traveled throughout the South during
the group’s first voter registration program. She repeatedly emphasized the
need for group leadership and local organizing, putting her in conflict with
those in the organization who upheld a hierarchical male ministerial leader-
ship. It was Baker who advised SNCGC to remain independent of other groups,
who modeled egalitarian and group-based leadership, and who nurtured the
students’ empowerment through participatory democracy.

When SNCC arrived in Ruleville, Mississippi, in August 1962, Fannie Lou
Hamer, a forty-four-year-old sharecropper, was among the first to attend
meetings and attempt to register to vote. Although it was not Hamer’s first act
of resistance, it was the start of her political life. Hamer became a field secre-
tary for SNCC, devoting her life to grassroots organizing and the fight for
political and economic justice. She was cochair of the Mississippi Democratic
Freedom Party (MDFP), which was formed to give black residents a political
voice and to challenge the legitimacy of the all-white Mississippi delegation.
The MDFP traveled to the 1964 Democratic Convention in Atlantic City,
where Hamer rose to national prominence through her nationally televised,
unforgettable testimony about the atrocities committed in Mississippi’s at-
tempts to keep black people disenfranchised.

The autobiographies and biographies that tell women’s movement stories
are among the most compelling, inspiring, and memorable texts in American
literature. The leaders and activists mentioned here are only a few of the legion
of women who fought for civil rights in large and small ways throughout the
history of black people in America. While the conventional narrative of the
civil rights movement represents it as a series of key events engendered by
the charismatic and motivating male leaders, particularly ministers, a more
accurate representation of the movement is emerging. Some of the most
exciting research on the civil rights movement is directly focusing on the par-
ticipation of women. Current scholarship suggests that the grassroots orga-
nizing tradition was the underlying foundation for the movement’s successes;
as the memoirs, oral narratives, and biographies confirm, at the heart of that
organizing tradition were the movement’s women.
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CLAIR, MAXINE (1939- )

For a woman who has spent most of her life 7ot writing, Maxine Clair’s literary
achievements are remarkable. An award-winning poet, short-story writer, and
novelist, she did not start writing until her forties, when she resigned her
position as chief technologist at Children’s Hospital National Medical Cen-
ter in Washington, D.C. By this point, Clair, the mother of four, had divorced
her husband. The pain of divorce inspired her to write. Seeking guidance, she
mailed her poems to Toni Morrison, then an editor at Random House.
Morrison advised that if she was serious about writing, Clair should read more
poetry. Clair agreed and soon was publishing her work.

Clair’s decision to write full-time came in 1980, during a long, soul-
searching Caribbean vacation paid for by her IRS refund. Upon her return,
she submitted all the poems she had ever written—six of them in total—to a
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free workshop at George Washington University. Soon after, while working
part-time as a medical technologist, she earned her Masters of Fine Arts from
American University and began teaching courses there. In 1988 her poetry
collection Coping with Gravity was published, followed in 1992 by her fiction
chapbook October Brown, which won Baltimore’s Artscape Prize for Maryland
Wiriters. In 1994, the interrelated story collection Rattlebone was published
to rave reviews and won numerous awards, including the Chicago Tribune
Heartland Prize for fiction and the American Library Association’s Black
Caucus Award. She wrote her most recent book, a 2001 finalist for the
Hurston-Wright Legacy Award titled October Suite, on a Guggenheim Fel-
lowship. Currently, Clair is a professor at George Washington University.

Both Rattlebone and October Suite are set mainly in Kansas during the 1950s,
in a town like Clair’s childhood home, where she grew up as one of nine
children born to Lucy and Robert Smith. In this manner, she shares much
with Irene, the young protagonist of Rattlebone, who, with her family, inter-
acts in small, vivid, occasionally secret ways with the community at large.
Like Irene, Clair formed close relationships with teachers—characters she
revisits in her fiction. Intrigued by the fact that only single women were hired
to teach in 1940s Kansas, she created the character of October Brown—an
unmarried, much-gossiped-about schoolteacher who pursues an affair with
Irene’s father, James, in Rattlebone. The consequences of this affair are de-
veloped i October Suite, which chronicles October’s choices to have James’s
baby and give it to her sister.

With an ear to the cadences of neighborhood life, Clair writes about choices
that are sometimes discordant, sometimes harmonious to families, communi-
ties, perhaps even readers. Above all, Clair’s characters, like the author herself,
follow their own rhythms.
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CLARKE, CHERYL (1947- )

Born in Washington, D.C., Cheryl Lynn Clarke received a B.A. from Ho-
ward University and attended graduate school at Rutgers University (where
she has worked since 1969), earning an M.A. (1974), an M.S.W. (1980) and a
Ph.D. (2000). She has been Rutgers’ director of Diverse Community Affairs
and Lesbian-Gay Concerns since 1992. She lives in Jersey City.

Activist, poet, critic, and scholar, for the last thirty years Clarke has been
weaving together a black lesbian feminist identity. Early exposure to the civil
rights movement and the works of James Baldwin politicized her reading.
In the 1970s Clarke participated in feminist collectives that enlightened her as
to the importance of writing. Barbara Smith, Pat Parker, and Audre Lorde
were mentors and comrades. She was active in the defense of Assata Shakur.
Her early story, “Women of Summer” (1977), set in the grim days when the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) had infiltrated Black Power, describes
the escape of lesbian outlaws to an older, rural tradition of sanctuary and self-
defense. She has been a member of the CONDITIONS editorial collective
(1981-1990) and of the Board of New York Women against Rape (1985-
1988); a founding member of the New Jersey Women and AIDS Network
(1987-1990); a board member of the City University of New York’s Center
for Lesbian and Gay Studies; and chair of the Board of the Astraea National
Lesbian Foundation (2000-2003).

Clarke’s poetry supplies an integrative force in a life committed to com-
plex values. Her four volumes of verse revolve around the lives of black
women, lesbian desire, oppression, and communities of resistance. Narra-
tives (1982) consists of poems in which individual black women speak about
their lives in blunt words, reminiscent of blues lyrics. Clarke has given nu-
merous readings. Narratives, in some ways similar to the monologues in
Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls, was also well received when performed on
stage and on tour. Living as a Lesbian (1986) is far more insistently personal and
sexual. Its explicit descriptions of lesbian desire made vague “poetic” erotica
instantly obsolete, and gay and lesbian critics frequently cite this volume as a
groundbreaking work. In “wearing my cap backwards,” Clarke chants as a
bad, butch witch but is also confident enough to include strict forms. Some
poems address public figures, including, for instance, Indira Ghandi and
Vanessa Williams. Humid Pitch (1989) continues Clarke’s explorations of the
lives of intersecting communities; notably, it contains a seventy-one-page poem
“based loosely” on a relationship between Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith. Other
poems present historical voices or deal with childhood memories, Catholic
school, and uneasy alliances with gay men. Nominated for a Lambda Book
Award, Experimental Love (1993) begins with the lush invocation of “A Great
Angel” (“oh my soul,/ Oh my moon and coal black sea”), which highlights the
sustained range of Clarke’s poetic moods and ambitions. There are, again,
witty dyke poems, erotic anthems, political prose/poem journals, and (in-
creasingly personal) elegies, all written from a deep involvement in black
literature and music. Jewelle Gomez writes that Clarke “is the progeny Walt
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Whitman might have imagined,” a writer who “has painted a truly American
landscape.” Clarke’s poems appear in many anthologies; her manuscript-in-
progress is called Corridors of Nostalgia.

Clarke lists “‘being a poet” with her other “subversive identities,” and her
influential activist essays balance her sometimes more vulnerable poetic voice.
She has fearlessly criticized her own communities. “Lesbianism: An Act of
Resistance” (1981) presents a rejoinder to the sexism of the Black Arts
Movement, in particular, aiming to “kill” “the homophobic father . .. Amiri
Baraka,” and arguing for a politics based on choice rather than colo