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INTRODUCTION 

The genre of autobiography stands at the very center of African American literary 

tradition.  Members of the African American community have been producing their life 

stories, in abundant numbers, since slavery times.  The genre has served them various 

purposes, from being an instrument of social change to opening them doors to the world of 

literary production.1  This dissertation takes black American autobiography as its main object 

of scrutiny, the key goal being the examination of the continuity of certain thematic elements 

in several autobiographies of the nineteenth and the twentieth century.  By using a method of 

comparative analysis, A Dream Deferred tries to illustrate that the most dominant themes 

present in African American autobiography were established already in slave narratives and 

repeatedly employed in subsequent black autobiographical works.  These are the themes of 

family, religion and resistance (and these, accordingly, form the three main chapters of the 

dissertation).   

Through their depiction of the above topics, the autobiographers make the reader 

familiar with some of the biggest obstacles African Americans continuously had to face in 

their fight for survival and some of the most efficient “tools” they developed and made use of 

in order to alleviate their difficult situation.  The differences in the way family, religion and 

resistance are commented upon by the black authors living and writing in several different 

eras show how, with the passing of time and the change of the social climate in the U.S., the 

position of a black person in America developed and how his/her reactions to this 

development evolved.  The dissertation also tries to answer the question of how, if in any 

way, African American’s perception of himself/herself, of his/her own community, as well as 

the dominant white society, transformed throughout decades.  Finally, by using the works 

written by both men and women writers in a balanced ratio, it points to some of the parallels 

                                                 
1 For many African American writers, their autobiography was the first book with which they entered the 
American literary market. 
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and/or differences in the male and female perspectives of the minority experience and, in the 

black feminist vein, tries to place them in a gender dialogue with each other.   

  Starting with the analysis of the two most famous slave narratives, the dissertation 

moves to a close reading of some of the classics of the twentieth-century African American 

autobiography.  The works under discussion are:  Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life 

of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself (1845), Harriet Jacobs’s (or 

Linda Brent’s) Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861), Richard 

Wright’s Black Boy (American Hunger) (1953), Zora Neale Hurston’s Dust Tracks on a Road 

(1942), Malcolm X’s and Alex Haley’s The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965) and Angela 

Davis’s Angela Davis:  An Autobiography (1974).  There were several reasons for the choice 

of these particular texts.2  In order to be able to pose the main thesis of the dissertation in its 

current width, it was necessary to select such works which depicted the lives of African 

Americans in their relative heterogeneity – temporal, spatial, political, gender-related, etc.  

The authors of these life stories differ, for instance, in their education, profession, political 

conviction, degree and kind of their political activism, the region in which they were born or 

pursued their career, and so on.  As the list demonstrates, the life stories in question come not 

only from different historical (and literary) periods ranging from the 19th century to the 

second half of the 20th,3 but also reflect the formal variety of the genre of black 

autobiography, including slave narratives, literary and political autobiographies.  All the 

aspects specified above proved relevant in the process of choosing the primary works for this 

                                                 
2 The number of African American autobiographies produced in the twentieth century alone is huge.  For more 
information, see Joe Weixlmann’s essay “African American Autobiography in the Twentieth Century:  A 
Bibliographical Essay.”  A lot of these works, moreover, have become a regular part of the African American 
literary canon.  This means that for the purposes of this dissertation, a number of alternative autobiographies 
could have been selected. The success of the dissertation could, thus, be seen to lie, among other things, in the 
validity of the conclusions made here for other works of the same genre.  For more on this, see “Conclusion.” 
3 The works have – for the sake of more convincing argumentation - moreover, been selected in such a way that 
there is always a male and a female representative of a particular (and, for the African American community, 
crucial) historical period.  Douglass’s and Jacobs’s narratives are focused on the slavery era and the Abolitionist 
crusade, Wright’s and Hurston’s are products of the Harlem Renaissance and Malcolm X’s and Davis’s are 
closely linked with the Civil Rights and Black Power struggle of the American blacks. 
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dissertation, since, as already mentioned, they could be viewed as supportive of its current 

thesis. 

All of the autobiographies analyzed in A Dream Deferred belong to the canon of 

African American (and American) literature.  I am, of course, conscious of the fact that 

present academic trends, with their frequent questioning (and even rejection) of the concept of 

the literary canon, often give preference to marginalized and forgotten, rather than well-

known, acclaimed, and analytically and critically covered, texts.  Yet, the choice of the 

classics for the purposes of this dissertation was conscious and intended, because the field of 

African American autobiography is almost wholly untouched in the context of Czech 

American Studies and the real need thus existed to start eliminating it.  Even if Czech scholars 

and students of American literature and cultural studies have produced and published essays 

and thesis on individual works, authors or sub-genres (like, for example, slave narratives),4 no 

complex study, to my knowledge, exists in the Czech Republic on the problematic of black 

American autobiography.5 This dissertation, therefore, can be viewed as the first step and 

introduction into the given problematic in the Czech (American Studies) environment.  One of 

the main contributions of A Dream Deferred to the scholarly discourse on African American 

autobiography, in both Czech and wider academic milieu, could be seen in its attempt to 

present the genre in new connotations and a new light, stressing above all its thematic6 and 

gender dimensions touched upon earlier.   

                                                 
4 Josef Jařab published a number of articles dealing with African American literature in the period between late 
1960’s and 1980’s (for their listing, see http://www.jarab.cz/index.php?sec=8388629&art=8388836).  In 
addition, several M.A. theses in the Czech academy have been produced with the focus on slave narratives.  
Among them, one could list, for instance, Lana Deučman’s Motives of Slavery in African American Literature:  
Personal Experience & Writer’s Imagination in Selected Books by Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, 
Du Bois, and Toni Morrison (Pedagogical Faculty, Masaryk University in Brno, 2006), Jitka Urbanová’s 
American Slavery Through Women’s Experience (Pedagogical Faculty, Masaryk University in Brno, 2001), 
Veronika Gregerová’s The Black Experience in the Chains of Slavery (Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University in 
Brno, 1995) and Lucie Kloubková’s Slave narratives:   journeys towards an identity? (Faculty of Arts, Charles 
University in Prague, 1998). 
5 In this dissertation, such terms as African American autobiography, black American autobiography and black 
autobiography are used interchangeably.  They all point to autobiographies written by African Americans.   
6 A thematic approach to African American autobiography was adopted already by Sidonie Smith in her Where 
I’m Bound:  Patterns of Slavery and Freedom in Black American Autobiography (1974).  The themes that Smith 
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  In addition to the textual analyses, the dissertation also includes a general theoretical 

introduction.  This outlines some basic developments in the theory of autobiography as a 

genre and stresses the features that distinguish African American autobiography (and its 

theory) from its mainstream (read white American) counterparts.7  As far as the latter 

distinction is concerned, the focus is, above all, on the use of the autobiographical “I” in 

African American autobiographies to refer to the racially defined “we” – the whole of the 

black community – and the crafting of individual autobiographies to include a strong and 

explicit political dimension.  Stephen Butterfield highlighted these two distinctive features 

already in 1974 in his seminal work Black Autobiography in America.  In 1999, Kenneth 

Mostern took up Butterfield’s legacy and, in the light of contemporary autobiography 

theories, developed it further in his Autobiography and Black Identity Politics.  It remains to 

be added that both Butterfield’s and Mostern’s theories served as a basis for the creation of 

the section dealing with the theory of African American autobiography in A Dream Deferred 

(see pages 14-17 and 24-25).  

The textual analyses in this dissertation are grounded, above all, in black feminist 

theory (and more particularly black feminist autobiography and slave narrative theory).  This 

points not only to the specificity of the position of the black American woman in American 

society at different points in history, but also to the depiction of this position in literature.  Not 

without any reason does Joanne M. Braxton subtitle her book from 1989 Black Women 

Writing Autobiography (which is an important piece of secondary literature that influenced 

the writing of A Dream Deferred) A Tradition Within a Tradition.  Working with the theory 

of archetypes, Braxton correctly argues that, in comparison with white American 

                                                                                                                                                         
traces and discusses,  (partly) the selection of the works she analyzes and the methods she adopts are, however, 
different from those that occur in A Dream Deferred, even if they, of course, served as a source of inspiration for 
the latter’s production.   
7 To my knowledge, this dissertation is the first attempt to create a list of and summarize the aspects and 
characteristics which distinguish the theory of black autobiography from the theory of white autobiography. 
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autobiography and black American male autobiography, black American female 

autobiography constitutes a distinct sub-genre which deserves scholarly attention of its own.   

The same goes for Hazel V. Carby who, in her Reconstructing Womanhood:  The 

Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist (1987), develops thoughts on the 

phenomenon of double oppression and complicates the traditional (white) feminist notion of 

the universal sisterhood.  Valerie Smith, in her Self-Discovery and Authority in Afro-

American Narrative (1987), on the other hand, works with the concept of the “self-in-

relation,” whereas Yvonne Johnson in The Voices of African American Women (1998) defines 

“sass” as a prototypically black female kind of resistance.  In A Dream Deferred, I probe the 

validity of both Smith’s and Valerie’s conclusions and also make them a starting point for 

other gender-based comparisons in the genre of African American autobiography.  Useful, in 

terms of viewing the Civil Rights and the Black Power era (as well as the black 

autobiographies depicting that period) from a black feminist perspective, was Margo V. 

Perkins’s Autobiography as Activism (2000). Angela Davis’s Women, Race & Class (1983) 

and a number of articles from the 1990’s (see Works Cited) influenced the analyses in this 

dissertation of the structural racism and sexism in the American prison system.  A number of 

bell hooks’ works8, additionally, had impact on the analyses in A Dream Deferred by their 

revelation of the workings of sexism and patriarchy within the black American community, as 

well as their repeated emphasis on the need of open dialogue between African American 

women and men.  The decision to have a balanced ration between men’s and women’s 

autobiographies in this dissertation and to have them, as if, speak to one another by the 

method of comparative analysis, was, to a large extent, determined precisely by the writings 

of hooks. 

                                                 
8 One could mention, for instance, Ain’t I a Woman:  Black Women and Feminism (1981), Yearning:  Race, 
Gender, and Cultural Politics (1990) and Black Looks:  Race and Representation (1992). 
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In addition to black feminist theories, A Dream Deferred also works with some of the 

main tenets of post-structuralism.  It repeatedly demonstrates the way in which the analyzed 

texts aim at deconstructing such social constructs as race, gender, class or Protestant work 

ethic.  It also points to different manners in which individual texts could be read and 

interpreted post-structurally.  This, for example, goes for an interpretation of Hurston’s 

seemingly “dishonest” selfhood as postmodern, for the reading of Malcolm X’s identity as 

fluid or the willingness to search for hidden meaning(s) of Jacobs’s Incidents in the text’s 

gaps and silences.  Strongly influenced by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s The Signifying Monkey 

(1988), the dissertation applies Gates, Jr.’s concept of “signifying” to the texts’ analyses and 

shows a degree and kind of intertextuality that seems to exist between the individual 

specimens of the genre of black American autobiography.9 

A Dream Deferred, through its analysis of the thematic continuities in African 

American autobiography, brings a number of conclusions about the position of both 

individual African Americans and the entire African American community within American 

society through a wide period of time.  Its scope, however, does not allow for the scrutiny of 

the genre of black American autobiography in its entirety.  Further research in the field is, 

therefore, adequate, and should concentrate on such aspects of the genre which, hitherto, have 

received little or no scholarly attention.  These include, above all, post-bellum slave narratives 

and a relatively large body of works, known under the name of neo-slave narratives.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 To a lesser degree, the dissertation makes use of the psychoanalytic theory (see discussion of Douglass’s 
voyeurism in 1.4).  It also deploys elements of cultural studies.  See, for example, chapter 2 (on religion) and the 
passage on the black cultural politics in connection with the life of Malcolm X (pages 153-54). 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE THEORY OF AUTOBIOGRAPHY 

In a somewhat simplified manner, it could be claimed that contemporary theory of 

autobiography revolves around two issues – the self and the truth.  In agreement with this, 

Kenneth Mostern describes autobiography theory as having two main “distributive axes” – 

subjectivity and referentiality ax (28).  The former refers to “the position of the speaking 

subject […] which narrates the autobiographical text” and the latter points to the “question of 

whether autobiography is to be understood as representing, or as nonrepresentational with 

regard to, a real world external to the text” (28).  Where exactly a theoretician of 

autobiography stands is, to a large degree, given by his/her focus on one (or two) of the three 

phenomena named by the very term autobiography – autos, bios and graphe. 

Mostern, further, assigns autobiography theory a somewhat privileged position 

claiming that, since it shares its main concerns with other contemporary “critical theories of 

the last generation,” but deals with them in a more concentrated form and degree, it may 

ultimately solve “key theoretical questions” of our times (29).  This chapter offers an outline 

of a few main contemporary theoretical positions regarding the notions of subjectivity and 

referentiality as linked to the genre of autobiography.  It then tries to demonstrate in what way 

these resonate and are relevant, in one way or another, for the theory of African American 

autobiography to which the dissertation as a whole is devoted. 

 
a)  Self and Subjectivity 

The first concern linked with the subjectivity ax of the autobiography theory is that of 

the nature of the self which is the author, the narrator, and at the same time, the main 

protagonist of the autobiography.  There are two opposite theoretical stances in this respect.  

One, very traditional, which perceives, as Sidonie Smith puts it, the autobiographical self as 

Cartesian, metaphysical self the core of which is “unitary, irreducible, atomic; its boundaries 

separating inner from outer, well-defined, stable, impermeable” (“Self, Subject” 11).  Its 
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relationship to language is unproblematic (Smith, “Self, Subject” 11) and thus the 

autobiographer’s ability to capture and represent it in his/her life story is not doubted.  The 

other stance – that developed by poststructuralism and deconstruction – does away with all of 

the above assumptions.  It deconstructs the notion of the self as an essence, redefining it as “a 

socially created construction” (Couser 16) and pointing to the “crucial role of language in the 

constitution of the subject” (Marcus 183).  According to these theories, Marcus writes, “the 

self does not pre-exist the text but is constructed by it” (180). 

George Gusdorf (and in particular his essay “Conditions and Limits of 

Autobiography” from 1956) is often considered one of the most traditional representatives of 

the autobiography theory.  To be sure, Gusdorf seems to believe in the unity of the 

autobiographical self and its privileged knowledge of itself:  “no one can know better than I 

what I have thought, what I have wished” (Gusdorf 35).  He also appears to believe that 

autobiography is able, quite transparently, to express the “inmost being” of the 

autobiographical subject (Gusdorf 34, italics mine).  In his view, “the ‘true’ self is private and 

hidden behind its public version” (Gunn 7).  At the same time, however, Gusdorf’s essay is 

sometimes underestimated by more recent autobiography theoreticians who fail to see that 

some of his ideas come to foreshadow the conclusions arising only with the wake of 

deconstruction.  For instance, Gusdorf refuses the idea of the stability and fixity of the 

autobiographical subject, claiming that it “is always a making, a doing” (47). 

Roy Pascal, another traditional theoretician of autobiography, shares his belief with 

Gusdorf in autobiography’s ability (and duty) to present “an inner core, a self beneath the 

personality that appears to the world” (193) and sees “self-knowledge” as autobiography’s 

“primary motive” (Pascal 184).  Pascal also emphasizes autobiography’s responsibility to 

capture the self’s “delicate uniqueness” (Pascal 181).  In addition, he writes that in “the 

autobiography proper, attention is focused on the self” (5), “not the outside world” (9).  What 
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this suggests is not only Pascal’s rather prescriptive approach to autobiography 

(“autobiography proper”), but also his conviction that “true” autobiography’s subject should 

be private, rather than public (he, thus, preserves the dichotomy between the two).  The most 

innovative aspect of Pascal’s theory can, perhaps, be found in his understanding of the 

autobiographical self not as pre-given, but rather “discovered” through the textual act of 

autobiography production.  As he points out:  “The purpose of true autobiography must be 

‘Selbstbesinnung,’ a search for one’s inner standing” (182), “a new stage in self-knowledge” 

(183). 

James Olney, a phenomenological theoretician, could be said to follow in the path of 

Gusdorf’s autobiography theory, especially in his belief that “what the autobiographer knows, 

of course, or what he experiences, is all from within” (Olney 35).  Olney’s interest in the 

autobiographical subject, as analyzed in his Metaphors of Self:  The Meaning of 

Autobiography (1972), has to do with his “belief that the autobiographical text [. . .] is the 

‘purest’ form of literature of consciousness” (Marcus 182).  Olney claims that the self “bears 

no definition; it squirts like mercury away from observation” (23) and that “selfhood is not 

continuous; for it brings up one self here and another self there, and they are not the same as 

one another, nor do they even seem to the same degree selves” (25).  And yet, in Olney’s 

opinion, knowledge of the self can be attained – by means of metaphor which Olney defines 

as “the dominant trope of autobiography” (Eakin 187).  As he writes:  “The self expresses 

itself by the metaphors it creates and projects, and we know it by those metaphors; but it did 

not exist as it now does and as it now is before creating its metaphors” (34).  Olney’s theory 

could be read as a reaction against “New Critical strictures” which emphasized the formal 

aspects of literature, rather than trying to reach “for the man behind the work” (Marcus 189). 

Structuralist criticism, most importantly that of Philippe Lejeune, brought yet another 

perspective on the question of subjectivity in autobiographical texts.  As Marcus suggests, the 
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link between structuralism and autobiography can be found preeminently in the fact that “the 

questions central to structural linguistics,” such as “person and temporality, pronouns and 

tenses in narrative,” are also key for the study of autobiography” (190).  “For Lejeune,” 

Couser points out, “the existence of an autonomous, self-identical individual is a self-evident 

truth, and the institution of autobiography is founded on the oneness of author, narrator, and 

subject” (23).  Lejeune uses the term “autobiographical pact” to designate the affirmation in 

the text of “the identity (‘identicalness’) of the name (author-narrator-protagonist)” (Mostern 

34).  He seals the pact with the “institution of the proper name” (Velčić 60).   

Realizing that the personal pronoun “I” (as the most common, even if not exclusive, 

marker of “the ‘identity’ of narrator and protagonist in autobiography10) is a shifter and that 

“there is no concept of ‘I’:  ‘the personal pronouns have reference only within a discourse,’” 

Lejeune proclaims the proper name “’the deep subject of autobiography’” (Marcus 192).  

What guarantees the pact, according to Lejeune, is the authors’ incapability “of giving up 

their proper names: ‘it is impossible for the autobiographical vocation and the passion for 

anonymity to exist in the same being’” (Marcus 253).  Obviously, Lejeune does not take into 

account such contexts in which the autobiographer is forced to go into anonymity or write for 

other than purely self-centered motifs which I discuss later in connection with African 

American autobiography theory.11 

Scholars often put Paul de Man in opposition to Lejeune12 as far as their views on 

autobiography are concerned.  In his famous essay “Autobiography as De-Facement,” de Man 

openly criticizes Lejeune’s understanding of the identity of autobiography as “contractual, 

grounded [. . .] in speech acts” (922).  De Man pushes the perception of autobiography to the 
                                                 
10 See, for instance, Lejeune’s essay “Autobiography in the Third Person” from 1977. 
11 Some feminist autobiography theoreticians have taken up Lejeune’s thoughts on the autobiographical pact and 
enriched it with a gender dimension. Margo Culley, for instance, writes:  “the gendered name on the title page 
may determine who buys and reads which books as well as how they are read” (6). 
12 In fact, de Man’s criticism of Lejeune’s theory led Lejeune to ultimately rewrite his The Autobiographical 
Pact and admit the following:  “Yes, I have been fooled [. . .] I believe in the transparency of language, and in 
the existence of a complete subject who expresses himself through it; I believe that my proper name guarantees 
my autonomy and my singularity” (qtd. in Mostern 40). 
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“questions [. . .] of rhetorical and tropological structures” (Marcus 204).  In that sense, de 

Man could be compared to Olney who, in his theory, as noticed above, works, with the notion 

of metaphor.  Where Olney and de Man radically differ, however, is in their take on 

autobiographical subjectivity.  Olney ultimately describes the self as “secured,” whereas for 

de Man, a deconstructivist, “’subjectivity’ is an effect of language” (Marcus 203).  Moreover, 

de Man defines autobiography “a figure of reading” and says that “the autobiographical 

moment happens as an alignment between the two subjects involved in the process of reading 

in which they determine each other by mutual reflexive substitution” (921).   De Man 

introduces prosopopeiea as a trope of autobiography which he defines as “the fiction of an 

apostrophe to an absent, deceased, or voiceless entity, which posits the possibility of the 

latter’s reply ad confers upon it the power of speech” (926). 

Marcus suggests that Jacques Derrida’s thoughts on autobiography should be searched 

for across his prolific work, but at the same time singles out three of his conclusions linked to 

the question of autobiographical subjectivity.  One is Derrida’s pointing to the parallel 

between the seeming marginality of the signature to the literary work and seeming marginality 

of autobiography to literature (Marcus 198).  The other is Derrida’s linking of the 

autobiographical discourse and death.  The proper name which “refers paradigmatically to the 

living person [. . .] also outlives him/her and thus,” according to Derrida, “could be said to 

prefigure his/her death” (Marcus 198).  Derrida further develops his thought on 

autobiography, death, signature and the proper name in his The Ear of the Other:  

Otobiography, Transference, Translation (1985).  Here he, for instance, argues that the life of 

the autobiographer “will be verified only at the moment the bearer of the name, the one whom 

we, in our prejudice, call living, will have died [. . .] And if life returns, it will return to the 

name but not to the living, in the name of the living as a name of the dead” (9).  Derrida also 

complicates the problem of the signature, arguing that it “is not only a word or a proper name 
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at the end of a text, but the operation as a whole, the text as a whole, the whole of the active 

interpretation which has left a trace or a remainder” (52).      

In addition to the above, Derrida offers “a new concept of autobiography in which the 

autos does not function as a possessive pronoun attached to the bios [. . .]; it refers rather to 

the process by which ‘I tell my story to myself’, ‘I hear myself speak’” (Marcus 199).  

According to Derrida, this “récit [. . .] is not auto-biographical [. . .] because the signatory 

tells the story of his life [. . .] Rather, it is because he tells himself this life and he is the 

narration’s first, if not its only, addressee and destination – within the text” (13).  In Derrida’s 

understanding, Christie McDonald explains, “the autos, the self as the subject of 

autobiography is displaced into the otos, the structure of the ear as perceiving organ, so that ‘it 

is the ear of the other that signs’” (Otobiography, ix).  Even if Derrida admits that it might be 

“rather paradoxical to think of an autobiography whose signature is entrusted to the other,” 

he, at the same time, attaches this structure to “every text” and sees in it every text’s very 

genesis (51). 

Derrida also meditates upon the “sexual gender [. . .] of the [autobiographical] ‘I’ 

whose grammatical form is indeterminate” (52) and concludes that the “sex of the addresser 

awaits its determination by or from the other” (52).  For him, even this determination is not 

final – “It may go one way one time and another way another time” – neither is the duality of 

sexes – “if there is a multitude of sexes [. . .] which sign differently, then I will have to 

assume this polysexuality” (52).  At this point, he returns to Nietzsche whose Ecce Homo his 

The Ear of the Other analyzes and quotes from it as follows:  “’Do not mistake me for 

someone else, I am der und der,’ this is what I mean:  the dead the living, the dead man the 

living feminine” (17).  In this manner, death and life, the masculine and the feminine in the 

autobiographical subject become interconnected. 
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Poststructuralist theoreticians, like those mentioned above, have aimed to deconstruct 

and destabilize the notion of the essential, metaphysical autobiographical self.  Feminist 

theoreticians, on the other hand, have been exploring the development of “the discourse of 

‘female selfhood’” in autobiographical narratives (Smith, “Self, Subject” 13) and “the nature 

of the (gendered) autobiographical self” (Fox-Genovese, “Between,” 22).  Susan Stanford 

Friedman approaches women’s autobiography by criticizing traditional autobiographical 

theory’s “emphasis on individualism as the necessary precondition for autobiography,” while 

she sees it as a privilege of (above all white) male autobiographers (39).  In Friedman’s 

understanding, “the self constructed in women’s autobiographical writing is often based in [. . 

.] a group consciousness – an awareness of the meaning of the cultural category WOMAN for 

the patterns of women’s individual destiny” (41). Some feminists, like Nancy Miller, for 

instance, have “pursued the etymological link between ‘genre’ and ‘gender’” in order to 

explain how women’s autobiographical narratives come to be repressed and marginalized 

(Marcus 230).  As Marcus explains: “Failing as ‘universal’ subjects, [. . .] [women’s] lives 

and identities cannot provide the bases from which the laws of human nature [supposed to be 

extricated from autobiographies] will be drawn” (230). 

Sidonie Smith considers traditional autobiography one of those androcentric genres 

which “reinscribe the ideology of gender“ (Poetics 48) and “one of those forms and languages 

that sustain sexual difference” (49).  For this reason female autobiographies seem to create the 

subjects that are expected of them.  Shari Benstock gives us a list of several such “typically” 

female autobiographical selves: 

Women situated within conflicting and mutually constricting roles (wife, mother, 
daughter, sister, lover); women placed in societies that make rigid distinctions between 
‘man’s world’ and ‘woman’s domain,’ between the public sector and the domestic; 
black women writing under the power of the dominant white culture; middle-class 
women seeking freedom from bourgeois definitions of woman’s intellectual and 
imaginative abilities; public women defying patriarchal definitions to open new 
avenues of professional and personal experiences for women.  (5) 
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Sidonie Smith, on the other hand, claims that women’s autobiographies – or at least 

traditional nineteenth-century ones – reproduce “the prevailing ideology of male selfhood,” 

thus silencing that part of their autobiographical subjectivities that could be described as 

matrilineal (Poetics 52).  Millers presents a similar argument when she writes: 

since [. . .] the dominant discourse has been resolutely male, women who 
attempt to represent themselves within that discourse confront the almost 
insurmountable difficulty of writing authoritatively within a discourse that 
casts them as objects [. . .] the condition obtains [. . .] especially constraining in 
the case of autobiography – the case in which women attempt an unmediated 
representation of self. (qtd. in Fox-Genovese, “Between,” 22) 
 

Following Michel Foucault and his argument that “sexuality is produced by social 

discourses,” several feminist theoreticians, including Françoise Lionnet, for instance, have 

reasoned that the female autobiographical self is figured “at the nexus of several discourses” 

(Neuman 4).  As such, it is “not unified but rather multiple, and not so much divided as 

contradicted” (Neuman 4).  Lionnet uses the term métissage to describe this phenomenon.   

Thesis saying that the “I” of black American autobiographies actually stands for “we,” 

signifying the whole of this minority’s community, forms the very core of African American 

autobiography theory.  As early as 1974, Stephen Butterfield in his seminal work Black 

Autobiography in America wrote that “black writers offer a model of the self which is 

different from white models” (2), “conceived [as it is] as a member of an oppressed social 

group, with ties and responsibilities to the other members” (3).  “In black autobiography,” 

Butterfield further argues, “the unity of the personal and the mass voice remains a dominant 

tradition” (3).   Mostern, writing more than twenty years later, reconfirms this argument and 

employs it in his exploration of the relationship between African American autobiography and 

black identity politics. Black feminist autobiography theory has taken the issue in question 

even further. Scholars like Valerie Smith, Jean Fagan Yellin and Yvonne Johnson have 

argued not only that the “I” in black women’s autobiography stands for “we” – meaning we, 

black women and/or we, black people.  They have also claimed that autobiographies by 
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African American women craft the black female selfhood as collective, as, what is called, 

“selfhood-in-relation.” 

Another major issue of black autobiography theory – that of the static vs. dynamic 

nature of “selfhood signified in the Afro-American autobiographical tradition,” also appeared 

quite early (Andrews, “Toward” 84).  Whereas Butterfield seemed to assume its static nature 

“by measuring twentieth-century black self-awareness by a standard set in a handful of 

antebellum slave narratives” (Andrews, “Toward” 84), Sidonie Smith saw it as dynamic and 

searched for its “increasingly complex and ambiguous manifestations” in her Where I’m 

Bound:  Patterns of Slavery and Freedom in Black American Autobiography (1974) (Smith 

ix). 

Some African American autobiography theoreticians, in particular those concerned 

with slave narratives, equate the black autobiographical self with the voice through which that 

self writes itself “into being,” virtually reinitiating, as Gordon O. Taylor maintains, rather than 

just reflecting on, its experience (Taylor 342).  In The Signifying Monkey:  A Theory of 

African-American Literary Criticism (1989), Henry Louis Gates, Jr., in a chapter discussing 

slave narratives, points out that through writing, slave narrators announce and preserve their 

newly found status as subjects.  If once they were objects, Gates, Jr. suggests, now they have 

endowed themselves with their master’s culture’s ultimate sign of subjectivity, the presence of 

a voice which is the signal feature of a face (Monkey 156).  Harryette Mullen supports Gates, 

Jr.’s conclusion when she writes that “the textualization of African American subjectivity 

makes black voices discursively audible and black speakers discursively visible” (260). 

African American autobiography theory also stresses the importance of the black 

autobiographers’ consideration of their reading public in the crafting of their autobiographical 

personae.  This is discussed later in this work within analyses of individual autobiographical 

works and points not only to the peculiarly fictive, but, above all, political nature of black 
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autobiographical subjectivity.  Namely, the reason why numerous black autobiographers feel 

the selves they create in their life stories have to be acceptable to their readers is their belief in 

the autobiography’s potential to serve as a tool improving the socioeconomic position of 

American blacks in the U.S. society.  Frequently, those selves are public (rather than private) 

or aiming to deconstruct the boundary between public and private by demonstrating, in the 

feminist vein, the interconnectedness and overlapping of the two. 

Another issue that needs to be mentioned in relation to black autobiographical 

selfhood is that of “authorship and authority” which seems to be poignant particularly in the 

case of slave narratives (Marcus 288).  Slave narratives, more often than not, went through 

heavy white editing, bringing into question Lejeune’s autobiographical pact and raising the 

dilemma of who ultimately is to be considered the author of the text.  In addition, a number of 

slave narratives, were, for various reasons, published anonymously with only the white 

editor’s name on the title page.  And last but not least, potential doubts of the white reading 

public that the life story in question was not really experienced by the person who claimed to 

be its author, were quenched by a series of authenticating letters (by prominent white 

Americans) normally published at the beginning of the narrative.  These whites functioned, so 

to speak, as guarantors of the black slave’s identity. 

Closely linked to this issue is a problem of collective authorship of black 

autobiographies, as in the case of all “as-told-to-slave-narratives,” but also, for example, the 

American classic Autobiography of Malcolm X (by Malcolm X and Alex Haley) or the less 

well-known All God’s Dangers:  The Life of Nate Shaw (by Theodore Rosengarten).  

Collective authorship forms another context complicating Lejeune’s “easy” equation 

author=narrator=protagonist and brings with it the problem of the autobiographical subject’s 

authenticity.  Is, for instance, the persona of Malcolm X we find in The Autobiography of 

Malcolm X X’s own creation or Haley’s projection of it?  Similar arguments can be made in 
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relation to such black autobiographies whose production and publication was dependent on 

white sponsors, like Zora Neale Hurston’s Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), or white publishers, 

like Richard Wright’s Black Boy (1945).  A degree of “say” and influence these whites had 

upon the crafting of black autobiographical subjectivity explains its multiply mediated and, 

far from transparent, nature. 

Despite the observations made above, which seem to suggest that black 

autobiographies had been deconstructivist much earlier than deconstruction as a branch of 

theory, in fact, came into being, there are some black autobiography theoreticians who reject 

poststructuralist approach to selfhood.  Elizabeth Fox-Genovese criticizes poststructuralist 

thoughts on “the death of the subject and of the author” (Fox-Genovese, “To Write,” 162).  

And writes:  “there remain plenty of subjects and authors [in particular women and members 

of ethnic and racial minorities] who, never having had much opportunity to write in their own 

names or the names of their kind, much less in the name of the culture as a whole, are eager to 

seize the abandoned podium” (162-63).  Barbara Christian follows in the same vein:  “that 

language [language of the poststructuralist theory] surfaced, interestingly enough, just when 

the literature of peoples of color, black women, Latin Americans, and Africans began to move 

to ‘the center’” (qtd. in Gregory S. Jay 107).  These theoreticians see the act of the 

autobiographical representation of the self as a privilege and seem to think that those 

previously marginalized are about to lose this privilege just at the moment when they have 

finally got the chance to make themselves textually visible. 

 

b)  Truth and Referentiality 

According to Mostern, there are two basic approaches to the question of referentiality 

in contemporary autobiography theory.  The first assumes that “autobiographical narrative is 

directly reflective of real patterns in life” and the second problematizes this notion and can be 
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described as “nominalist and ‘institutional’” (Mostern 31).  It could be asserted that these two 

approaches, to a large extent, coincide with the theoreticians’ perceptions of autobiographical 

subjectivity in the traditionalist or deconstructivist sense, respectively, as discussed in the 

previous subchapter.  As will be seen below, the way theoreticians understand the notion of 

truth in autobiography is closely connected with how they define the genre and how strongly 

prescriptive their definition is. 

Pascal designates autobiography as “the reconstruction of the movement of life [. . .] 

in the actual circumstances in which it was lived” (italics mine) (9) and stresses its 

chronological and reflective nature.  Seemingly, then, he sees no obstacles in transparently 

reflecting, by means of the autobiographical narrative, those actual circumstances of life – 

even if their assortment, due to life’s complexity, is necessary.  As Pascal points out:  

“Autobiography means [. . .] selection of facts, distribution of emphases, choice of 

expression” (10).  Pascal’s theory finds no major complications in either the autobiographer’s 

memory’s or the autobiographical text’s unreliability.  The kind of truth he is interested in has 

to do with the truth of the autobiographer’s personality which, according to Pascal, is 

necessarily always present in the text, even if what the autobiographer tells us “is not factually 

true” (Pascal 1).13 

Gusdorf’s thoughts on referentiality, in many aspects, parallel those of Pascal.  In 

Gusdorf’s view, the private, rather than the public, history is to be recounted by 

autobiographies proper, because the public is the domain of the genre of biography, rather 

than autobiography.  The factual (autobiographical) truth does not score high in Gusdorf’s 

theory; what is more determining is “the truth of the man, for it is first of all the man who is in 

question” (Gusdorf 43).  “Gusdorf,” Avrom Fleishman writes, “is willing to embrace error, 

                                                 
13 Pascal never exactly explains what he understands under personality.  Barrett John Mandel, however, writes 
that it is impossible to capture the whole of the autobiographer’s personality within the pages of his/her life 
story.  Rather, “an autobiographer of great ability will select one aspect of his total personality to stand for the 
complex whole” (“Art,” 223). 
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omission, fiction, and imposture insofar as they contribute to the revelation of the inner man” 

(8). This truth of the man has to do with “the artistic function” of autobiography which, 

Gusdorf assures us, is “of greater importance than the historic and objective function” (43).  

In comparison to Pascal, Gusdorf has a more complex idea of autobiography’s (in)ability to 

copy life:  “the narrative of a life cannot be simply the image-double of that life” (40).  The 

reason for this, according to Gusdorf, lies in the fact that the narrative of the past life is 

always told from the present point of view.  As he puts it: “this constant tension, this charge 

of the unknown, which corresponds to the very arrow of lived time, cannot exist in a narrative 

of memories composed after the event by someone who knows the end of the story” (40-41). 

Precisely the fact that the autobiographer always speaks/writes of the past events in the 

present is for Barrett J. Mandel a warranty of autobiography’s truth.  As he argues:  “the past 

may be an illusion, but the light of now is never an illusion.  What it illuminates, it makes 

real” (“Full” 65).14  What Mandel further introduces into the theoretical discussion of 

autobiography is the notion of “the author’s intention,” his/her wish “to convey the sense that 

‘this happened to me’” (“Full” 53).  He does away with “the concept of absolute truth” in 

autobiography and writes that the “avowal to speak truthfully” is the most we can expect 

(“Art” 220).  Mandel also meditates upon the role of the reader in the autobiographical 

process.  According to him, this role is active and “the autobiography [. . .] embodies truth 

when the reader seeks confirmation of his or her own perceptions of reality in terms of those 

experienced by another mortal” (“Full” 55).15  Francis R. Hart discusses the role of the reader 

as well and argues that it is “strictly by the expectation the reader brings” that it is possible to 

distinguish, in “an autobiographical passage [. . .] history from fiction” (488).  If the reader 

                                                 
14 Similar conclusions are made by an expression theoretician Jean Starobinski who works with the problem of 
the style of autobiography and shifts “critical attention from the past represented in an autobiography to the 
implied or explicit present of its narrative situation” (Fleishman 20). 
15 A similarly “referentialist” conclusion is made by Janet Varner Gunn in her Autobiography:  Towards a 
Poetics of Experience (1982) where she argues:  “Autobiography is a presencing [. . .] of ‘man in his deep.’  
What is made present is not merely a past that is past.  What is presenced is a reality [. . .] to which the past has 
contributed but which stands, as it were, in front of the autobiographer” (17).  
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expects to read an autobiography, he/she will, according to Hart, seek “an imaginative 

comprehension of another’s historic identity” (488). 

In “The New Model Autobiographer,” John Sturrock attacks the chronological 

narrative as the expected form of autobiography, since, in his eyes, it “falsifies the truth of 

biographical experience in implying that what follows after follows from” (Eakin, 

“Narrative,” 32).  Inspired by psychoanalysis, Sturrock calls for “associative autobiographies” 

which follow “mnemonic instead of temporal contiguities” (Eakin, “Narrative,” 33) and in 

which “the narration appears to have dictated the narrative” (Sturrock 60), rather than vice 

versa.  Paul L. Jay goes a step further when he repudiates the very concept of narrativity in 

autobiography and advocates “a non-totalizing kind of discourse” (1058).  Paul John Eakin 

criticizes both Sturrock and Jay when he writes in reaction that chronology should be 

understood as “a manifestation of the ineluctable temporality of human experience” (36) and 

“the fundamental structure of consciousness” (36).  Eakin, thus, deconstructs “the distinction 

between fact and fiction [. . .] because fact or reality shares the same form as fiction or 

narrative, while ‘intention’ is made identical with ‘reference’ – the biographical truth to which 

the autobiographer refers is his or her ‘intention’ (Marcus 244).     

 Maybe perhaps surprisingly, even seemingly formalistic Elizabeth Bruss’s theory of 

autobiography could be described as referential.  In her book Autobiographical Acts:  The 

Changing Situation of a Literary Genre (1976), Bruss takes her inspiration from John Searle’s 

linguistic theory and defines autobiography “as a particular illocutionary speech act” (Couser 

15).  In a truly “referentialist” manner, Bruss describes autobiography as “dependent on 

distinctions between fiction and non-fiction, between rhetorical and empirical first-person 

narration” (8). She further develops a set of rules by which autobiography supposedly has to 

abide.  One of those “views autobiography as making empirically verifiable assertions that 

have, or claim to have, the authority of truth” (Couser 15).  For instance, Bruss writes:  
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“Information and events reported in connection with the autobiographer are asserted to have 

been, to be, or to have potential for being the case [. . .] The audience is expected to accept 

these reports as true, and is free to ‘check up’ on them or attempt to discredit them” (11). 

The most important conclusions of Lejeune’s structuralist theory have been 

summarized in the previous subchapter which deals with the notion of autobiographical 

selfhood.  Lejeune’s theory, however, seems to stand at the very crossing of the axes of 

referentiality and subjectivity and thus a few more remarks concerning Lejeune’s 

understanding of autobiography deserve to be made here as well.  Lejeune defines 

autobiography as follows:  “Retrospective prose narrative written by a real person concerning 

his own existence, where the focus is his individual life, in particular the story of his 

personality” (qtd. in Mostern 33).  Lejeune, thus, does not really depart from the elements 

stressed already by the very traditionalist Pascal and Gusdorf as necessary preconditions of 

autobiography, those being retrospectiveness, individuality, personality and reality.  For 

Lejeune, however, the question of truth in autobiography – at least in his early work16– is to 

be understood through the autobiographical pact which sets “institutional determinants of 

autobiographical credibility” and sees “the value of a discourse [. . .] [as] secured by the status 

of its author” (Marcus 254).  This means that Lejeune is not really interested in the text itself, 

but rather in “’the conjunction between the author named by the text and his effective social 

place’” (de Certau, qtd. in Marcus 254). 

De Man begins his analysis of the notion of referentiality in autobiography by 

repeating the common assumption that autobiography “seems to depend on actual and 

potentially verifiable events in a less ambivalent way than fiction does” (920).  It, de Man 

writes, “seems to belong to a simpler mode of referentiality, of representation, and of 

                                                 
16 In his other work, such as his book on French autobiography, Lejeune destabilizes the distinction between fact 
and fiction in autobiography when he argues that “autobiography [in France] emerges out of the new form of 
biography represented by the autobiographical novel, and, more radically, that the emerging ‘genuine’ 
autobiographer imitates the pseudoautobiographer (Marcus 258). 
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diegesis” (920).  He continues by turning these “common sense” mimetic assumptions upside 

down and asking:  “can we not suggest [. . .] that the autobiographical project may itself 

produce and determine the life and that whatever the writer does is in fact governed by the 

technical demands of self-portraiture and thus determined [. . .] by the resources of the 

medium? (920).  De Man further deconstructs the idea of the referent determining the figure 

and suggests that “the illusion of reference [might in fact be] a correlation of the structure of 

the figure” (920).  Talking about the distinction between fiction and autobiography, de Man 

asserts that their distinction appears to be “undecidable” (921).  Using a metaphor of a 

whirligig to describe a position of undecidability (staying within it makes one, as Marcus 

remarks, uncomfortable and nauseous (241)), de Man explains why autobiography 

theoreticians have been “obsessed by the need to move from cognition to resolution to action” 

implying both Lejeune’s and Bruss’s work (922). 

Derrida’s thoughts on referentiality in autobiography all revolve around his notion of 

the borderline or dynamis (Ear 13).  In his answer to Rudolphe Gasché’s question17, asking 

about “the relation between the text’s engendering border and the empirical given of the text” 

(42), Derrida answers that “the very value of empiricalness [. . .] can perhaps no longer be 

determined” (Ear 44).  We, Derrida suggests, “no longer know what this experience is that 

grounds the value of the empirical” (Ear 44).  “The line that could separate an author’s life 

from his work [. . .] [is] unclear,” according to Derrida (44-45).  “Its mark,” Derrida writes, 

“becomes divided; its unity, its identity becomes dislocated.  When this identity is dislocated, 

then the problem of the autos, of the autobiographical, has to be totally redistributed” (Ear 

45). For Derrida, this borderline is “the place from which life will be recited” (Ear 14).  “It is 

in this place,” Derrida adds, “that affirmation is repeated:  yes, yes, I approve, I sign, I 

                                                 
17 The Ear of the Other is structured as a combination of Derrida’s lecture on autobiography and two roundtable 
discussions between him and other scholars concerning the genre of autobiography. 
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subscribe to this acknowledgment of the debt incurred toward ‘myself,’ ‘my-life’ and I want it 

to return” (Ear 14).  

Feminist theory of autobiography moves mostly on the subjectivity axes, discussing 

the nature of female selfhood in women’s life writings as shown above.  As far as the 

referential ax is concerned, the question that theoreticians frequently discuss is that of the 

thematic content of women’s autobiographies and its difference from men’s.  Some of the 

“earliest [theories] to emerge [. . .] [search on the thematic level] the specificity of women’s 

autobiography” (Smith, Poetics 17).  “Instead of adventures and vocations, of existential angst 

and alienation,” Sidonie Smith summarizes the conclusions of such theories, “women write 

about the sphere of domesticity and about the affective curve in the plot of love” (Poetics 17).   

Estelle C. Jelinek, in addition to the gender-based thematic differences, analyzes the 

stance both men and women autobiographers seem to adopt toward a particular part of their 

subject matter, namely intimate and family relationships.  She detects an attitude of 

detachment on both parts, but adds:  “men and women tend to distance themselves from their 

material in different ways, and this stylistic difference is an important distinguishing feature 

of their autobiographies” (13).  In the past few years, feminist autobiography theoreticians 

have taken Jelinek’s claim several steps further and concluded that in a number of women’s 

autobiographies the gaps and silences in the text reveal to us more than the text itself (see, for 

instance, my discussion of Jacobs’s treatment of sexuality in Incidents below).   

Black feminist autobiography theory has argued that a number of conclusions made by 

white feminists concerning female autobiography, in particular in the sphere of the thematic, 

do not hold for black women’s autobiography.  The criticism of white feminist arrogance or 

ignorance in universalizing the white female subject and her life are, of course, implicit in the 

statement and point to the “need to anchor generalizations about ‘genderic differences’ in an 

analysis of specific historical and cultural circumstances” (Neuman 3).  A large segment of 
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the second part of this work is devoted to the scrutiny of just such differences.  Therefore, I 

will conclude by naming Joanne M. Braxton, Sidonie Smith, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and 

Regina Blackburn as some of the first black feminists to embark upon the examination of 

black women’s autobiographies and their differences from both white women’s and black and 

white men’s. 

Yet another feminist approach to the genre of autobiography has concerned the 

character of women’s autobiographical narrative.  If male theoreticians discussed above have 

meditated upon chronology as an in/appropriate form of tackling autobiography, feminists 

have discussed the continuity of women’s narratives.  Claiming that a parallel could be 

demonstrated between the woman’s “actual experiences as daughter, wife, and mother” and 

the way she crafts the story of her life, some theoreticians have concluded that a narrative 

mode of “women’s autobiographical writing [can be described] as fragmentary and 

discontinuous” (Sidonie Smith, Poetics 17).  It should be added that this argument springs in 

part from the observation that women, when writing autobiographically, have, more often 

than men, tended to choose such forms – diaries, journals and letters – which, by their very 

nature, are patchy and disconnected. 

The notion of truth and true representation of one’s experience in autobiography plays 

a very important role in black autobiographies, as well as in black autobiography theory 

which is almost exclusively referential.  Due to the political nature of the majority of African 

American autobiographies and their aim to provide a corrective to the mainstream American 

history of race relations, autobiographers repeatedly assure the readers, within their texts, of 

the truthfulness of their accounts.  Black autobiographers, in particular the slave narrators, 

often describe their life stories as “stranger than fiction,” implying that real events can “beat” 

fictional accounts in their degree of absurdity, adventure, cruelty and injustice.  As Roger 

Rosenblatt puts it, in black American autobiographies, “the sense of circus or madhouse” 
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(174) is omnipresent, various autobiographical characters [. . .] [look like] classic heroes 

playing themselves in the theatre of the absurd” (174).  Butterfield, moreover, reads black 

autobiographies as “a mirror of white deeds [. . .] [which] fill[s] in many of the blanks of 

America’s self-knowledge” (3).   

Rosenblatt perceives African American lives as having a different structure from those 

of white Americans (cyclical vs. linear, respectively) and considers it obvious that this 

dissimilarity finds its direct reflection in the autobiographical works themselves.  “The black 

autobiographer, “ Rosenblatt argues, “ in a sense spins off his circle and is carried by the 

centrifugal force of the life he has led to a state that anticipates grace” (179).  A direct 

skewing of facts occurs from time to time in black autobiographies.  I discuss Wright’s and 

Hurston’s autobiographies as examples of this phenomenon later on in this work.  

Theoreticians and critics of autobiography have taken great pains to explain this phenomenon, 

conscious of the fact that, due to their race, these particular autobiographers would be harshly 

attacked for “manipulating” and abusing the given genre.  Not only has the argument of 

emotional as opposed to factual truth been raised, and of general vs. empirical authenticity. 

The role of the white audience, white sponsors and publishers, in addition to the discrepancy 

between the readers’ expectations and the author’s aims in writing the book, have also been 

highlighted.  In a number of African American autobiographies, a varying degree of 

fictionalization occurs through the autobiographers’ attempt to structure their life stories in 

such a way that they seem familiar or attractive (or both).  Thus, many black autobiographies 

are “cloaked” as success stories, Bildungsromans, sentimental novels or conversion 

narratives.  This is done mainly with the purpose to attract the (white) audience and gain it for 

a new point of view concerning race.  
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CHAPTER 1:  FAMILY 

1.1 Introduction 

As a basic social unit and one of the central sites of the development of a human 

being’s identity, family as a theme is of a paramount importance to all six autobiographies 

under discussion.  In what follows, I analyze the autobiographers’ depiction of maternal and 

paternal figures in their life stories and try to point out the differences between male and 

female narrators’ perspectives of the parenthood problematic.  In wishing to stress a peculiar 

position of African American women in American society as different from that of both black 

men and white women and men, this chapter also deals with the recurring theme of the sexual 

exploitation of black women.  Finally, I discuss the applicability of the terms “self-in-

relation” and “lonely hero” (which were introduced by slave narrative theory) to the two slave 

narratives under exploration, as well as to the later four autobiographical works.   

What emerges from the above-outlined analysis is that when talking about family in 

the Afro-American context, one has to extend the “normative” definition of family as nuclear 

family to include a number of other family members, such as grandmothers and siblings, and, 

at times, even the whole of the Afro-American community.  This, in part, has to do with the 

preservation of West African cultural heritage in the lives of American blacks in which an 

extended, rather than a nuclear, form of the family is the norm.18  More importantly, however, 

the need to redefine family when talking about African Americans springs from the nexus of 

social circumstances in which African Americans have found themselves throughout their 

history in the U.S.  The institution of slavery, for instance, and, after its abolition, numerous 

other manifestations of institutionalized racism, have repeatedly led to the separation of black 

American families and the consequent search of individual African Americans for surrogate 

                                                 
18 As Karen E. Beardslee puts it: “The Africanity at the core of the transplanted African family was a central 
organizing force that throughout the centuries sustained Africans in the Americans” (6).  For more information 
on this, see Beardslee’s essay “Through Slave Culture’s Lens Comes the Abundant Source:  Harriet A. Jacobs’s 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.” 
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families.  Also, the victimization, through racism, of the African American community as a 

whole has enticed African Americans to, as a way of resistance, develop strong communal 

ties and feelings of togetherness and solidarity, often reminiscent of those that family 

members ideally have with each other. 

 

1.2 Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe 

Borrowing the title of Hortense Spiller’s essay, this section discusses the role of the 

maternal figures in Jacobs’s, Hurston’s and Davis’s life stories.  As will be seen below, 

female autobiographers devote a significant amount of attention to the characters who served 

as strong maternal influence in their lives and without exception describe these characters in 

positive terms, as sources of tremendous emotional and psychological support.  On the other 

hand, the figure of the father in black women’s life stories either appears sporadically or 

receives less praise than that of the mother.  This fact counters Estelle C. Jelinek’s observation 

that women autobiographers “are less likely to focus on their mothers than men are” 

(“Introduction” 12).  Jelinek’s conclusion has to do with the fact that she takes as a basis of 

her analysis exclusively autobiographies by white middle-class women, totally neglecting a 

large body of autobiographical works by women of color.  Elizabeth Fox-Genovese corrects 

Jelinek’s assessment when she writes that “black women’s autobiographies abound with 

evidence of or references to the love that black female autobiographers felt for and felt from 

their female elders” (166).  The juxtaposition of Jelinek’s and Fox-Genovese’s position 

confirms Joanne M. Braxton’s suggestion that black women’s autobiography constitutes a 

“tradition within a tradition” (occupying a special place in the field of both African American 

and women’s autobiography) and therefore needs to be assessed on its own terms. 
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Critics of Jacobs’s Incidents have written much on the importance of the character of 

Jacobs’s grandmother, called Aunt Marthy in the narrative.19  After the death of Jacobs’s 

mother (and father), she fulfills the role of a surrogate parent to Jacobs.  Jacobs describes her 

grandmother as a “remarkable woman in many respects” (341) and calls her “the faithful old 

friend of my entire life” (416).  Thanks to her financial independence (she is a free woman 

who sells her baked goods to the rest of the community), Jacobs never experiences pangs of 

hunger so common in the lives of other slaves.  Also, with her courage, her immaculate work 

ethic, her absolute moral integrity and her unwavering piety, Aunt Marthy figures as an 

important role model in Jacobs’s life and an ideal Jacobs feels she should aspire to.  As many 

scholars have pointed out, Jacobs’s grandmother becomes a source of Jacobs’s learning “sass” 

– a particularly (African American) female way of self-defense from and resistance against 

abuse and humiliation.  Furthermore, Aunt Marthy offers Jacobs protection, albeit limited, 

against her master’s, Dr. Flint’s, sexual advances and later hides Jacobs in the attic of her 

house after her decision to run away from the Flints’ plantation.  She also functions as a 

surrogate parent to Jacobs’s own children while Jacobs is in hiding.  It is not a coincidence 

that Jacobs devotes the last paragraph of her narrative to the memory of “my good old 

grandmother” which, even after Aunt Marthy’s death, continues to provide Jacobs with much 

needed emotional “solace” (513). 

Jacobs’s mother does not receive much attention in her narrative, but what she does 

receive is positive.  Jacobs, for instance, describes her mother as “a slave merely in form, but 

in nature [. . .] noble and womanly” (343).  Jacobs’s mother’s significance can perhaps be 

better appreciated when one compares Jacobs’s remarks about her mother with those about 

her mistress to whose possession she was willed shortly after her mother’s death.  Jacobs has 

words of praise for this new, kind surrogate mother.  Nevertheless, by choosing to say that the 

                                                 
19 In my discussion of Incidents, for the practicality sake, I always use the autobiographer’s real name (regardless 
of whether I talk about Jacobs, the writer, or Jacobs, the protagonist) and the rest of the characters’ fictive names. 
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mistress “had been almost like a mother to me,” Jacobs decides to keep a distinction between 

the two maternal figures and lets the reader know where a bigger portion of her true affection 

lies  (343; italics mine).  One can furthermore speculate that much of what Jacobs qualifies as 

love for her mistress is actually the expression of gratitude for the mistress’s humane 

treatment which stands in stark contrast to what Jacobs experiences later with Mrs. Flint.  

Hazel Carby, moreover, points out that Jacobs juxtaposes the phrase “almost like a mother” 

with her admission that she was required to work diligently for her mistress (“I was [. . .] 

proud to labor for her as much as my young years would permit” (343)).  By connecting 

childhood with labor, Carby asserts, Jacobs disturbs her readers’ “middle-class ideas of 

childhood” and registers “an experience alien to that of the readership” (52).  Claudia Tate 

suggests that at least one more character in Incidents – that of Aunt Nancy – can be read and 

interpreted as Jacobs’s surrogate mother.  To use Tate’s own words:  “Aunt Nancy is Brent’s 

dead mother’s twin; thus she is Brent’s ideal surrogate mother because she suggests an 

identical representation of Brent’s deceased mother” (31).  Tate sees Aunt Nancy’s most 

important role in her encouragement of “Brent’s resolve to risk escape for her children’s 

sake” (31).  

 Among the three women’s autobiographies discussed here, Jacobs’s narrative occupies 

a unique position, since Jacobs is the only narrator who experiences (and writes about) 

motherhood from the perspective of a mother (and not only daughter).  In Jacobs’s depiction 

of her motherhood, Braxton discovers an archetype of African American women’s literature 

that she calls “the outraged mother” and perceives as a female “counterpart to the articulate 

[black male] hero [discussed by William Andrews]” (19).  One could argue that although 

Jacobs becomes a mother primarily in order to protect herself from concubinage to Dr. Flint, 

once she gives birth to her two children, she effaces her own needs and is willing to sacrifice 

herself for their sake.  She runs away and hides in extremely harsh conditions for seven years 
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out of fear that her children will be sold away.  As she repeatedly puts it:  “had it not been for 

the hope of serving my children, I should have been thankful to die; but, for their sakes, I was 

willing to bear on” (448).  Although a source of a number of trying moments in Jacobs’s life, 

Incidents also presents slave motherhood as “a symbol of hope” (Collins 136).  Being a loving 

mother, Yvonne Johnson emphasizes, gives Jacobs a reason to live and a resolve to continue 

fighting her master and through him the whole of the institution of slavery (39).   

A revolutionary step that Jacobs takes in her narrative is that of blurring her period’s  

(much treasured) social boundaries between the private and the public spheres and extending 

the relatively intimate sphere of motherhood into the realm of politics.  Reading Incidents in 

the context of the nineteenth-century American sentimental fiction, such as Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, Tate offers an interesting interpretation of maternal discourse employed by 

Jacobs as a “particularly black and female politicization of domestic ideology” (26).  In Tate’s 

view, “Jacobs depicted freedom not simply as escape from the political condition of slavery 

but as the gaining of access to the social institutions of motherhood, family, and home” (32).  

Just like Stowe, Jacobs points to the inextricable connection between the public and the 

private which were normally thought of as absolutely separate.20 

 Jacobs begins her narrative by proudly describing her father (who was a carpenter) as 

“so intelligent and skillful in his trade that, when buildings out of the common were to be 

erected, he was sent for from long distances, to be head workman” (341).  Also, it is the 

memory of her dead father, whose grave she visits shortly before her escape, that strengthens 

her determination and courage to flee slavery.21  At the graveyard, she hears her father’s voice 

                                                 
20 In this sense, Jacobs was ahead of her time.  It was not until the 1960’s – almost a hundred years after the 
publication of Incidents – that (mainly thanks to feminists) the motto “private is public” (or “personal is 
political”) started to penetrate the social discourse in the United States. 
21 The analysis of these scenes leads Jennifer Fleischner to conclude that “Brent/Jacobs’s escape to freedom 
evolves primarily out of her identification and association with the men in her family [her father and her brother] 
and not the women” (64).  Through her behavior, Fleischner claims, Jacobs manifests “self-reliance and 
economic self-sufficiency,” qualities that were traditionally associated with men (67).  Fleischner’s assertions 
counter those of other critics, like Hazel Carby and Joanne M. Braxton, who see Aunt Marthy as a single, most 
important source of Jacobs’s rebellious spirit (see Carby’s Reconstructing Womanhood (p.  57) and Braxton’s 
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that bids her “not to tarry till I reached freedom or the grave” (417).  Nevertheless, in my 

reading of Incidents, Jacobs’s depiction of her father is not unambiguously positive.  One 

episode, in particular, suggests Jacobs’s critique of her father’s resolve to exert 

parental/patriarchal authority upon his children.  Jacobs’s father and mistress call her brother 

at the same moment and William, “perplexed to know which had the strongest claim upon his 

obedience,” chooses to go to his mistress first (345).  This leads to the father’s anger who says 

to William:  “’You are my child [. . .] and when I call you, you should come immediately, if 

you have to pass through fire and water’” (345).  Jacobs comments the event as follows:  

“Poor Willie!  He was now to learn his first lesson of obedience to a master” (345).   

In Jacobs’s rendering, the power (master-slave) relations created by the institution of 

slavery become suspiciously reminiscent of the familial relations within the Jacobs family.22  

The word master in the above-quotation tellingly refers, in equal measure, to William’s 

mistress and his father.  And while Jacobs can understand the difficulty of putting an end to 

the whole system of unquestioned authority imposed by the slave master, she is critical of the 

unnecessary conflict and tension authoritarianism creates within a slave family.  She feels 

sorry for her brother who has yet to learn the mysterious workings of the complex power 

divisions around him.  Regretting their victimization by the power hierarchy, Jacobs wishes 

that slaves could fashion their families not into microcosms of the enslaving world, but rather 

into havens of protection against its negative influences.  Jacobs’s father’s behavior can 

perhaps be explained through his feeling of emasculation under slavery and his unfortunate 

                                                                                                                                                         
Black Women Writing Autobiography (p.  29)).  It should also be added that Aunt Marthy possesses the 
supposedly masculine traits of self-reliance and economic self-sufficiency and therefore questions the strict 
dividing line between femininity and masculinity as conceived in the public discourse and imagination of the 
nineteenth-century America.    
22 As bell hooks explains:  “Sex roles in the black slave sub-culture mirrored those of patriarchal white America” 
(Aint’ I a Woman:  Black Women and Feminism 44). 
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attempt to recuperate some of the “masculine” power (accessible to white men) through the 

patriarchal attitudes toward his family members.23  

Nothing is further from the truth than Lillie P. Howard’s claim that it is Hurston’s 

father “who dominates the early part” of Dust Tracks on a Road and who “had such a 

profound effect upon his daughter” (161).  I would argue, in contrast to Howard, that Dust 

Tracks (and in a sense, the whole of Hurston’s literary career) can be looked upon as 

Hurston’s confirmation and celebration of her mother’s influence on Hurston’s personality.  

“Hurston’s autobiographical text,” Sidonie Smith argues, “dramatizes the act of remembering 

the mother” (Subjectivity 116).  The autobiographer that Dust Tracks introduces is highly 

imaginative and reluctant to allow any social (racial and gender) conventions to intimidate her 

or set limits upon her life.  And if this attitude can be assigned to parental influence in 

Hurston’s case, it is without doubt an effect of Hurston’s mother’s upbringing.   

Not only does Hurston’s mother teach her the basics of arithmetic and grammar; she 

also figures as a mentor of her child’s spiritual and psychological growth.  As opposed to 

Hurston’s father who saw meekness and humility as proper attitudes for African Americans 

(and in particular, for African American women) to assume in the company of whites, “mama 

exhorted her children at every opportunity to ‘jump at de sun’” (Dust Tracks 572).24  Not 

allowing the racism and sexism of American society to thwart the spontaneity of her 

daughter’s outlook on life, Hurston’s mother defends her “lies” (the stories Hurston makes 

up) and her “tendency [. . .] to stand and give battle” (DT 572).  Hurston’s sense of her gender 

identity clearly comes from her mother’s example (McKay 184).  By witnessing her mother’s 

refusal to be treated by her husband according to the laws of patriarchy, Hurston herself 

                                                 
23 Despite his repeated attempts, Jacobs’s father is not allowed to buy his children’s freedom.  For more on black 
men’s emasculation under slavery, see chapter 1 of bell hooks’s Ain’t I a Woman:  Black Women and Feminism. 
24 Unlike the role that the figure of grandmother plays in Jacobs’s Incidents, Hurston’s maternal grandmother is 
presented as similar to Hurston’s father in that she, too, wishes to “’squinch [. . .] [Hurston’s] spirit’” (572).  In 
Hurston’s words: “God knows, grandmother would break me or kill me, if she had her way” (607).  However, 
while Hurston’s father disciplines Hurston in order to protect her from racial violence, her grandmother criticizes 
Hurston’s spiteful nature as a sin against God.   
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grows into a woman who does not allow either individual men or the whole of the male-

headed American society to wholly determine her existence.  As her mother admits – “’Zora 

is my young’un’” (DT 573) – and as Hurston later reiterates, Hurston, to return to the title of 

this section, is truly her “mama’s baby.”  The character of Lucy Potts Hurston can, 

furthermore, be read on a more symbolic level as “not only the personal mother but also the 

representative mother-culture, that culture suppressed in the dominant white culture [. . .] 

where it is considered inferior” (Sidonie Smith, Subjectivity 116).  Through her literary and 

anthropological career, Hurston continues, following her mother’s example, to carry further 

her culture’s message and spirit.   

The centrality of her mother in Hurston’s life is also confirmed by the life-long trauma 

caused by the mother’s death.  Hurston depicts her mother’s passing away as a moment of 

profound dislocation and fragmentation:  “Mama died at sundown and changed a world” and  

“That hour began my wanderings.  Not so much in geography, but in time.  Then not so much 

in time as in spirit” (618).  The mother’s death has not only a profound personal meaning, but 

also “deep symbolic and cultural value” (Lionnet 124).  Lucy Potts Hurston’s death and 

“subsequent dispersion of the siblings echo the collective memory of her [Hurston’s] people’s 

separation from Africa-as-mother” (Lionnet 124).  The wanderings Hurston is talking about 

are all aimed toward filling the gap caused by her mother’s death and finding a surrogate 

parent.  Hurston’s father does not really help to alleviate the pain.  Although Hurston says 

about her father “I did love him in a way,” the portrait she ultimately paints of him is that of a 

failed parent and a traitor (619).  Hurston’s father virtually disowns his daughter when he asks 

the school Hurston is attending to adopt her.  Also, a young woman he marries shortly after 

Lucy Hurston’s death becomes more of the autobiographer’s enemy than a wished-for 

surrogate parent, as the notorious fight between the two attests.   
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At least approximating, what could be termed, a maternal figure in Dust Tracks is 

Hurston’s presentation of her patron, Mrs. Charlotte Osgood Mason (called Godmother in 

Dust Tracks).  Having been dependent on Mrs. Osgood Mason’s material support, Hurston 

feels required to say positive things about her as a way of expressing gratitude.  That is why 

she describes her patron as “extremely human” and capable of being “as tender as Mother 

love” (689).  However, on second reading, as Susan Edwards Meisenhelder suggests, a less 

amiable picture of Mrs. Osgood Mason seems to surface from Hurston’s text.  Mrs. Osgood 

Mason is kind, but only when her godchildren are doing things that she, rather arrogantly, 

considers meaningful and “right spiritually” (DT 688).  Moreover, Meisenhelder argues that 

the fact that Hurston sees Mrs. Osgood Mason in her vision at the beginning of Dust Tracks as 

accompanied by lilies implies her “deadly threat to Hurston’s artistic, cultural, and personal 

autonomy” (154).  Whereas the black mother (embodied in Lucy Potts Hurston) serves to 

nurture the spirit of her posterity, the white mother (Mrs. Osgood Mason), although acting as 

liberal and generous, actually puts boundaries onto her black “children’s” lives and creative 

endeavors. 

In comparison to Jacobs’s and Hurston’s life stories, Davis’s autobiography does not 

abound with parent-related passages.  The reason for this is not the fact that her parents did 

not play an important part in Davis’s life (on the contrary), but it rather has to do with Davis’s 

decision to write a “political autobiography.”25  In political autobiography, the focus of the 

autobiographer is not his/her private life (to which family, to a large extent, belongs), but 

rather his/her public activity as an agent striving to bring about social change.26  Margo V. 

Perkins suggests yet another explanation of why political autobiographers keep relatively 

                                                 
25 The dedication of the book starts as follows:  “For my family, my strength.” 
26 In addition, Davis’s autobiography, among the books discussed here, is one of the most insistently calling for 
the redefinition of family (mentioned in the introduction to this chapter) to mean the whole of the African 
American community.   As Margo V. Perkins argues:  “The term [family in political autobiography] comes to 
include all those who provide emotional as well as material sustenance and support” (69). I will return to this 
point later in this chapter when I discuss the differences between the male and female autobiographers’ approach 
to the theme of family.       
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silent in their work on family matters.  While she understands that many silences are 

“strategic – meant [. . .] to protect the safety of their [autobiographers’] families, the welfare 

of other activists or the integrity of the struggle,” she suspects that there might be other 

reasons as well (64).  The most compelling rationalization Perkins comes up with is that, if 

they decided to write about their families in detail, a number of activists writing political 

autobiographies would have to admit that their risky lives created conflicts with their closest 

family members.  By deciding not to “air personal conflicts” with their parents in the public 

accounts of their lives, the autobiographers avoid informing the state about its success at 

undermining one of the most important “support networks available to political dissidents” – 

that of a family (69). 

Davis makes sure to acknowledge her, predominantly female, ancestors’ role in the 

development of her (radical) political subjectivity.  It is from her grandmother that Davis 

learns about slavery.  Remembering her grandmother, Davis writes:  “She was born only a 

few years after the Emancipation Proclamation, and her parents had been slaves themselves.  

She did not want us to forget that” (Angela 81).  Saying so, Davis stresses the importance for 

the African American community of remembering the past, so that present times can be better 

understood and future life improved.  In a vein similar to Jacobs, Davis pays tribute to her 

grandmother who, as she says, “had always been a symbol of strength, of age, wisdom and 

suffering” (Angela 81).   

Davis’s mother was an activist herself – “she had become involved, as a college 

student, in anti-racist movements” – and it is through her influence that Davis starts to believe 

in “a future world of harmony and equality” achieved through political action (Angela 79).27  

                                                 
27 Although Davis recognizes her mother’s part in the formation of her oppositional consciousness, she names 
another woman – Charlene Mitchell – as her true political mother who is responsible for Davis’s final decision to 
join the Communist Party (see p. 59 of her autobiography).  Similarly, Margaret Burnham, Davis’s attorney and 
close friend, can be looked upon as Davis’s “legal” mother.  She nurtures Davis in a maternal sense; her daily 
visits are described as “oases, refreshing reentries into humanity” (Angela 37).  As a lawyer, she also protects 
Davis in a legal sense, offering her advice and participating in the preparation of her trials. 
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Rather than teaching her hate for whites, Davis’s mother trains her to see them “in terms of 

their [positive] potential” (Angela 79).  Furthermore, it should be pointed out that Davis’s 

mother’s political influence on Davis works in the opposite direction as well.  Davis’s 

incarceration leads her mother to become politically active again – she intensely participates 

in the activities of the Committee to Free Angela Davis.  It should also be added that Davis’s 

mother teaches Davis to read and encourages her love for books.  Davis offers only a few 

passing remarks about her father.  We learn that he had a part in Davis’s decision to attend 

Elisabeth Irwin High School in New York City, a leftist environment that helped shape 

Davis’s political sensibilities.  Although she mentions her father’s worries for her while she is 

in prison, Davis decides to focus on the positive aspects of their relationship and recognizes 

that her father in his “own gentle way, would stand with me” (Angela 220).  Moreover, she 

describes him as courageous:  “I have never seen him afraid of anything” (Angela 135).   

As a political autobiographer, Davis understandably devotes more attention to the 

question of motherhood as experienced by incarcerated mothers (or would-be mothers) who 

she witnesses while in prison.  In Davis’s observation, a part of the state’s repression of 

female (and predominantly non-white) prisoners lies in its neglect of the women who are 

pregnant during the time of their imprisonment.28  She narrates a story of a prisoner in labor 

pain who was ignored by the matrons.  This incident opens up a number of questions for 

Davis:  “Were they going to let her have the baby right here in this dump?  Even if they did 

take her to a halfway decent hospital, what would happen to the infant once it was born?  

Would it be placed in an orphanage while she did her time?” (Angela 22).  A parallel between 

the situation of the incarcerated mother of Davis’s own time and the black mother in the 

slavery period is clear and consciously made by Davis.  The destiny of a child born to an 

                                                 
28 Davis, of course, does not perceive the fact that the large majority of women she encounters in prison are black 
as a sign of these women’s inherent criminality, but rather as “an evidence of structural racism” of the U.S. 
society to which they fell victims (“Race” 268). 
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African American mother imprisoned by a state institution (be it slavery or prison) is always 

uncertain.   

Moreover, the very status of such mothers as “real” mothers is brought into question. 

Slave mothers of the nineteenth century were generally perceived by their white masters as 

“breeders” and “farm livestock” and had as much social claim on the institution of 

motherhood “as a brood mare, sow, ewe, or cow” (Tate 25).  They were “birth mothers or 

genetic mothers [. . .] but they possessed no legal rights as mothers of any kind” (Davis, 

“Outcast Mothers” 357).  In a similar way, the motherhood of incarcerated pregnant women 

that Davis meets is understood as contentious and “fake” by the dominant white society.  

These women are perceived as having “failed to find themselves in motherhood” (Davis, 

“Outcast Mothers” 363).  They are viewed as “undomesticated and hypersexual,” as 

reproductive of the “culture of poverty,” and therefore as undeserving of respect and care 

normally reserved for mothers (Davis, “Race” 275).  To make things worse, the situation of 

pregnant prisoners described by Davis aids the creation of stereotypes in the American public 

mind.  Since most of the imprisoned women are black, as discussed above, the society quickly 

makes a racist (and extremely oversimplified and essentialist) link between bad/failed 

motherhood and black womanhood.  

 

1.3 Whose Son am I? 

In the women’s autobiographies discussed above, the narrators’ attention (and 

affection) clearly goes in favor of the maternal figures in their lives.  Sometimes the fathers 

are barely present (as in Davis) and at other times, they become targets of the 

autobiographers’ criticism (as in Hurston).  To a considerable extent, this tendency, in my 

opinion, has to do with the feminist consciousness that the analyzed female autobiographers 

possess and wish to reveal in their life stories.  Male autobiographers’ depiction of their 
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parents (and/or grandparents) is more ambiguous and thus resistant to easy categorizations 

determining a more dominant parent in the autobiographers’ existence.  Out of the three 

examined works, it is only in the case of Malcolm X that the character of the father (and 

surrogate father) is visibly glorified and that of the mother receives a less positive treatment. 

Douglass’s description of his mother in Narrative is brief and emotionally cold.  She is 

presented as hardly being of any centrality to Douglass’s life and development.  In agreement 

with slavery customs, Douglass was separated from his mother as an infant and therefore, he 

claims, deprived of any real intimacy with and closeness to her.  As he reminisces:  “I never 

saw my mother, to know her as such, more than four or five times in my life; and each of 

these times was short in duration, and at night” (13).  Unlike in Jacobs’s or Hurston’s life 

stories where the death of the mother is presented as a traumatic experience for the 

autobiographer, in Narrative Douglass comments on his mother’s passing away with 

indifference.  “Never having enjoyed, to any considerable extent, her soothing presence, her 

tender and watchful care,” Douglass writes, “ I received the tidings of her death with much 

the same emotions I should have probably felt at the death of a stranger” (13).  After his 

separation from his mother, Douglass’s grandmother served as his surrogate mother before he 

was first taken to his master’s plantation.  In comparison to his mother, Douglass describes 

the grandmother with more emotional engagement.  Yet, rather than coming forward with the 

expected feelings of tenderness and admiration for this substitute mother-figure (as female 

autobiographers probably would), Douglass only expresses anger and pity at her unjust 

destiny.  The ungratefulness showed to Douglass’s grandmother by her master (he leaves her 

to live alone in the woods at the end of her life) becomes a parable of the slaves’ faithful 

service to their masters and the masters’ betrayal of the slaves’ trust.  Douglass uses it (in 

addition to other events in Narrative), above all, to prove the inhumanity of the slavery 

institution and further his abolitionist agenda.   
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Although the passages devoted to Sophia Auld, Douglass’s white surrogate mother, 

serve the same purpose by pointing to the corrupting influence slavery has on human beings, 

one cannot help noticing Douglass’s unhidden (and somewhat uncritical) adoration of her.  

Sophia Auld’s voice is “made all of sweet accord” and her face “of heavenly smiles” (29).  

Even after her benevolent nature is spoiled by her initiation into slavery, Douglass attempts to 

affirm her motherly and nurturing powers. He depicts her care for him after he is beaten by 

white workers in the ship-yard as follows:  “She [. . .] washed blood from my face, and, with a 

mother’s tenderness, bound up my head [. . .] It was almost compensation for my suffering to 

witness, once more, a manifestation of kindness from [. . .] my [. . .] mistress” (63).  

One necessarily remains intrigued by Douglass’s emotional attachment to a white 

woman, especially in the absence, on his part, of any strongly affectionate feelings for his 

biological mother and grandmother.  Why, for instance, is Douglass reluctant in Narrative to 

pay tribute (or at least a more explicit one) to his mother’s risky and self-sacrificing twelve-

mile nightly walks to spend a few hours with him?  Why does Douglass focus on the 

victimization of his grandmother when he could equally well celebrate her perseverance and 

strength? One solution to this dilemma lies in Edda Kerschgens’s book Das Gespaltene Ich.  

Here she suggests that Douglass’s persona in Narrative (unlike that in his later 

autobiographies) falls prey to his period’s racist notion of white superiority.29  In 

Kerschgens’s understanding, Douglass identifies himself throughout Narrative with his white 

father’s culture, rather than his black fellow slaves from whom he feels somewhat distanced 

(see pages 86-89 and 108-119).  Viewed from this perspective, it makes (tragic) sense that 

                                                 
29 Comparison between Douglass’s Narrative and his second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom 
(1855), proves productive for theorizing about the genre of autobiography and its construction, rather than a 
faithful mirroring, of the autobiographical subject and his/her life.  The autobiographical persona Douglass 
creates in Narrative is different from that in My Bondage, My Freedom despite the fact that they both represent 
the same “real” person – Frederick Douglass – and, most of the time, the same periods of his life too.  As 
Kerschgens has noticed, in his second life story, Douglass describes his mother and grandmother in much more 
detail and with much more warmth and respect.      
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Douglass’s idea of true womanhood and true motherhood corresponds better to white Sophia 

Auld than to black Harriet Bailey.     

Another explanation might be searched for in Douglass’s attempt to create the 

strongest antislavery argument possible by presenting slavery as a period of absolute 

destruction and degradation of the black family.  By not paying tribute to the enslaved 

people’s will to survive in extremely adverse circumstances, Douglass shows only slavery’s 

devastating impact on everyone involved.30  Yet, he seems to overlook the fact that by putting 

forth such a line of reasoning, he also enters into a regretful and dangerous act of “devaluing 

black womanhood” (hooks, Yearning 44).  In bell hooks’s view, “the quality of care that made 

his black mother travel those twelve miles to hold him in her arms” (44), “should have 

enabled the adult Douglass to look back and reflect on the political choices of this black 

mother who resisted slave codes, risking her life, to care for her son” (45).      

Narrative retains the figure of Douglass’s father shrouded in mystery:  “The opinion 

was whispered that my master was my father; but of the correctness of this opinion, I know 

nothing” (12).  Yet, if one agrees with Kerschgens’s postulation mentioned above, then 

despite the fact that Douglass’s father does not contribute to his upbringing, he is present in 

Douglass’s life via his temporal identification with white American culture.  More 

importantly, Douglass’s mixed parentage leads to the creation of, to borrow Samira Kawash’s 

term, a “hybrid” subject whose mere presence deconstructs the racist American notion of the 

absoluteness of race divisions.  In Narrative, Douglass uses the fact of his own biracial 

identity to overthrow white America’s justification of slavery.  “If the lineal descendants of 

Ham are alone to be scripturally enslaved,” he argues, “it is certain that slavery at the south 

must soon become unscriptural; for thousands are ushered into the world, annually, who, like 

myself, owe their existence to white fathers” (14). 

                                                 
30 Only Douglass himself is presented as an exception in Narrative.  Although born into slavery and exposed to 
its destructiveness, he victoriously manages to defeat it and gain his mental and physical freedom. 
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In discussing Wright’s portrayal of his family in Black Boy (American Hunger), many 

scholars have accused Wright of creating an unrealistic picture, depicting his family members 

in an exaggeratedly negative light as too violent and hostile to and unsupportive of a growing 

child.  To do Wright justice, however, it is necessary to point out that in writing Black Boy, he 

never really strove to provide a precise, fact-filled truth of his own personal past in the South.  

His aim, rather, was to conjure up a larger truth of what it meant and how it felt, emotionally 

and psychologically, to be young, male and black in the era of Jim Crow.  In Black Boy, as 

Wright puts it, his goal, above all, was to “’give, lend my tongue to the voiceless Negro 

boys’” (qtd. in Fabre 137).  That is why, I argue, the goal of the scholar should not be to 

constantly compare correspondences (or the lack thereof) between what one knows about 

Wright’s life from other sources and what he says about it in his autobiography.  Rather, 

Wright’s critics should concentrate, above all, on the message that the narrator of Black Boy is 

trying to convey. 

At the beginning of Black Boy (American Hunger), Wright expresses his appreciation 

for his mother’s teaching him to read and telling him stories.  He also acknowledges her 

tutoring him “in the dual code of the streets, taunting him to fight with his fists against other 

black boys” (Leibowitz 283).  Later on, however, there are not too many positive things he 

has to say about her.  She fails as Wright’s initiator into the world of American race relations 

by refusing to answer his curious questions regarding the whiteness of his grandmother’s skin 

or the white men’s search for Aunt Maggie’s partner, Professor Matthews.  As he remembers:  

“I knew there was something my mother was holding back.  She was not concealing facts, but 

feelings, attitudes, convictions which she did not want me to know” (49).  Ella Wright is also 

associated with violence in Wright’s mind due to her severe physical punishments of her 

son’s irresponsible or impudent actions.  Having been deserted by Wright’s father, she, 

moreover, has a hard time fulfilling the role of a provider for Wright and his brother.  When 
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Wright starts attending Howard Institute, his mother is not able to “buy me the necessary 

clothes to make me presentable”(24).  Even more importantly, she does not manage to make 

enough money to purchase food for her children.  The desperate financial situation forces her 

into making “rounds of the charitable institutions, seeking help” and, finally, into placing 

Wright and his brother into an orphanage (28).   

This is not to say that Wright really blames his mother for all her failures.  As a 

naturalist, he tries to show that it was the circumstances of the Jim Crow South, rather than his 

mother’s nature, which affected her upbringing of her children.  In retrospect, Wright 

understands that his mother’s ignoring of Wright’s questions about black-white relations was 

her attempt to “postpone indefinitely a grim day of reckoning and conflict” (Leibowitz 283).  

Her beatings of him confirm Frantz Fanon’s thesis that “the violently oppressed turn violence 

on each other” (Demarest 238).31  His mother’s violence towards Wright can be perceived as 

a displacement of the violent feelings she has for the dominant white society.  Finally, Ella 

Wright’s inability to provide for her children is not so much a result of her own personal 

failure as is a reflection of the state’s unwillingness to support single mothers.  The court, 

where Wright’s mother attempts to force his father to provide their sons with some material 

help, rules in favor of Wright’s father who claims “’I’m doing all I can, Your Honor’” (27).  

Moreover, the racism of the Southern society makes it extremely difficult for Wright’s mother 

to get a decently paid job.  Mainly she works as a cook in “the white folks’ kitchen[s]” (19). 

Wright admits that his mother’s long-term illness meant the end of childhood for him:   

“I was glad that my mother was not dead, but there was the fact that she would be sick for a 

long, long time, perhaps for the balance of her life.  I became morose.  Though I was a child, I 

could no longer feel as a child, could no longer react as a child” (86).  The termination of 

                                                 
31 Or as Yoshinobu Hakutani expresses it:  “It seems as though black adults, subjected to racism in white society, 
in turn felt compelled to rule their children at home [. . .] The fact that Wright’s worst punishments, such as those 
given by his mother for setting fire to his grandmother’s house, were inflicted by his closest relatives suggests 
how completely black life was dominated by white racism” (“Creation” 73). 
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childhood overlaps with (and is caused by) Wright’s introduction into human suffering.  The 

sight of his suffering paralytic mother is soon turned, in Wright’s mind, into a symbol of the 

whole of the African American community’s devastated and static condition.  Wright’s 

mother, Dan McCall correctly observes, “becomes the central representative figure for the 

Negro community in Black Boy, embodying all its pain and making its quick, crippled 

gestures toward release” (128).  In a much-quoted passage, Wright explains:   

My mother’s suffering grew into a symbol in my mind, gathering to itself all 
the poverty, the ignorance, the helplessness; the painful, baffling, hunger-
ridden days and hours; the restless moving, the futile seeking, the uncertainty, 
the fear, the dread; the meaningless pain and the endless suffering. (100) 

   
Ella Wright’s affliction sets “the emotional tone” of Wright’s future and provides him with a 

life-long “ conviction that the meaning of living came only when one was struggling to wring 

a meaning out of meaningless suffering” (BB 100).  Wright managed to transform a “static 

symbol” of suffering “into the central purpose of his life; he became an unrelenting and 

unflinching explorer of human suffering in general” (JanMohamed 111).   

Just like his paralysis-stricken mother, Wright’s grandmother is continuously depicted 

in a state of inertia.  Robert J. Butler asserts that  “initially presented as immobilized in a sick 

bed [. . .] [ the figure of the grandmother is] mentally and spiritually imprisoned by an 

absolute commitment to a fundamentalist religion which separates her from anything vital in 

life” (11).  The grandmother’s Seventh-Day Adventist religion could be viewed as her 

desperate spiritual attempt to survive Jim Crow, but Wright chooses to depict it, above all, as 

a check on his imagination and creativity.32  For instance, the grandmother throws her 

boarder, a young teacher Ella, out of the house because of her teaching Wright creative 

literature which, according to the grandmother’s convictions, is “Devil stuff” (BB 39).33  

                                                 
32 In this sense, Wright’s grandmother in Black Boy (American Hunger) reminds one of above-mentioned 
Hurston’s grandmother in Dust Tracks. 
33 And yet, Herbert Leibowitz claims, despite, what seems as, his grandmother’s negative influence, Wright 
“inherited her discipline and fierce love of order, even her tragic view of life, and on the wreckage of those early 
foundations built his art” (285).  
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 Scholars have pointed out that even Wright’s father’s seeming indifference towards 

his wife and children should be attributed not so much to his own recklessness as to the 

violation of the Southern black family by racism.  In Wright’s perception, according to Robert 

Felgar, Wright’s father is “a victim of an environment far stronger than he was” (“Student 

Companion” 69).  As David P. Demarest, Jr. further suggests, “the father’s bleak and 

inconvenient job has disrupted family life and made him hopelessly tense and harsh” (238).  

The conditions of his life turn him into an animal-like creature.  At the beginning of the 

autobiography, “words ’slumped,’ ‘belched,’ ‘stuffed,’ ‘bloated,’ and ‘lapped’ portray the 

father as an animal grossly feeding” (Leibowitz 278).  When he meets his father as a 

sharecropper some twenty-five years later, Wright writes he could still feel that “his actions 

and emotions [were chained] to the direct, animalistic impulses of his withering body” (34; 

italics mine).  Abdul R. JanMohamed argues that Wright’s main aim in Black Boy is to 

illustrate his “paternal negation” (111) and express relief “ that he did not turn out the way his 

father did” (Felgar, “Student Companion” 69).  That is why Wright repeatedly insists on his 

distance from his father:  “We were forever strangers, speaking a different language, living on 

vastly distant planes of reality” (34).  The gap between the two affirms, emphasizes and, in a 

Wright-like stern way, celebrates the autobiographer’s ultimate ability (unlike his father’s) to 

transcend the space and the life the Jim Crow environment has prescribed for him.       

When talking about his parents, Malcolm X does not manage to escape the binary 

opposition of qualities stereotypically associated with maleness and femaleness.  Whereas he 

attributes to his father the masculine traits of bigness, strength and toughness, X identifies his 

mother with religiosity and hysteria (Collins, “Learning” 62).  X clearly portrays his father (in 

particular, his calling of a preacher and a nationalist) as a role model and his father’s martyr-

like death as a precursor to X’s own awaiting destiny.34  On the other hand, X seems to value 

                                                 
34 As Maria Josefina Saldaña-Portillo points out:  “Earl Little represents for Malcolm X not only his natural 
father.  Little also represents an organic, patrilineal tie to a revolutionary consciousness” (293). 
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his mother primarily for her fulfillment of the “feminine” roles of a housewife and a mother.  

As he puts it:  “My mother at this time seemed to be always working – cooking, washing, 

ironing, cleaning, and fussing over us eight children” (86).  If the father’s death creates a 

mythic paradigm for X’s own life, X’s mother’s long-term psychic illness lurches in Malcolm 

X’s mind as a persistent problem that he tries to shut out for most of his life.  Malcolm X’s 

sexist attitudes also come through when he explains his mother’s higher education, rather than 

his father’s patriarchal values, as a source of his physical abuse of her.  In his own words:  

“An educated woman, I suppose, can’t resist the temptation to correct an uneducated man” 

(82).  In X’s eyes, then, the educated woman clearly becomes a threat to a man’s sense of 

manhood and therefore needs to be “disciplined.”  What Malcolm X perceives as a positive 

trait of his mother is her strongly developed sense of pride, something she tries hard to 

preserve after her husband’s death.  Although Malcolm X openly expresses his love for and 

gratitude to his mother in the main text of The Autobiography, one needs to look outside, in 

the Epilogue, to find the expression of X’s tacit admiration of his mother’s ability to survive 

(102). 35   Haley quotes Malcolm X as follows:  “‘We had dinner with our mother for the first 

time in all those years! [. . . ] She’s sixty-six, and her memory is better than mine and she 

looks young and healthy’” (21).   

Furthermore, the information that the Epilogue provides of the memory of X’s mother 

as the ignition for the whole story of X’s life might also be seen as testifying to an important 

role Louise Little had played in X’s life.  According to Kevin Everod Quashie, “this moment 

[memory of X’s mother] is crucial, because it introduces Louise Little’s politics of survival as 

resonant in Malcolm’s memory and perhaps influential in his own political development” 

(48).  And yet, what Quashie sees as problematic about the depiction of X’s mother in his life 

story is “the indelible presence Louise Little has in The Autobiography and her simultaneous 

                                                 
35 At one point, he says:  “As bad as I was, as much trouble and worry as I caused my mother, I loved her” (97), 
or later, he describes his mother as “the woman who had brought me into the world, and nursed me, and advised 
me, and chastised me, and loved me” (102). 
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absence from many parts of the text” (48).  One can read this “ghostly presence” (Quashie 60) 

of X’s mother in the text as a confirmation of X’s sexism which leads to “the erasure of 

women from textual spaces that they, women, help to make possible” (Quashie 49). 

 If X’s depiction of his mother seems to be rather ambivalent (both trying to confine 

the mother in the stereotypically feminine space and at the same time give tribute to her pride 

and strength, both trying to include her in the text and erase her from it), a similar attitude is 

present in X’s description of Ella.  In a sense, after the separation of the Little family, Ella 

becomes Malcolm X’s surrogate mother.  If X saw in a positive light his mother’s pride as a 

source of refusal of anyone’s charity, he explicitly praises Ella for another kind of pride - that 

linked with her racial heritage.  He describes her as “the first really proud black woman I had 

ever seen in my life.  She was plainly proud of her very dark skin” (114). Ella represents the 

exception to the stereotypically feminine woman.  X characterizes her as “big, outspoken and 

impressive” (121).  Although Malcolm X seems intrigued and impressed by Ella’s dynamic 

and active nature, he also criticizes her inability to make a good wife.  As he remarks:  “I 

could see [. . .] how any average man would find it impossible to live for very long with a 

woman whose every instinct was to run everything and everybody she had anything to do 

with” (121).   

Rather than fully acknowledging Ella’s self-sufficient and, what might be seen as, 

progressive feminist agency, X points to her deficiency in fulfilling a role a patriarchal society 

has prescribed for her.  Rather than using the example of Ella to change his overall opinion 

about the proper role of women in society, X feels the need to give tribute to her skills in the 

feminine sphere of the kitchen.  He remembers:  “Ella [. . .] was truly a Georgia Negro 

woman when she got into the kitchen with her pots and pans.  She was the kind of cook who 

would heap up your plate with such as ham hock, greens, black-eyed peas, fried fish, cabbage, 

sweet potatoes, grits and gravy, and cornbread.  And the more you put away, the better she 
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felt” (121).  Malcolm X accepts Ella as a sister and a surrogate mother of a sort and expresses 

gratitude for her financial support of X’s trip to Mecca.  One might question, however, 

whether X sees her as a representative of what the black woman of the future should act like.  

After all, Ella never persists in her role of a wife and never comes to fulfill her role of a 

mother.36  Moreover, Malcolm X’s general conviction was that “any woman who dominated a 

man [. . .] would also destroy him” (Locke 23).  Strong and, in Malcolm X’s eyes, dominating 

women (like Ella) were socially dangerous, because of their potential to emasculate and 

disempower black men. 

In order to come to terms with X’s rather sexist presentation of the maternal figures 

(as well as other women characters) in his Autobiography, one is required to place him in a 

more general context of the period he lived in.  It is by now a well-known fact that the ghetto 

environment from which Malcolm X sprang was misogynist and that the whole of the 

American society of the fifties and the sixties was still largely sexist (Locke 23).  In addition, 

Malcolm X was an advocate of Black Nationalist philosophy (and its more particular quasi-

Islamic form) which both “‘counter[ed] racism and construct[ed] utopian and repressive 

gender relations’” (White, qtd. in Griffin 219).  Black Nationalism offered “a masculinist 

analysis of Black oppression” (Collins, “Learning” 77) and conflated “Blackness, masculinity, 

and political astuteness” (Collins, “Learning” 76).  According to Michael Eric Dyson, “the 

demonology of the Nation of Islam [. . .] not only viewed racism as an ill from outside its 

group, but argued that women were a lethal source of deception and seduction from within” 

(Making 10).  When the above-mentioned contexts are taken into account, Malcolm X’s 

claims about women make him truly (and unfortunately) a man of his time. 

In the article she wrote after Malcolm X’s death, his wife Betty Shabazz muses about 

X’s son-like relationship with Elijah Muhammad.  She sees Malcolm X’s admiration of 

                                                 
36 On the other hand, X’s wife Betty represents “proper” femininity, because, in X’s perception, she allows her 
womanhood to become conflated with her motherhood and “wifehood.”     
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Muhammad as a reflection of his almost life-long search for “a father image” (139).  Malcolm 

X’s original dedication of his life story bears out X’s belief in Muhammad as a central force 

in his life:  “’This book I dedicate to The Honorable Elijah Muhammad, who [. . .] stood me 

on my feet, and made me the man that I am today’” (14).  If the memory of Earl Little, X’s 

real father, looms large in The Autobiography, the description of his surrogate father, Elijah 

Muhammad, assumes godly proportions.  Malcolm X openly expresses his original faith in 

Muhammad in a way that clearly resembles a worshipper’s attitude towards God.  He admits:  

“My worship of him was so awesome that he was the first man whom I had ever feared – not 

fear such as of a man with a gun, but the fear such as one has of the power of the sun” (311).  

And later:  “Because I actually had believed that if Mr Muhammad was not God, then he 

surely stood next to God” (416).  It comes as little surprise then that Malcolm X’s discovery 

of Muhammad’s human weakness feels like “something in the nature had failed, like the sun, 

or the stars” (414).  It is only after his trip to Mecca that X confesses to his realization of the 

dangers of conflating a human being with God.37  In X’s life, Elijah Muhammad turns out to 

be not only  “fake” God, but also a failed and deceitful father who does not hesitate to destroy 

his surrogate son the moment he feels overshadowed by him. 

 
 
1.4 Double Oppression 
 

The term “double oppression” or “double jeopardy” is a black feminist way of 

describing a unique position that an African American woman has occupied in American 

society from the time of slavery onward.  It points to the intersection of racism and sexism a 

black woman is positioned at, trying to fend off white (and black) men’s abuse and 

discrimination caused by her skin color and gender.  This section, by first discussing female 

                                                 
37 Another possible explanation of X’s literal infatuation and the following disillusionment with Muhammad can 
be found in Arnold Rampersad’s hypothesis of Malcolm X’s homosexuality.  What would speak to this argument 
is X’s feminization of Muhammad as “fragile, almost tiny” (294) with “the small, sensitive, gentle, brown face” 
(293) and his later comparison of their split to a marital divorce (see p.  414 of The Autobiography).  
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and then male autobiographies, wishes to stress the perception of sexual exploitation as a 

continuous presence in a black American woman’s life.  By putting next to each other men 

and women autobiographers’ depiction of this phenomenon, I aim to show that the writers’ 

gender causes difference in how sexual harassment is approached.  Being direct victims of it, 

women narrators discussed here become much stronger critics of sexist attitudes than men 

narrators who often (even if unconsciously) help to perpetuate them. 

Jacobs’s admission – “Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women.  

Superadded to the burden common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications 

peculiarly their own” – sets the tone and the theme of her entire narrative (405).  It is clear 

that what Jacobs means by “wrongs [. . .] peculiarly their own” is sexual abuse of slave 

women which is of central concern to Incidents.  In order to evade her master’s obsessive 

sexual advances and eventual rape, a situation Jacobs describes as “a living death,” she 

becomes a lover of a white man, Mr. Sands (384).  She presumes this act will so infuriate Dr. 

Flint that he will immediately sell her to Mr. Sands from whom it would be easier to obtain 

her freedom.  Even if she claims:  “I knew what I did, and I did it with deliberate calculation,” 

she, in retrospect, calls her decision to start an affair with Mr. Sands “a plunge into the abyss” 

(384).   

In order to understand the autobiographer’s supposed regret over something she seems 

to have done with an unquestioned conviction, it is necessary to place both Jacobs and her 

narrative within the ideology of “true womanhood” which was a leading social construct of 

Jacobs’s age.38  Jacobs is conscious of the fact that her decision to get involved in an 

extramarital and interracial relationship with Sands will be denounced by her white women 

readers (to whom Incidents is addressed) as an act seriously trespassing the standards of “true 

womanhood.”  Not only does Jacobs violate the purity part of the “true womanhood” 

                                                 
38 The “Cult of True Womanhood” was a Victorian cultural construct which described a “true woman” as 
possessing the “attributes of purity, piety, submissiveness, and domesticity” (Johnson 113).  
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definition; she likewise breaches its submissiveness element.39   That is why, to make her 

actions more acceptable to the reading public, she veils her story in a discourse of guilt and 

shame.     

Yet, ultimately, Jacobs rejects representing herself as nothing more than a mere sinner 

and a fallen woman and offers her readers a revolutionary perspective on her position.  

Incidents, as a result, becomes “a powerful expression of the often entwined nineteenth-

century reform causes of abolitionism and feminism” (Fleischner 61).  Jacobs claims that, due 

to the peculiarity of her experience, “the slave woman ought not to be judged by the same 

standard as others” (386).  “The condition of a slave,” she argues, “confuses all principles of 

morality, and, in fact, renders the practice of them impossible” (385).  Saying so, Jacobs 

challenges “an ideology that would condemn her as immoral [and unfeminine]” (Carby 58).  

In effect, she asserts that “purity of mind [and body] is unavailable to virtuous black women.  

She discredits the image of the sexualized [and thus impure] black woman by demonstrating 

that it was the licentious habits of white men that forced her into ‘premature knowledge’” 

(Mercer 4) “of the evil ways of the world” (Jacobs 384).  The narrator of Incidents, according 

to Johnson, “asks for more than mere toleration and sympathy, she asks for a new definition 

of the true woman” (27).   

Another aspect of the slave woman’s experience of sexual harassment, as Jacobs’s 

Incidents illustrates, is a reaction of the white mistress to it.  As Jacobs describes it: “I was an 

object of her jealousy, and, consequently, of her hatred; and I knew I could not expect 

kindness or confidence from her under the circumstances in which I was placed” (366). Even 

if Jacobs says that she “could not blame her [mistress]” for feeling the way she did, she 

                                                 
39 Her voluntarily engagement in the sexual intercourse with a white man of her own choice as an alternative to 
the forced submission of her body to her master reflects Jacobs’s declaration of the right of her female self to 
“assert [at least] some control over the conditions of her existence” (Carby 58).  As Jacobs reflects:  “It seems 
less degrading to give one’s self, than to submit to compulsion.  There is something akin to freedom in having a 
lover who has no control over you, except that which he gains by kindness and attachment” (384). 
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expresses her disappointment at the fact that the mistress did not realize the commonness of 

their (gender-based) victimization by the system (366).  Mrs. Flint, Jacobs remembers, “pitied 

herself as a martyr; but she was incapable of feeling for the condition of shame and misery in 

which her unfortunate, helpless slave was placed” (366).  For the mistress, the 

social/economic/racial dividing line is clearly more important than the connecting gender line.  

As a result, “the sisterhood of the two abused women could not be established” and the slave 

woman lost a potential source of help and support in her attempt to survive slavery (Carby 

54).  It could be argued, however, that Jacobs, conscious of the failure of the formation of the 

sisterhood relation with the white mistresses in the South, tries to find its new fountain in the 

group of white women in the North.  These she desires to “arouse [. . .] to a realizing sense of 

the condition of two millions of women at the South, still in bondage” (Jacobs 335).40 

Despite the fact that Hurston lived in the post-bellum era of American history, the 

experience of sexual harassment by a white man did not entirely miss her.  The most telling in 

this respect is the episode of Dust Tracks that describes the autobiographer’s service in the 

Moncrief family.  There her job-giver (and a married man), Mr. Moncrief, invites her to join 

him in his flight to Canada.  He wants to run away from his sick wife and boring life.  When 

Hurston refuses, he “opened right up and I thought he was going to kill me then and there” 

(643).  The fact that Mr. Moncrief does not consider a “no” an answer and tells Hurston that 

“if I had any sense I would jump at the chance,” reflects a high degree of the combination of 

sexism and racism that pervades his thinking (642).  In Mr. Moncrief’s universe, the highest 

that a young American woman of color can aspire to is being a concubine to a white man.  As 

he himself admits:  “’All I need is a young, full-of-feelings girl to sleep with and enjoy life.  I 

always did keep me a colored girl’” (643).  As indefinite articles in the preceding quotation 

                                                 
40 In choosing her audience, Jacobs seems to be well aware of the fact that “shared gender between narrator and 
audience is a central part of the narrative’s desired effect:  identification and empathy” (Johnson 14).  She hopes 
that white Northern women will be “able to identify with her plight, that they will perhaps recognize a shared 
bondage, and that they will be moved to aid their sisters who are chattel slaves” (Johnson 14). 
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suggest, it is Hurston’s race AND gender (with all of their concomitant stereotypes), and not 

necessarily her uniqueness as a human being, that make her into a desirable sexual partner for 

Mr. Moncrief.  Hurston is put into direct contrast to Mr. Moncrief’s wife whom he calls “that 

old made I married by mistake” (643).  While in Mr. Moncrief’s thinking white womanhood 

comes to be associated with sexual frigidity, black womanhood is linked to extreme sexual 

libido and ends up being totally conflated with a black woman’s sexuality.41   

 Hurston tries to protect herself from Mr. Moncrief by telling his wife about his 

propositions and experiences a similar, although not identical, reaction like Jacobs when Mrs. 

Flint learns about her husband’s sexual persecutions of their slave.  Although Mrs. Moncrief 

is not outright cruel to Hurston, like Mrs. Flint is to Jacobs, she “reserves” a place of 

victimization by patriarchy and sexism merely for herself.  She tells Hurston:  “’You have 

nothing to cry about, Zora.  You haven’t been lying here for three years with somebody 

hoping to find you dead every morning’” (642).  Hurston’s ultimate escape from Mr. 

Moncrief’s lust is perhaps not as politically complex as is Jacobs’s, but it can be described as 

prototypically African American in its kind of resistance.  Putting on the role of a female 

trickster, Hurston promises to meet Mr. Moncrief at a particular night in order to depart with 

him to Canada, but when the time comes she never shows up.  Although Dust Tracks has been 

criticized by a number of scholars for its apolitical stance, Claudine Raynaud poignantly 

observes that, especially when read in conjunction with other African American women’s 

autobiographies, it carries an important political message.  And that is:  “From slavery to 

domestic labor, the situation of a young black female in a white household has always been a 

threatened and a cruel one” (Raynaud 45).42 

                                                 
41In other words, Hurston is viewed by Mr. Moncrief as Jezebel.  For more on the stereotypical figure of Jezebel, 
see, for example, Eugene Victor Wolfenstein’s “Reflections on Malcolm X and Black Feminism” (p.  48). 
42 Hurston’s feminist consciousness is perhaps best visible in those passages of Dust Tracks in which she 
touches upon a taboo subject of black men’s abuse of black women.  Her “heroines” in those incidents are 
clearly strong women, such as her mother, her Aunt Caroline or Big Sweet, who stand up to men’s violence 
directed at them and ask for the respect they deserve (Meisenhelder 166).     
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As a prison narrative, Davis’s autobiography explores the issue of sexual abuse of 

black women in the context of American prisons of the 1960s.  The harassment Davis talks 

about in this case is not really that of black women by either black or white men; rather the 

prison matrons, who are without exception female, act as sexual abusers of women prisoners 

on behalf of the generally repressive state.  For instance, Davis talks about a practice of 

vaginal examinations to which female prisoners are submitted each time they leave “jail for a 

court appearance, and upon their return” (Angela 22).  Davis also comments on the way the 

female prisoners’ bodies become sexualized through matrons’ voyeurism: “Female jailers 

must have something of the voyeuse in them – even those who are not homosexual inevitably 

stand and watch you with deep interest while you strip down to the nude” (324-25).  The 

incarcerated black female body, interestingly, is made an object of medical and sexual gaze 

when it serves the prison’s disciplining of the prisoners, but refused proper treatment when it 

needs one.  Davis herself develops a serious skin disease, for instance, as a result of the 

prison’s unwillingness to provide her with a suitable medical examination.   

In Angela Davis:  An Autobiography, even more attention than to the phenomenon of 

sexual abuse of black women is paid to a more general issue of sexism inside and outside 

prison.  Davis criticizes the American prison system’s reiteration of the sexist division of 

social roles into properly masculine and properly feminine.  One of the “jail outlets” designed 

as a source of pastime for the female prisoners, Davis tells us, is a space in which women can 

do household tasks, such as washing and ironing (309).  The assumptions behind the creation 

of such an outlet, according to Davis, are highly sexist and lie in the prison officials’ 

reasoning that “women, because they are women, lack an essential part of their existence if 

they are separated from their domestic chores” (309).  Criticism of sexism, called “a constant 

problem in my political life,” also saturates Davis’s depiction of her experience with the 
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Black Power Movement (159).43  As she recollects:  “I was criticized very heavily by male 

members of Karenga’s organization for doing “’a man’s job.’  Women should not play 

leadership roles, they insisted” (159).  Or later:  “By playing such a leading role in the 

organization, some of them insisted, we were aiding and abetting the enemy, who wanted to 

see Black men weak” (180).  Davis’s condemnation is oriented primarily at the black men in 

the movement who are unwilling to break free from the narrow confines of chauvinist 

thinking and who fight oppression (racist) while not being wholly liberated from oppressive 

(sexist) attitudes themselves.  The point she ultimately tries to make in her life story is that 

“adherence to values that perpetuate the patriarchal order (resulting in, among other things, [. . 

.] the devaluation of women’s work) hurt African Americans as a group by undermining the 

solidarity needed to mount unified (i.e., across gender) resistance to shared racial oppression” 

(Perkins 104).  

In addition to discussing (as is common in male slave narratives) white masters’ 

sexual abuse of their female slaves, Douglass’s Narrative brings an example of another way 

in which black women were sexually exploited under slavery.  Via a story about a slave 

woman, named Caroline, the reader learns that sometimes female slaves were forced (by their 

owners or overseers) into sexual intercourse with male slaves as a way of prodding their 

reproduction.  Remembering Caroline, Douglass writes:   

She was a large, able-bodied woman, about twenty years old [. . .] After buying 
her, he [Covey] hired a married man of Mr. Samuel Harrison, to live with him 
one year; and him he used to fasten up with her every night!  The result was, 
that, at the end of the year, the miserable woman gave birth to twins. (45) 
    

Other scenes of slave women’s abuse (and there is a large number of them in Narrative) 

graphically depict the masters’ whippings of their female slaves.  The most memorable (in its 

detail and dramatization) perhaps is the one of Captain Anthony’s beating of Douglass’s Aunt 

Hester.  Although there is no doubt that Douglass’s crafting of such a scene has a moralizing 
                                                 
43 For more information on this, see Paula Giddings’s When and Where I Enter:  The Impact of Black Women on 
Race and Sex in America. 
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note and was calculated to evoke horror and pity on the part of his white readers, one cannot 

overlook the fact that the passage is also highly sexualized.44  This is how Douglass describes 

the whipping:   

Before he commenced whipping Aunt Hester, he took her into the kitchen, and 
stripped her from neck to waist [. . .] He then told her to cross her hands, 
calling her at the same time a d – d b – h.  After crossing her hands, he tied 
them with a strong rope, and led her to a stool under a large hook in the joist, 
put in for the purpose [. . .] after rolling up his sleeves, he commenced to lay on 
the heavy cowskin, and soon the warm, red blood [. . .] came dripping to the 
floor. (15) 

 
To quote Maurice Wallace, “one need no longer question if sexual subjectivity exists in 

Narrative; one only wonders how much” (252).    

Perhaps the most intriguing analysis so far of Douglass’s rendering of the beatings of 

female slaves has come from Deborah McDowell.  In her essay “In the First Place:  Making 

Frederick Douglass and the Afro-American Narrative Tradition,” she offers a psychoanalytic 

reading of the issue in question.  In McDowell’s understanding, “Douglass’s repetition of the 

sexualized scene of whipping projects him into a voyeuristic relation to the violence against 

slave women, which he watches, and thus enters into a symbolic complicity with the sexual 

crime he witnesses” (50).45  According to McDowell, Douglass is “implicated in the very 

situation of exploitation that [. . .] [he] seeks to expose” in at least one more way (48).  In all 

the beating scenes narrated by Douglass, “slave women operate almost totally as [voiceless] 

physical bodies;” their naked “backs become the parchment on which Douglass narrates his 

linear progression from bondage to freedom” (48).  In other words, Douglass depends for the 

textual rendering of his freedom on the narrative control of female slaves’ bodies and voices.  

By putting himself in such a position, he (consciously or not) participates in the “gendered 

division of power relations” (McDowell 53). 
                                                 
44 In Black Skins, White Masks Frantz Fanon writes:  “’[we] know how much sexuality there is in all cruelties, 
torture, [and] beatings’” (qtd. in Wallace 253). 
45 Jerry H. Bryant likewise contends that Douglass’s role in the scene of Aunt Hester’s whipping is that of a 
voyeur.  Fore more information on the sexual aspects of violence under slavery, see his book Victims and 
Heroes:  Racial Violence in the African American Novel (1997). 
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 Maurice Wallace offers another psychoanalytic reading of the Aunt Hester scene.  In 

Wallace’s view, the whipping passage “turns Freud’s oedipal model on its head” (252).  

Rather than following the Freudian “scenario” by being entranced “by the coital activity of his 

parents,” Douglass identifies with the abused female body through his experience of “fear of 

also being raped by Captain Anthony” (Wallace 252).  However, because “he has learned 

from Aunt Hester the primacy of the phallus” (Wallace 253), Douglass has to destroy this 

“fluid pubescent libidinality located intermediately between the libidinal masculine and the 

libidinal feminine” (Wallace 252).  He has to gain “’phallic monosexuality’ if bodily freedom, 

political or sexual, is to be his” (Wallace 253).  In addition, Wallace sees “Douglass’s 

[overall] preoccupation with the masculine ideal in Narrative [. . .] [as] coterminous with his 

fear of the feminine” (253).  Although on the whole different, both McDowell’s and 

Wallace’s interpretation of the female whipping scenes in Narrative agree on their erotic 

parameters and conclude they should be read in the context of the masculine drive for 

power.46 

 Wright’s depiction of the sexual exploitation of black women in Black Boy (American 

Hunger) manifests Wright’s understanding that one’s own victimization by the system does 

not necessarily prevent one from either prejudice or abuse.  The comprehension of the 

workings of racism does not immediately bring with it one’s freedom from sexism, especially 

if sexist attitudes are the order of the day in which one lives.  While he works as a hallboy in a 

hotel in Mississippi, Wright criticizes a young black maid’s passive acceptance of her 

harassment by white men.  He considers her as responsible for her own sexual exploitation as 

he does white men, because she seemingly “expect[s] and readily condone[s] white men’s 

behavior” (Hakutani, “Creation” 72).  Talking to Wright about white men in the hotel who 

                                                 
46 Sterling Lecater Bland, Jr. offers a religious reading of the Aunt Hester scene.  Through his witnessing of Aunt 
Hester’s whipping, in Bland, Jr.’s words, Douglass “receives instruction about slavery [. . .] that he 
narratologically imposes upon[. . .] an Old Testament archetypical scene of biblical instruction:  Ham witnessing 
his father’s Noah’s nakedness and being cursed” (82).   
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regularly slap her on the buttocks, she says:  “’It don’t matter [ . . .] They never get any 

further with us than that, if we don’t want ‘em to’” (198).  Rather than seeing the maid’s 

reaction to white men’s harassment as the only possible way to evade more serious 

consequences, such as unemployment or possibly even rape, the young Wright attributes it to 

her shallowness, stupidity and flippancy.  On the other hand, Wright, the autobiographer 

(writing in the naturalist stream), wants us to see both his and the maid’s reactions as 

reflective of the environment from which they sprang.   

In young Wright’s perception, lack of intelligence is also a reason why a young 

housewife to whom he sells insurance lets herself be sexually exploited by Wright.  “Sex 

relations,” Wright claims, “were the only relations she had ever had; no others were possible 

with her, so limited was her intelligence” (292).  To confirm the housewife’s idiocy, Wright 

adds that “during the entire period of my relationship with her, she had but one demand to 

make of me:  She wanted me to take her to the circus” (289).  Although he does not feel either 

respect or love for the woman, he is nevertheless possessive of her.  When she mentions the 

name of another man who “visits” her, Wright has an outburst of jealousy.  Wright literally 

reduces the woman to nothingness – “I came to the conclusion that [. . .] [a life like hers] 

meant absolutely nothing” (290).  While the young Wright does not seem to be particularly 

remorseful about his treatment of the woman in question – after all, she is stupid and her life 

is inconsequential – the older Wright writing the book realizes the desperation of her 

situation.  Racism (and sexism) lead to the lack of education, lack of education leads to 

poverty, poverty leads to sexually promiscuous behavior – ultimately, a black woman is 

entangled in the web of circumstances too tight to be easily deserted. 

As was already stressed above, Malcolm X’s presentation of women in his life story, 

including his depiction of their harassment and abuse, has to be assessed in the context of his 
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nationalist masculinist politics and his misogynist past.47  In respect to the topic of this 

section, X’s autobiography is highly interesting, because it puts side by side a discussion of 

the exploitation of black and white women by black men.  The particular characters in The 

Autobiography whom the male abuse concerns are those of Laura and Sophia.  I think that 

Malcolm X conceived the story about Laura mainly as a way to present the readers with his 

repentance for the sins of his past life.  X tries to convince the reading public of his feelings of 

guilt for the degradation of this originally promising young woman into a prostitute, alcoholic 

and drug-addict.  As he says:  “One of the shames I have carried for years is that I blame 

myself for all of this” (154).   

When read between the lines, however, it is precisely this story that mirrors the depths 

of Malcolm X’s sexist beliefs and attitudes rather than his fair understanding of women.  Even 

if X admits that he participated in Laura’s downward spiral movement, he also seems to 

believe that Laura had some “subsurface potential” to become a prostitute which he had only 

helped to activate (148).  As he suggests:  “I wish I had known then [what] to look for in 

Laura’s face” (148).  The belief that some women are by nature determined to live the life of a 

prostitute is highly misogynist and seems to neglect the serious social reasons for the 

existence of prostitution in economically disadvantaged communities.  If X’s book provides a 

detailed social analysis of the reasons that lead a black man to live the life of hustling, 

pimping and burglary, it fails to do the same with the specifically female predicament.  The 

implication of Laura’s story in the context of the autobiography seems to be that whereas 

racism of the dominating white society turns a young black man into a criminal, it is some 

kind of an internal tendency that transforms a young black woman into a prostitute.48 

                                                 
47 One should perhaps also pose a question of how much of Malcolm X’s portrayal as a masculinist is to be 
attributed to Alex Haley’s, his ghost writer’s, projections of X. 
48 In relation to Laura, Malcolm X adds that “learning to hate the men who bought her, she also became a 
Lesbian” which, in his eyes, seems to represent the absolute lowest depth to which a woman could fall (154).    
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Sophia, Malcolm X’s white lover from his pre-conversion period, becomes the very 

embodiment of white female sexuality, or, as X would probably put it, white female lust for 

black male body.  Although X does not deny his physical attraction to Sophia (he describes 

her as “almost too fine to believe” (152)), he stresses her function in his life as a status symbol 

when he says:  “I paraded her.  The Negro men loved her” (152).  In his article “Prison, 

Perversion, and Pimps,” Terri Hume Oliver claims that in the books like The Autobiography 

of Malcolm X, the white woman “pose[s] a threat to black masculinity by being able to wield 

more power in their relationship” (150).  Oliver sees as “the symbol for the transfer of power” 

from a man to a woman the automobile (“the ubiquitous phallic symbol”) in which Sophia 

drives Malcolm X around Boston (159).  I consider this reading of Sophia as “the predatory 

figure of the white temptress” highly problematic (162).  It seems to me that it is not Sophia, 

but Malcolm X who is a real dominating partner in their relationship.  We learn that X 

physically abuses Sophia “just to keep her in line” and that he demands that she financially 

support him (226).  X’s confidence in saying that he knew that Sophia “wasn’t even thinking 

about not coming back” (226) and that “Sophia would do anything I said” (233) hardly 

confirms Oliver’s opinion about the male-female power reversal in X’s and Sophia’s 

relationship.   

It is hard to determine what keeps Sophia in the long-term relationship with Malcolm 

X and even propels her to participate in the burglaries with him, if X’s account of his dealings 

with her is accurate.  Be it love or an incredibly strong sexual desire that Sophia feels for 

Malcolm,49 it is X in the end who predatorily feeds on the relationship (and not Sophia).  The 

only point with which I agree in Oliver’s argumentation is that Malcolm X’s relationship with 

Sophia, due to the American society’s perception of interracial sex between black men and 

white women, presents a physical danger for him.  This danger indeed materializes when 

                                                 
49 Crispin Sartwell would probably interpret Sophia’s desire for Malcolm X as her need for re-embodiment (see 
the chapter on Malcolm X in Sartwell’s Act Like You Know). 
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Sophia’s husband comes to look for Malcolm X and when X gets a longer sentence in prison 

precisely because he had engaged in interracial sex.  Only in the indirect sense just explained 

does Malcolm X become Sophia’s victim.        

In his narration about Sophia, X engages in a number of sexist remarks like the 

following: “It seems that some women love to be exploited” and “Every once in a while a 

woman seems to need, in fact wants this [beating], too” (226).  Once again, Malcolm X falls 

into the essentialist talk about gender without realizing its social dangers for the African 

American community and the society in general.  By justifying black male violence towards 

women (white or black), Malcolm X unconsciously weakens and contradicts his argument 

about the injustice of white society’s violence towards the black community (Collins 79).50  In 

his depiction of his father’s beating of his mother or of his own abuse of Sophia, X does not 

realize the existence of a parallel between racial and gender oppression.  He “correspondingly 

fails to see the ways in which sexism grants men a similar illegitimate or immoral authority to 

engage in violence against women” (Collins 81).  Moreover, whereas X expresses at least 

some degree of regret about his behavior toward Laura, he vocalizes none when it comes to 

Sophia.  Even in retrospect, Malcolm X sees Sophia only as a privileged member of the racist 

white society the connections with whom bring him a long prison sentence and not at all as a 

victim of his own patriarchal and sexist practices.   

 

                                                 
50 It is possible to argue that this is old, ghetto Malcolm speaking and that the new post-Mecca Malcolm does not 
condone violence towards women.  What I, however, consider problematic about this stance is that it has no 
textual support.  If X had had any real feelings of wrongdoing and regret as far as his physical abuse of Sophia is 
concerned, I think he would have vocalized them in the text (which he does not).  After all, there are a number of 
passages elsewhere in The Autobiography in which X’s mature, retrospective voice comments on (and corrects) 
the younger Malcolm’s convictions (see, for instance, the conking episode or his remarks concerning the NOI).   
The only probable reading in which Malcolm X’s depiction of his misuse of Sophia does not necessarily have to 
be considered his acceptance of violence towards women is the one that does not focus on Sophia’s gender, but 
rather views her merely as the ultimate symbol of Malcolm X’s self-hatred.  Then X’s physical mistreatment of 
Sophia does not have to be looked at as an expression of his misogyny, but rather as his way of defeating the 
demons of internalized racism. 
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1.5 “We Shall Overcome” or on the Road Towards Freedom 

This section discusses a distinction that recent scholarship has made between the male 

and female subjects of slave narratives.  While most male slave narrators, in Valerie Smith’s 

words, have a tendency to represent their lives as “essentially solitary journeys,” their female 

counterparts create stories “of a triumphant self-in-relation” (33).  The problem that I wish to 

address is the defensibility of the given gender-based difference as well as its applicability to 

later African American autobiographical works.   

Few readers would disagree with the observation of Douglass’s delineation of himself 

in Narrative as a solitary hero.  All the difficulties that Douglass encounters in and out of 

slavery, he overcomes alone, by means of his own intelligence, resourcefulness and strength.  

Narrative does not present the members of Douglass’s extended family as, in any way, really 

important agents in the alleviation of the traumas Douglass experiences as a slave.  

Sometimes, other slaves even worsen the matters, as when one of them reveals to the master 

Douglass’s plan of collective running away.  It is only after Douglass decides to rely on his 

own courage and undertakes the escape alone that he reaches the North successfully.  Sandy’s 

attempt to protect Douglass from being beaten by Covey with a gift of a mysterious root is 

disregarded as a piece of superstition (49).  Douglass wants us to know that it is his physical 

and mental prevalence over Covey that ensures his single-handed victory over the cruel 

overseer.  Although Douglass’s “intended wife,” Anna, must have been a source of both 

emotional and material help to Douglass while he was still enslaved, he virtually erases her 

from Narrative (70).  She is mentioned in a single line towards the end of his story and that in 

Douglass’s brief description of their wedding “ceremony.”51  When Douglass’s depiction of 

himself in Narrative as a lonely rebel is juxtaposed with his portrait in My Bondage, My 

Freedom (1855) where he acknowledges much stronger ties with his fellow slaves, the reader 

                                                 
51 McDowell informs us that Anna Murray, Douglass’s wife, a free black woman, “helped to defray the costs for 
[Douglass’s] runaway scheme by borrowing from her savings and by selling one of her feather beds” (43). 
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realizes the constructed nature of both autobiographical subjects.  The question remains of 

what might have been the reasons for Douglass’s creation of his persona as isolated and 

lonely in his first life story.  

The most probable answer to the question is to be found in, what Dwight A. McBride 

terms, Douglass’s “discursive reader” (151).  Douglass writes for the audience that is 

predominantly white, northern and middle-class and is conscious of the fact that the 

abolitionist agenda his Narrative wishes to advance will be most effective, if the audience 

manages to find a line of identification with the autobiographer.  Douglass thus molds his 

persona into such shapes that correspond to his reading public’s expectations of what 

constitutes proper masculinity.52  Endorsing “the fundamental American plot, the myth of the 

self-made man,” Douglass creates a hero whose life confirms that “inner sources alone can 

lead to success” (Valerie Smith 27).  Although Douglass’s rugged individualism rhetoric 

seems to have a liberating potential, it, in reality, “provides counterevidence for his platform 

for radical change” (Valerie Smith 27; italics mine).  In Valerie Smith’s opinion, by 

“demonstrating that a slave can be a man in terms of all the qualities valued by his northern 

middle-class reader,” Douglass unconsciously “lends credence to the patriarchal structure 

largely responsible for his oppression” (27).   In other words, Douglass is not as successful as 

Jacobs in working both within and against the ideological constructs of his own time.  Rather 

than redefining the notion of proper masculinity to better fit his own position in American 

society, Douglass merely accepts it in Narrative, thereby perpetuating the basis of his own 

subjugation.       

An even stronger sense of aloneness than in Douglass’s Narrative can be felt in 

Wright’s Black Boy (American Hunger).  Although Wright mentions the attempts on part of 

individual whites and blacks to help him, more often than not, these are thwarted by Southern 

                                                 
52 For more on this, see Houston A. Baker, Jr.’s The Journey Back:  Issues in Black Literature and Criticism. 
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social codes or revealed to be self-serving. Wright’s grandmother, as already mentioned, puts 

a check on her grandson’s creative literature training and a newspaper that a friendly black 

boy suggests Wright could sell as a way of making some money turns out to preach the Ku 

Klux Klan propaganda.  Two racist white workers prevent Wright from the opportunity 

offered to him by a sympathetic white boss to learn optical trade.  Seemingly kind Mrs. Moss 

who offers Wright food and boarding upon his arrival in Memphis, soon transforms into a 

calculating black woman whose only wish is to make Wright marry her mentally retarded 

daughter.  Even the Communist Party which, for a time, seems to enable Wright to develop 

his literary talents, proves to be a confining, rather than a liberating, environment for the 

young writer.  In other words, the autobiographical persona Black Boy (American Hunger) 

presents us with is that of a lonely hero, struggling first for survival and then for literary 

success and winning both by means of his own qualities.  David L. Dudley is not far from the 

truth when he claims that in the “world of race war and race hatred, he himself, Richard 

Wright, is his greatest hero” (116).  Dudley, moreover, suggests that after Douglass, Wright is 

the first black autobiographer “with a strong enough sense of his own heroism [. . .] 

successfully to shape his life story as heroic myth” (116).     

One could search, as many critics have done, for the reasons of Wright’s delineation of 

himself as a “’heroic loner’” in terms of the autobiographer’s personality and profession 

(Andrews, qtd. in Dudley 135).  Yoshinobu Hakutani, for example, calls Wright “an intense 

individualist” (“Richard” 131) and John M. Reilly observes that as a writer, Wright is “forged 

in solitary and independent thought” (221); he “survives in (and because of) his private world 

of thought and feeling fed by his books, not by human contact” (Dudley 131).53  Carla 

Cappetti has a slightly different explanation of the phenomenon of an isolated hero in Black 

Boy (American Hunger).  In her opinion, a sense of loneliness has to do with Wright’s 

                                                 
53 Ralph Ellison explains Wright’s alienation from the African American community through Wright’s “groping 
for individual values, in a black community whose values were [. . .] ‘pre-individual’” (83).  For more 
information on this, see Ellison’s essay “Richard Wright’s Blues” in Shadow and Act. 
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decision to craft his life story as a sociological document in the vein of the Chicago School of 

Urban Sociology that strongly influenced him.54  This stream of sociology, represented most 

notably by such personalities as Louis Wirth, Robert Park, Horace Cayton and Franklin 

Frazier, understood reality as a dichotomy between the individual and society (group, 

institutions) (Cappetti, “Richard Wright” 28).  Following their philosophy, Cappetti argues, 

Wright organizes the plot of Black Boy (American Hunger) as a “series of confrontations” 

between the individual and the group (“Richard Wright” 33), the latter of which has three 

representatives – 1) the family, 2) the South (epitomized by religion, school, and the racist 

white world) and 3) the Communist Party (29).  Wright’s attempt at consistency in presenting 

a particular worldview (that shared with the Chicago school) then, more than anything else, 

leads to his creation of a heroic loner protagonist in Black Boy. 

Carol Ohmann has described the autobiographical subject of Malcolm X’s life story as 

a Franklinian hero possessing the typically American self-made man’s traits of self-reliance 

and rugged individuality.  A closer look at the way The Autobiography of Malcolm X is 

conceived and built, in my opinion, defies Ohmann’s argument.  First of all, X’s life story 

belongs to the genre of conversion narrative and as such aims at the autobiographer’s self-

effacement.55  It is Malcolm X’s aim to show the reader that who he has become is not the 

result of his exceptionality, but rather the will of Islamic God.  The last two sentences of the 

book, the like of which can be found throughout the text, mirror this attitude in a nutshell:  

“all of the credit is due to Allah.  Only the mistakes have been mine” (501).   Likewise, the 

two dedications of the autobiography – the original one to Elijah Muhammad and the later one 

to X’s wife, Betty, and their children – show that it was not Malcolm X’s plan to present 

himself as a lonely achiever in the mode of Benjamin Franklin (or even Frederick Douglass).   

                                                 
54 The Chicago School was, in Cappetti’s words, “a more subjective sociology which rediscovered the 
subjectivity of the individual beneath its uniform-looking statistics” (“Richard Wright” 25). 
55 Even if Malcolm X’s work ethic reminds one of the Protestant (and Franklinian) idea of the “’dignity of 
labor,’” the two are not to be conflated (Butterfield 234).  While the latter “emphasizes individual accumulation 
and advancement,” the former stresses the needs of the race as a whole (Butterfield 235).  
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Malcolm X’ life story abounds with his remarks on the people whose influence and 

support made it easier for him to struggle against American racism and grow as a human 

being.  Malcolm X names a prisoner, Bimbi, and his own brothers, Reginald and Philbert, as 

his initiators into the Islamic faith.  Malcolm X’s sister, on the other hand, repeatedly offers 

him financial support, including the money needed for Malcolm X’s revelatory trip to Mecca.  

Ella is also to thank for Malcolm X’s transfer to Norfolk Prison, an experimental 

rehabilitation jail, which (with its Pankhurst library) becomes a site of his tremendous 

intellectual growth.  Betty, on the other hand, is acknowledged as Malcolm X’s main 

psychological support after his break with the Nation of Islam.  Malcolm X further lists his 

hosts during his travels in the Arabic world (the younger and older Dr. Azzam and Prince 

Faisal) and Africa (Proffesor Essien-Udom, Mrs. Du Bois and many others).  The catalogs of 

names are X’s way of expressing gratitude to the people who not only made his stay abroad 

more comfortable, but also stretched his thinking to more international dimensions.  As the 

above discussion illustrates, the self of Malcolm X’s autobiography can hardly be described 

as isolated.  Although the ultimate credit for Malcolm X’s life is given to divine intervention, 

the help of a number of people Malcolm X encountered on the way is also acknowledged.   

In this particular respect, The Autobiography of Malcolm X is related less to 

Douglass’s Narrative and more to Jacobs’s Incidents.  Jacobs’s autobiographical subject has 

often been described as a prototype of the self-in-relation.  Already the first chapter of 

Incidents focuses not on the “I” so typical of other slave narratives, but on “they” – Jacobs’s 

relatives: her grandmother, her father, her mother and her brother Ben.  This tone is retained 

throughout her narrative.  As discussed earlier, Jacobs presents her grandmother as a role 

model and a great source of help.  Jacobs also gives tribute to the character of Sally, who 

helped her immediately after her escape from Dr. Flint, as well as to the white woman who 

hid her in her house.  Jacobs does not forget to mention her advisor, uncle Phillip, and her 
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friend Peter who spends a night with her in the Snaky Swamp, who arranges for her faked 

letters to be sent to Dr. Flint and who, most importantly, helps her escape to the North.  

Unlike Douglass, Jacobs is not alone during her escape – another black woman and a friendly 

white captain accompany her.  Likewise, Jacobs does not diminish the role that kind white 

people played in her attempt to survive once she arrives in New York and then in Boston.  

One of them, Mrs. Bruce, she calls “a friend among strangers” (512).   

Despite the amount of help that Jacobs admits to have obtained while trying to break 

free from slavery, she should not be perceived merely as a passive receiver of other people’s 

benevolence.  On the contrary, using her determination, intelligence and ingenuity she acts on 

behalf of her own and her children’s destiny.  Jacobs does not allow her confinement in her 

grandmother’s garret to entirely rob her of agency.  As Jean Fagan Yellin comments:  “From 

her cramped hiding place, she manipulates the sale of her children to their father, arranges for 

her daughter to be taken north, tricks her master into believing that she has left the South and, 

quite literally directs a performance in which Dr. Flint plays the fool while she watches, 

unseen (“Introduction” xxx).56 

  Like Jacobs, Hurston begins the story of her life by focusing on others, rather than 

herself.  The first two chapters of Dust Tracks are named “My Birthplace” and “My Folks” 

and place the autobiographer first in a wider historical context of her home community – 

Eatonville, Florida – and then into a narrower context of her family tree.  Hurston perceives 

her life as a result of, what she calls, “the material that went to make me” and considers it 

important that the reader knows “something about the time and place where I came from, in 

order that you may interpret the incidents and directions of my life” (561).  Although at the 

first sight Hurston’s approach might remind us somewhat of Wright’s social determinism in 

                                                 
56 It is interesting to point out here that, even if Jacobs’s story is, on the whole, that of “a triumphant self-in-
relation” (Valerie Smith 33), it could also, in one particular way, be described as a story of “the heroine as an 
isolated individual” (Johnson 26).  After all, Jacobs spends most of her narrative alone, confined first in the 
house of a white lady who helps her after her escape and later in her grandmother’s garret and over that time has 
no contact with her children and very little with other members of her family.   
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Black Boy (American Hunger), in reality the two do not have much in common.  Whereas 

Wright uses his naturalist approach to criticize white American racism as a source of utter 

degradation of the Afro-American community, Hurston’s focus on the Eatonville community 

is aimed towards celebrating the richness of her cultural heritage.   

Even if Hurston did not spend her whole life in Eatonville, its culture and its 

communal feeling left their permanent imprint on her artistic sensibility.  This can be best 

appreciated in the stylistic make-up of the first half of the book.  Here, using free indirect 

discourse, Hurston “constantly covers up her personal voice with the voice of the community” 

(Raynaud 112) or, as Robert E. Hemenway calls it, “the village voice” (279).  She thus, 

according to Henry Louis Gates, Jr.,  “’reaffirms the link that binds her to communal lore’” 

(qtd. in Rodríguez 243), creating a work that Françoise Lionnet appropriately terms 

“autoethnography” (114).  The effect Hurston achieves through this stylistic approach is that 

of presenting “these early episodes through the eyes, the voices, the dialect of the men and the 

few women sitting on the porch of the Eatonville store” (Raynaud 113).  The community is 

present not only in the dialect of Eatonville inhabitants, but also in Hurston’s employment 

elsewhere in the text of African American idioms and folklore in general (descriptions of 

black cultural customs, such as religious revivals, inclusion of folk tales, etc.).  Even the 

whole issue of truthfulness and factual accuracy (or their absence) in Dust Tracks can perhaps 

be explained through Hurston’s absorption of the Eatonville culture and her wish to use it in 

her redefinition of the autobiographical genre.  To use Claudine Raynaud’s expression, in 

Dust Tracks, Hurston creates “autobiography as a ‘lying’ session;” her approach reminds the 

reader much more of a tall tale told on Joe Clarke’s porch than of a strictly factual rendering 

of the writer’s existence.    

In a more traditional sense of a “self-in-relation,” Hurston talks about the importance 

of women in her life.  Her relationship with her mother and her sponsor has been discussed 
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earlier.  Hurston devotes an entire chapter of her autobiography to two women friends – 

Fannie Hurst and Ethel Waters.  Unlike love, friendship in Dust Tracks is presented as an 

“empowering force” (Lionnet 134).  In Hurston’s own phrasing:  “It seems to me that trying 

to live without friends, is like milking a bear to get cream for your morning coffee.  It is a 

whole lot of trouble, and then not worth much after you get it” (742).  Hurston’s depiction of 

her friendship with Waters – “I am her friend, and her tongue is in my mouth” – strongly 

reminds one of the female bonding between Janie and Phoebe in Their Eyes Were Watching 

God (1937) (739).  If it is a feeling of intimacy that characterizes Hurston’s relationship with 

Waters, shared eccentricity seems to be her link with Hurst (Brantley 206).  In addition to 

these “two women in particular,” Hurston writes affectionately about Big Sweet, a remarkable 

woman and Hurston’s “bodyguard” during her research in Polk County (DT 734).  Hurston 

also acknowledges the help provided her by a poor white woman who finds her a job with 

Miss M ―, Miss M ― who treats her well, the acting troupe that offers her “a warm fire [. . .] 

[and] the feel of peace,” the Hughes family and finally, her anthropology professor, Franz 

Boas (665). 

And yet, despite all the human networks that Hurston talks about in her life story, 

critics have described her persona as “Melvillian isolato” (Rayson 42) and have found in Dust 

Tracks “radical individualistic strain” (Brantley 187).  These observations, however, have less 

to do with the web of relations that Hurston developed and cherished over the course of her 

life and more with some of her comments on race problematic most of which she places in the 

chapter called “My People, My People.”  In this chapter, Hurston denies the reality of the 

terms, such as race pride, race prejudice, race man, race solidarity and race consciousness and 

expresses her preference for individual action and assessment of people on individual basis.  

As she puts it:  “Light came to me when I realized that I did not have to consider any racial 

group as a whole.  God made them duck by duck and that was the only way I could see them” 
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(731).  It is not difficult to see why assertions like this brought Hurston the label of 

assimilationist.  In the period when African Americans were still exposed to numerous 

manifestations of American racism and black writers were expected to produce works of 

protest, Hurston’s request to be assessed more generally as a human being and a writer, rather 

than specifically as a black female writing in racist America, could have been perceived as 

considerably daring.57  As Gates, Jr. has suggested, Hurston was ahead of her time by 

censoring “all that her readership could draw upon to pigeonhole or define her life as a 

synecdoche of “’the race problem’” (“Negro Way” 43).  Among the autobiographies explored 

here, Hurstons’s is perhaps the only one that emphasizes (in such a degree) the uniqueness, 

rather than the representativeness, of the autobiographer’s life in America. 

In contrast to Hurston’s goals, the aim of Davis’s autobiography is to downplay her 

uniqueness as much as possible.  In reality, Davis was an exceptional (and privileged) black 

woman.  “Very few black females at the time,” bell hooks argues, “had gone to radical high 

schools where they learned about socialism or traveled to Europe and studied at the 

Sorbonne” (Black Looks 54). Yet, in the preface to her autobiography Davis asserts:  “The 

forces that have made my life what it is are the very same forces that have shaped and 

misshaped the lives of millions of my people,” and later:  “The one extraordinary event of my 

life had nothing to do with me as an individual – with a little twist of history, another sister or 

brother could have easily become the political prisoner.”  As a Communist and a 

revolutionary, Davis rejects uniqueness and individualism as parts of the “’decadent capitalist 

culture’” (Jackson, qtd. in Perkins 8) and is ”concerned that she not be viewed in isolation 

from the mass struggle which [. . .] gives her speech legitimacy” (Perkins 8).   

All of this naturally implies that Davis’s autobiography, like female slave narratives, 

tries to “evince a relational understanding of self” and emphasizes the ethic of mutuality 

                                                 
57 See, for instance, Richard Wright’s “Blueprint for Negro Writing” (1937). 
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(Perkins 7).  Davis dedicates her life story to her family, her comrades and all the “sisters and 

brothers” who fight against “racism and class injustice.”  Davis’s consistent use of the kinship 

terms brother and sister to denote other African Americans suggests her perception of the 

black community as a large family whose ties are made not necessarily of blood, but of shared 

discrimination and (ideally) common struggle against it.  The recognition of female bonds 

(with her grandmother, her mother, Charlene Mitchell, etc.) in Davis’s life has already been 

discussed.  Davis also vocalizes her respect and admiration for Maître Archimede (who helps 

Davis and her group get out of Guadeloupe on their trip home from Cuba) when she states:  

“If I had surrendered to my desires, I would have remained on this island to learn from this 

woman” (214).  Davis further acknowledges the strength that solidarity with other political 

prisoners gives her and the perseverance with which the masses demonstrating outside her 

prison(s) endow her.  It is impossible to recapitulate the names of all the people to whom 

Davis expresses thankfulness in her autobiography – the roll call is so extensive.  Perhaps 

Davis’s sister Fania should be added, Jon and George Jackson and female jurors at her trial in 

California.  Davis’s thought that some of the books she comes across in the prison library 

have been read by other Communist women imprisoned during the McCarthy era establishes 

her connection with her female political ancestors.58  Her numerous allusions to slave 

narratives, on the other hand, affirm her link with her literary predecessors.     

 

1.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that the theme of family has its continuous presence in 

African American autobiography which is reflective of the importance of familial relations in 

the identity-formation and lives of African Americans.  In particular, the figure of the mother 

and/or grandmother looms large, although the nature of her depiction seems to be roughly 

                                                 
58 She writes:  “I felt honored to be following in the tradition of some of this country’s most outstanding 
heroines:  Communist women leaders, especially the black Communist Claudia Jones” (52).   
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divided along the lines of the autobiographers’ gender.  Female autobiographers tend to 

acknowledge the positive impact of the maternal figures in their lives, while the male 

autobiographers either perceive them as victims of the social system (slavery, institutionalized 

racism) or view them through the prism of their own sexism as weak or unfeminine.  The 

presentations of the father figures, on the other hand, are more ambiguous and range from 

mythical heroes (as in Malcolm X) to traitors (Hurston), to absent and mysterious white men 

(Douglass).  It should be repeated that, due to the recurrent separation of the black families in 

the U.S., the notion of surrogate parents is quite common in black autobiography as is the 

redefinition of the family as the African American community or the web of people who help 

the autobiographical subject on his/her road to liberty, success, etc.  While men 

autobiographers tend to acknowledge this network of relations less, often due to the 

worldview (Wright) or a sense of manhood they wish to convey (Douglass), women 

autobiographers craft their personas as true selves-in-relation.  The representation of the 

phenomenon of “double oppression” seems likewise to be dependent on the gender of the 

writer shaping the life story.  Douglass, Wright and Malcolm X, all, to some degree, 

participate in the sexual exploitation of black women, be it as voyeurs (Douglass) or actual 

abusers (Wright, Malcolm X) which attests to their inability or unwillingness to break free 

from the sexual power relations of the larger society.  Jacobs, Hurston and Davis strongly 

criticize the double yoke of racism and sexism to which they (and other African American 

women) are exposed and reveal a finely developed feminist consciousness as a political 

reaction to it.   
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CHAPTER 2:  RELIGION 

2.1 Introduction 

Scholars have repeatedly noted the centrality of religion in the African American 

community and its culture.  Robert Booth Fowler and Allen D. Hertzke have gone so far to 

claim that “in no major racial or ethnic group in the United States [. . .] does religion play a 

more crucial role” than in the case of American blacks (152).  The aim of this chapter is, 

through the analysis of six African American autobiographies, to confirm the significance of 

religious faith in the lives of African Americans and also to demonstrate the complexity and 

heterogeneity of responses that they have had to the questions of religiosity.  This chapter is 

conceived as a reflection of the autobiographers’ perception of black religion (be it African 

American versions of Christianity or Islam) as an independent and culturally specific retort to 

the social position of African Americans throughout their history in the United States.  Thus I 

divide the autobiographers’ approaches towards religion into activist and atheist.  Whereas the 

first group perceives religious rhetoric as an effective tool of social criticism and reform, the 

second rejects the faith in God as an unsuitable means of African American progress in 

American society.  In addition to a more public view of religion as an institution with 

particular social tasks to perform, the autobiographies also touch upon spirituality as a more 

private element of an individual’s emotional, psychological and intellectual existence.  Lastly, 

regardless of where the autobiographers’ sympathies in relation to religious institutions lie, 

the influence of religion can often be traced in the structure and texture of the works under 

exploration.  For instance, the autobiographies often abound with allusions to the Bible and 

make use of religious genres, such as a sermon, a jeremiad or a conversion narrative, to 

structure their narratives. 
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2.2 Activists 

Among the six autobiographers, the designation “activists” suits best Frederick 

Douglass and Malcolm X, since spirituality per se (defined by Kimberly Rae Connor as 

“more personal qualities of religious faith” (7)) is not, so it seems, what is most at stake in 

Douglass’s and X’s life stories.  Rather, in these two autobiographies, religion functions, 

above all, as a form of social and political criticism and activism.  As race leaders and public 

men, Douglass and X employ religion primarily as an effective means of addressing their 

readers and offering them a political program for black liberation.  This is not to deny either 

Douglass or Malcolm X their own belief in God or the importance of spirituality in their lives.  

Rather, it is to show that the authors’ conjuring up of their autobiographies as documents of 

their leadership within the sociopolitical movements of Abolitionism and Black Nationalism 

(and not merely as works of literature), has left its imprint on the way their stories treat 

religion.  

Douglass’s voice in Narrative reaches its most critical dimension in those passages 

where the author discusses white Americans’ practice of Christian religion in the ante-bellum 

South.  Douglass’s thinking seems to be characterized by the dichotomy fake/true 

Christianity, the latter of which is clearly not present in the behavior of the slave-owners and 

other whites participating in slavery.  From Douglass’s perspective, there is a huge disparity 

between Christianity as “an ideal system of beliefs and behavior, and as general practice” of 

the slaveholding South (Orban 656).59  Douglass observes:  “The man who wields the blood-

clotted cowskin during the week fills the pulpit on Sunday and claims to be a minister of the 

meek and lowly Jesus [. . .] He who sells my sister, for purposes of prostitution, stands forth 

                                                 
59 An interesting interpretation of this discrepancy can be found in SallyAnn Ferguson’s essay “Christian 
Violence and the Slave Narrative” in which the author explains the utterly unchristian violent behavior of slave-
holders toward their slaves as psychologically given.  She says that “Christian dogma predisposes some 
believers, whether despotic slave masters or glory-bound parish priests, to seek Jesus-like sufferers onto whom 
they can project their own vices and through whom they can exorcize their own demons, thereby becoming gods 
themselves” (300). 
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as the pious advocate of purity” (74).  Clearly, the religion of the South is permeated with 

hypocrisy that Douglass attacks through his repeated use of irony.  For instance, ironical tone 

forms the most dominant trait of his “A Parody” (in the “Appendix”) in which Douglass 

caricatures a famous Southern church hymn called “Heavenly Union.”  Moreover, instead of 

transforming whites into better and more compassionate people, religious belief seems to 

make them “more cruel and hateful in all [. . .] ways” (Narrative 40).  Douglass reflects that 

“of all slaveholders with whom I have ever met, religious slaveholders are the worst.  I have 

ever found them the meanest and basest, the most cruel and cowardly, of all others” (53).  The 

reason for this negative impact of religion on the slave-owners is that they manage to twist 

and pervert the Bible and Christianity in such a way that these ultimately give them “religious 

sanction and support” for their cruelty towards the slaves (40). 

One might ask why Douglas, after witnessing how easily Christianity can be abused 

and employed to maintain slavery, does not dismiss it altogether as a religious system 

blocking black Americans’ freedom in the U.S.  Why does he make sure, after the scorching 

criticism of Christianity throughout his narrative, to appease his readers by writing the 

following: 

I find, since reading over the foregoing Narrative, that I have, in several 
instances, spoken in such a tone and manner, respecting religion, as may 
possibly lead those unacquainted with my religious view to suppose me an 
opponent of all religion [. . .] What I have said respecting and against religion, 
I mean strictly to apply to the slaveholding religion of this land, and with no 
possible reference to Christianity proper (75)?  
 

To understand Douglass’s motivations, one must read his work through the prism of his own 

time and profession.  Narrative was published at the height of the Abolitionist movement’s 

activity in the U.S. and as an extension of Douglass’s own work as an Abolitionist lecturer. In 

order to be listened to and accepted by whites, the persona Douglass is impelled to create is 

that of a respectable American citizen (as already discussed in 1.5).  In the context of the 
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nineteenth-century America, Christian piety forms a significant element of civic respectability 

and is thus a necessary part of Douglass’s rhetoric in Narrative. 

 Douglass’s approach to Christianity is more pragmatic than spiritual throughout the 

book.  Rather than passively waiting for God to deliver him from bondage, Douglass decides 

to work for his freedom and ensure it through his own agency.  The religious philosophy that 

seems to stand behind Douglass’s thinking is that God will help those who first and foremost 

help themselves.  As Donald B. Gibson puts it:  “Religion, Christianity, God [in Douglass’s 

thinking] have meaning only insofar as the concepts are concretized in the acts of people, and 

in the acts of people their reality is rendered” (“Christianity” 601).  Later in his life, Douglass 

often claimed that he had “prayed with his feet” and that it was only through the acts of 

conscious men and women that he “could get a glimpse of God anywhere” (Stephens 91).  He 

also refused to publicly “thank God for the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment” (Gibson, 

“Christianity” 600).60  On the basis of such pronouncements, Douglass was accused by some 

of his contemporaries of infidelity.   

Instead of perceiving him as an atheist, I propose that Douglass’s attitude be viewed as 

representative of black theology (Gibson, “Faith” 92).  Although deeply concerned with the 

spiritual life of African Americans, black theology accords itself another important role – that 

of a practical agent struggling (via the Black Church) for the improvement of life of the 

African American community.  In the black Christian tradition, as Peter J. Paris puts it, “the 

thought and practice of religion, politics and morality are integrally related [. . .] the one 

always implies the other” (12).61  In addition, Dolan Hubbard argues that “the ethos of black 

                                                 
60 This is in accordance with the very few moments in Narrative during which the reader gets a peek into 
Douglass’s more private relationship with God.  From Douglass’s inner questions (such as “‘Does a righteous 
God govern the universe? And for what does he hold the thunders in his right hand, if not to smite the oppressor, 
and deliver the spoiled out of the hand of the spoiler?’” (55; italics mine), or “Will not a righteous God visit for 
these things?” (38; italics mine)), it is clear that Douglass calls for the activist God who would make justice more 
transparent in the lives of slaves and his vengeance more felt in the case of their enslavers.  
61 According to Robert Booth Fowler and Allen D. Hertze, this phenomenon is modeled on The Old Testament 
“where the paths of religion and politics often crossed and sometimes converged” (155). 
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culture authorizes the black preacher to foster intellectual anarchy – a tradition of protest and 

resistance – in the face of a morally bankrupt system” (34).   

This linkage of religion to sociopolitical activism can clearly be seen in Narrative. 

Douglass’s leadership of the Sabbath school on his master’s plantation has at least as much to 

do with the spiritual mentoring of other slaves as it does with his teaching them to read and 

write so that they may one day be able to write their passes and escape slavery.62  Douglass’s 

already-mentioned Abolitionist lecturing, it can be argued, is the ultimate and most important 

outlet of his religious belief.  Arguing for the incompatibility of slavery with Christian values, 

Douglass “saves” the souls through his fierce public denouncement of the sin of slavery and 

his request for its immediate abolition.  Hubbard correctly concludes that for Douglass “the 

Nation was his pulpit” (30). 

Not ideologically forced, like Douglass, to be embraced by his white readers, Malcolm 

X rejects Christianity as the “white man’s religion” and adopts Islam, “advertising” it as “a 

special religion for the black man” (Autobiography 320).  As an ardent advocate of the Black 

Nationalist philosophy, X calls for the separation of the African American community from 

the dominating white society.  From X’s perspective, Christianity has been strategically 

employed by whites to brainwash African Americans, fill them with self-hate (by making 

them worship “a blond, blue-eyed God” (319)) and rob them of the much-needed political 

agency.  As he puts it:  “Christianity had made black men fuzzy, nebulous, confused in their 

thinking.  It had taught the black man to think if he had no shoes, and was hungry, ‘we gonna 

get shoes and milk and honey and fish fries in Heaven’” (424).  It is intriguing that Malcolm 

X, as pragmatic and down-to-earth as he proves to be throughout his story, does not wholly 

rid his thinking of the religious outlook.  Many activists from the Civil Rights Era (like 

Angela Davis, for instance) discarded religion and turned to Communism as a viable solution 

                                                 
62 Bland even claims that while Douglass “underscores the fact that he is using the Bible to teach reading [at the 
Sabbath school], there is no indication that his interest is theological in any way.  The Bible is simply the literary 
vehicle around which he organizes his lessons” (98). 
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to the oppression of African Americans in the United States.  Perhaps conscious of the 

importance attached to religion by African Americans since slavery times, Malcolm X deems 

it more productive to offer a spiritual alternative to his fellow blacks than asking them to 

wholly turn their backs on God. 

Moreover, Malcolm X’s approach to Islam enables him to use Islamic philosophy as a 

convincing way to criticize white society and offer black Americans suggestions for their own 

social and political progress.63  X does not seem to dwell much on the spiritual part of his 

experience as a Black Muslim.  Rather, he uses the knowledge Elijah Muhammad’s 

philosophy has given him to denounce white America’s racism and to advocate nationalist 

ideas.  As he puts it:  “We want separation [. . .] The Honorable Elijah Muhammad teaches us 

that as long as our people here in America are dependent upon the white man, we will always 

be begging him for jobs, food, clothing and housing” (348).  Malcolm X’s goal as the 

Nation’s minister, so it seems, is to “save” black souls by instructing them, above all, how to 

resist white exploitation.  In this sense, Malcolm X figures as a true follower of the Muslim 

prophet who, as Abdelwahab M. Elmessiri points out, “was not only a messenger of God, but 

also a political leader [who] [. . . ] fought for the liberation of slaves” (77).   

Malcolm X himself confesses:  “All of my life, you know, I had been an activist” 

(293).  In fact, Malcolm X’s urge to be more active in political and social terms than most 

other members of the Nation of Islam ultimately leads to his rift with the organization.  As 

Carol Ohmann maintains:  “Muhammad was inclined to await Allah’s intervention in the 

course of human events, whereas Malcolm X was increasingly determined to anticipate Allah, 

whatever risks activism might entail” (140-41).  “Around 1963,” X reminisces, “I spoke less 

and less of religion.  I taught social doctrine to Muslims, and current events, and politics” 

                                                 
63 Malcolm X’s belief in sociopolitical activism finds its reflection already in his telling of his childhood 
experiences.  He admits that, as a child, he was strongly impressed by his father’s “crusading and militantly 
campaigning with the words of Marcus Garvey” (84).  In contrast, the religiously fervent jumping and shouting 
that his father, as a Baptist preacher, evoked from his congregation never seemed to him of much consequence.   
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(403).  Although a number of Malcolm X’s opinions on race relations changes after his trip to 

Mecca and his second conversion, his conviction about the need to be politically active on 

behalf of the African American community remains the same, and some would say, leads to 

his murder. 

Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents differs from Douglass’s and Malcolm X’s autobiographies 

in that it mixes a public, religion-as-social-criticism approach with a more private, spiritual 

attitude.  Like Douglass, Jacobs marks a clear distinction between fake and true Christianity 

when she writes that “there is a great difference between Christianity and religion at the 

south” (403).  Echoing Douglass, she also comments with much irony and bitterness on the 

unchristian practices of “Christian” masters who prove to be the most malicious and inhuman 

of all.  For instance, she talks about “the [Methodist] class leader [. . .] – a man who bought 

and sold slaves, who whipped his brothers and sisters of the church at the public whipping 

post, in jail or out of jail [. . .] [and was] ready to perform that Christian office any where for 

fifty cents” (399).  Another point of her criticism is the masters’ frequent prohibition of the 

prayers held independently by the slaves, despite the slaves’ having “no higher happiness than 

to meet [. . .] and sing hymns together, and pour out their hearts in spontaneous prayer” (396).  

Likewise, Jacobs exposes the fact that, despite the popular belief of the times, Christian 

indoctrination was not the most “effective method of keeping slaves docile and contented” 

(Stampp 156).  A scene in the narrative, depicting reverend Pike’s sermon to the slaves and 

their amusement at it, proves that slaves could see through the white clergy’s religious 

maneuvers and were less deceivable than was generally assumed.64   

   There is an overall tendency in Jacobs’s autobiography to present the members of the 

slave community as better and truer Christians than the whites by whom they are surrounded.  

                                                 
64 Jacobs thus challenges the white stereotype of black mental inferiority and child-like naivety. What Jacobs is 
pointing to – the failure of some white Southern preachers to make slaves stand in fear before their masters – is 
not a mere coincidence.  Douglass, too, saw through the preachers’ maneuvers and often made fun of and 
mimicked their behavior (Narrative 78). 
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This perspective is undoubtedly valid for the character of Jacobs’s grandmother whom Jacobs 

portrays as a true embodiment of Christian piety.  Jacobs admires Aunt Marthy’s unwavering 

faith in God and her ability to deploy this belief and devotion as an effective source of 

perseverance and strength in the morally corrupted world of the American South.  We learn 

that “when sore troubles came upon her, and she had no arm to lean upon, [. . .] [Aunt 

Marthy] learned to lean on God, and he lighted her burden” (356).65  Jacobs similarly admires 

the faith of an old slave, Uncle Fred, “whose piety and childlike trust were beautiful to 

witness” (401) and a sincere religiosity of a Northern clergyman who, in Jacobs’s eyes, “was 

a true disciple of Jesus” (498). 

When compared to the above characters’ boundless faith, Jacobs’s own relationship to 

God is slightly more ambiguous.  At times, doubts enter her mind and she admits:  

“Sometimes I thought God was a compassionate Father, who would forgive my sins for the 

sake of my sufferings.  At other times, it seemed to me there was no justice or mercy in the 

divine government.  I asked why the curse of slavery was permitted to exist, and why I had 

been so persecuted from youth upward” (445).  Or elsewhere:  “I felt as if I was forsaken by 

God” (385).  Jacobs wishes that she had the ability (like her grandmother or Uncle Fred) to be 

God’s faithful and unquestioning servant, since such attitude, unlike her own occasional 

doubts, would perhaps make life less complicated and difficulties easier to overcome.   

And yet, despite her occasional religious wavering or inconsistency, Jacobs, in my 

opinion, can be depicted as a religious person.  More often than not, she sees God as a source 

of courage and often prays to him for help.  While describing her escape from Flints’ 

                                                 
65 The fact that Aunt Marthy sees God as a resource of psychological support does not, however, mean that she 
passively waits for his deliverance.  On the contrary – in agreement with the slaves’ understanding of 
“institutional slavery as a struggle between two kingdoms – that of God and that of Satan” (the latter of which 
was the white master’s domain) – she feels as her obligation an active fight against the evils of slavery, so that 
God’s realm can be restored (Hopkins 17).  Therefore, Aunt Marthy works hard to be able to buy her children’s 
and grandchildren’s freedom and she hides Jacobs for years, thereby proving to be a silent supporter of her plan 
to run away from slavery.   Aunt Marthy confirms this attitude when she says:  “‘He that is willing to be a slave, 
let him be a slave,’” thus stressing the slaves’ personal agency as a desirable element of a pious and truly 
Christian behavior (Incidents 360). 
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plantation, she remembers:  “how fervently I prayed that God would not forsake me in this 

hour of utmost need,” or further on:  “I dropped on my knees, and breathed a short prayer to 

God for guidance and protection” (421).  Ann Taves, moreover, sees as a proof of Jacobs’s 

religiosity “the connection which Jacobs makes between sexual purity and spirituality, a 

connection which [. . .] was prevalent among Christians of her era” (211).  This connection, in 

Taves’s understanding, fills Jacobs with intense shame and leads her to think of herself as 

religiously impure (due to her extramarital sexual relationship with Mr. Sands).  One can see 

the source of Taves’s argumentation; Jacobs’s Incidents abound with confessions, such as the 

following:  “I know I did wrong.  No one can feel it more sensibly than I do. The painful and 

humiliating memory will haunt me to my dying day” (386).  Moreover, Taves lists examples 

from Jacobs’s correspondence with Amy Post and Lydia Maria Child as reflective of her 

“spiritual dilemma” concerning the Christian purity of her character (Taves 212).   And yet, in 

my opinion, it is hard to determine how much of Jacobs’s shame corresponds truly to the 

autobiographer’s mental torture for “sinning” with Mr. Sands and how much is present in the 

book as a tactic way of “saving” Jacobs for her Northern, female and potentially Abolitionist 

audience.66  This “veiling” of the narrative in the “true womanhood” discourse has been 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 1 and can, in my view, be applied equally well to the 

question of Jacobs’s spiritual purity.67 

It should be added, however, that in Incidents, manifestations of Jacobs’s religious 

faith are not purely Christian, but rather represent some form of an “integration of Christian 

and African spiritual beliefs” (Warner, “Santa Claus” 192).  The African elements are to be 

found mainly in Jacobs’s attitude toward her deceased ancestors and in her belief that she can 
                                                 
66 If one accepts Taves’s argument of Jacobs’s unlimited shame at her “unchristian” behavior unreservedly, the 
question of why Jacobs’s relationship with Mr. Sands lasts for such a long time and why she bears two children 
by him (instead of just one which would have been enough to keep Dr. Flint away) remains unanswered and 
takes away from Jacobs’s revolutionary feminist politics discussed in Chapter 1. 
67 Although Taves seems to be conscious of conventional reasons that might have led Jacobs to express her 
feelings of shame (in a Christian sense) in Incidents, her article finally appears to be more inclined to explain the 
autobiographer’s rhetoric as a proof of her difficulty “to accept the choices she had made while enslaved” (Taves 
222). 
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influence and be influenced by them.  Not only does she return “to her parent’s grave before 

setting out on the road to freedom,” she also ends “her narrative with the typically African 

gesture of honoring her ancestry [read:  grandmother] while negating her death” (Beardslee 

39).  The Africanity of Jacobs’s attitudes can also be detected in her positive description of 

Johnkannaus, as Christmas festivities were called in the slave quarters.  The custom, we learn 

from Anne Bradford Warner, “closely resembles the Egungun harvest festival honoring the 

ancestors of the Yoruba in southern Nigeria” (“Santa Claus” 191).  Jacobs’s description of the 

ceremony comes close, in detail, to an anthropological account, and is filled with a sense of 

pride and affection, due to the custom’s creativity and liveliness.  As she puts it:  “Without 

them [the Johnkannaus celebrations], Christmas would be shorn of its greatest attraction” 

(441).  A part of the appeal that the festival holds for Jacobs (and other slaves) might be its 

slightly subversive character.  Warner writes that during Johnkannaus, “the official society 

[would] allow a temporary reversal of power” (“Santa Claus” 189) – the participants “wore 

masks with distorted features painted white,” thereby parodying the white slaveholders 

(“Santa Claus” 190).  Somewhat differently from Warner, Beardslee sees in the ceremony a 

more innocent opportunity for the slaves to honor “their ancestors and each other” and to 

collect “much needed money and / or food” (44).68      

Although Hurston, in terms of her religious allegiances as expressed in Dust Tracks on 

a Road, fits more easily into a group of autobiographers that I decided to name the “atheists” 

and will therefore discuss below, in one particular way her attitude can be designated as 

activist as well.  This approach to Hurston is suggested by Peter Kerry Powers.  While the 

“Christian God of her community” and “the fictional female models promoted in Christian 

books” leave her indifferent, Powers writes, Hurston rejoices in the “power of the male gods 

                                                 
68 Douglass’s approach in Narrative to the elements of African culture(s) in slaves’ life is very different from 
Jacobs’s.  In his opinion, Christmas holidays are “among the most effective means in the hands of the 
slaveholder in keeping down the spirit of insurrection” (51).  His negative view of the African traditions can also 
be found in his rejection of the mysterious root that Sandy gives him (as a means of protection against Covey) as 
mere superstition.   
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and demi-gods of the pagan religions” (Powers 233).69  Whereas Hurston perceives 

Christianity as “girlish” and passive (and patriarchal), she feels attracted to the active 

temperament of the Norse Tales’ heroes or the figures she reads about in the Old Testament.70  

As Powers maintains, “for Hurston, the Jewish God is a ‘real man’ who gets things done, as 

the people who follow him, like David” (234).  It is clear that, like Douglass and Malcolm X, 

Hurston believes that action, rather than mere praying and piety, is able to bring practical 

benefits to people and deliver them from the hardships they are trying to overcome. 

 

2.3 Atheists 

Unlike the group of authors analyzed above, the autobiographers labeled as atheists 

discard the institution of church, because of their conviction that it holds no value for their 

own lives or the life of the African American community as a whole.  As Butterfield suggests, 

what these authors discover “is that Christian faith has no relevance [. . .] except as cultural 

symbol and material for art” (111).  In all three cases, the autobiographers seem to have found 

an alternative source of personal, psychological support as well as a new way of relieving and 

solving the communal issues.   

Although it was suggested earlier that Hurston appreciates the active gods of the 

“pagan” religions and the dynamic figures from the Old Testament, these sympathies (which 

are artistic and human, rather than merely religious) should not be confused with her overall 

attitude towards organized religion.  Hurston, in fact, rejects institutionalized religion rather 

strongly by claiming that “organized creeds are collections of words around a wish” and that 

she feels “no need for such“ (764).  This position doubtlessly has to do with the 

                                                 
69 With a degree of humor, Hurston describes figures like Little Eva of Uncle Tom’s Cabin as having “no meet 
on their bones” and writes that she did not care “how soon they rolled up their big, soulful, blue eyes and kicked 
the bucket” (594). 
70 This perception of Christianity as effeminate, Powers informs us, was common among the Harlem 
Renaissance members.  “In the Renaissance,” he writes, “Christianity is often depicted as weak or debilitating, 
something that interferes with the masculine struggle for recognition carried out by the New Negro” (242).  
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autobiographer’s strong individualism.  As demonstrated in other portions of her 

autobiography, Hurston wishes to escape pigeonholing herself, or being pigeonholed by 

others, in rigid categories, such as race and gender (Gates, Jr.,  “Negro Way” 43).  Religious 

affiliation, being one such category, is rejected in favor of individual “ponder[ing] [. . .] [of] 

life’s inexplicability” (Brantley 210).  Instead of accepting others’ solutions (the church’s, the 

priest’s, etc.) to the mystery of life as well as its hardships, Hurston is determined to think for 

herself.  Another reason why Hurston distances herself from religion is the fact that her book 

intends to be literature of self-empowerment (Plant 9, Brantely 218).  Seeing prayer as a “cry 

of weakness, and an attempt to avoid, by trickery, the rule of the game as laid down,” Hurston 

gives preference to presenting herself as a courageous person.  She is not afraid “to accept the 

challenge of responsibility” that life brings with it (DT 764).  In her understanding, “no one 

should expect or depend on special blessings from God through prayer” (Plant 29).  

Moreover, Hurston sees as highly problematic the frequently militaristic nature of religion.  

The fact that “military power was to be called in time and time again to carry forward the 

gospel of peace” further weakens her conviction about the positive aspects of religion as an 

institution  (DT  761). 

The fact that Hurston devotes a whole chapter of Dust Tracks to her musings on 

religion, despite not being particularly religious, suggests that she needed to come to terms 

with it on the intellectual basis.  As Will Brantley points out, she immediately debunks herself 

when she states:  “You wouldn’t think that a person who was born with God in the house 

would ever have any questions to ask on the subject” (754).71 Hurston proves to have many.  

She starts off rather humorously to reveal the beginnings of her doubts about religious faith.  

Talking about her childhood thoughts, she remembers:  “I wanted to know, for instance, why 

didn’t God make grown babies instead of those little measly things that messed up didies and 

                                                 
71 Hurston’s father was a Baptist preacher.  
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cried all the time?” (755).  Deborah G. Plant finds in this and other similar passages a special 

strategy developed by Hurston to make a convincing argument.  Plant argues that by using 

“the cover of the naïve [child’s] voice, the narrator questions the believers, their beliefs, and 

the idea of God itself” (28).   

Hurston’s approach to the Bible and African American (Christian) religious rituals is 

playful and aesthetic, rather than spiritual.  In the depiction of her childhood memories, the 

Bible is presented not with the reverence for the sacred, but rather as a book full of 

adventurous stories put side by side with Andersen’s, Stevenson’s and Swift’s works.  As 

Hurston writes:  “There were exciting things in there to a child eager to know the facts of life 

[. . .] In that way I found out a number of things the old folks would not have told me” (DT 

595).  The Bible, more than anything else, feeds the child’s curiosity and eventually becomes 

a source of literary inspiration easily traceable in Hurston’s literary work (in the form of 

numerous biblical allusions and Christian symbology (Plant 20)).72  Likewise, Hurston 

admires religious revivals and baptisms of her Florida community not due to their spiritual 

impact, but rather because of their ability to fulfill the autobiographer’s need for “high drama” 

(DT 759).  Although spiritually not convinced by them, Hurston nevertheless describes 

survivals in great detail and with much innuendo.  By doing so, she (in a true anthropological 

fashion) pays tribute to this lively cultural expression of her people.  In this context, Hurston’s 

comments on hoodoo and voodoo should also be mentioned.  As an anthropologist in New 

Orleans and Haiti, she actively participated in the ceremonies of both the above-mentioned 

religions.  Her conclusion – “I did not find them any more invalid than any other religion” – is 

telling (DT 711).  Subtly criticizing white western arrogance in assuming that their religion, 

                                                 
72 In Dust Tracks, unlike in other Hurston’s books, Christianity is present not so much in terms of symbology 
and direct Christian allusions as “in the flavour and structure of much of [. . .] [Hurston’s] language” (Birch 
142).  Eva Lennox Birch argues:  “The sonorous cadences, the stately dignity of some of her images, testify to a 
more than passing acquaintance with the Bible” (142).  As Birch is quick to point out, however, Hurston always 
combines the Christian “taste” of her autobiography with “African anthropomorphism,” thus bringing the latter 
to at least equal cultural level with the former (142). 



 85 

e.g. Christianity, is the one to be practiced, she comes to raise to an equal level of seriousness 

and respect black religious expression that she encounters during her anthropological 

research. 

Interestingly enough, Hurston’s rhetoric in Dust Tracks acquires a Christian tone when 

the autobiographer discusses her perception of her role as an artist.  Plant quotes the following 

passage to suggest Hurston’s vision of herself as “a divine oracle” (20):  “Anyway, the force 

from somewhere in Space which commands you to write in the first place, gives you no 

choice.  You take up the pen when you are told and write what is commanded” (DT 717).  

“The narrator,” Plant writes, sees herself and would like to be seen by others as “a servant of a 

higher power expressing higher wisdom” (20).  Presenting her profession and its products – 

literary works – as sacred, Hurston, it seems to me, not only wants to attach a sense of 

mystery to art and its creation, but also wishes to ensure a degree of critical intangibility for 

her books, a sense of alibi almost.    

Although Hurston would probably have hated it to see herself categorized, Brantley 

nevertheless suggests that her philosophical/religious attitude can be summed up as a fusion 

of “intellectual skepticism with romantic pantheism” (210).  In the conclusion of her chapter 

on religion, Hurston writes:  “I know that nothing is destructible; things merely change forms.  

When the consciousness we know as life ceases, I know that I shall be part and parcel of the 

world [. . .] Why fear? [. . .] I am one with the infinite and need no other assurance” (764).  

Such a perspective on human existence not only frees Hurston from fear of death.  It also 

nicely fits into her presentation of her self as post-modern (Walker 388).  All rigidity is 

rejected and human existence and identity are presented as fluid and changeable in form.   

Similarly to Hurston, Wright admits in Black Boy that “the vivid language of the 

sermons” had some, even if limited, ability to pull him toward “emotional belief” (102) and 
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that he loved the church “hymns for their sensual caress” (112).73  However, apart from this 

aesthetic appeal to him of “the dramatic vision of life held by the church,” Wright’s approach 

to religion is even more strongly and more explicitly rejecting than Hurston’s (BB 112).  Early 

on, he lets the reader know that from his childhood years, he has taken a rationalist stance to 

life and that is why “full emotional and intellectual belief [in God] never came” (112).  “My 

faith,” Wright reminisces, “such as it was, was welded to the common realities of life, 

anchored in the sensations of my body and in what my mind could grasp, and nothing could 

ever shake this faith, and surely not my fear of an invisible power” (115).  The use of the 

word “faith” in the above quotation is interesting – from a traditional religious perspective, 

the position Wright takes is actually that of faithlessness and infidelity.  By using this 

particular word (with strong religious connotations), the autobiographer wants the reader to 

realize that to him the trust in the seeable and the tangible had an equal strength that a belief 

in God had to religious people.  As Felgar suggests, Wright insists on a distinction between 

“truth and belief,” authority and evidence that, in his view, institutional religion wipes away 

(“Student Companion” 64).  Like Hurston, Wright chooses a rather lightly-toned reasoning to 

further explain his atheism:  “I could not imagine God pausing in His guidance of 

unimaginably vast worlds to bother with me” (115). 

When taking into account that Black Boy (American Hunger) devotes very scarce 

attention to autobiographer’s sexuality, it is quite remarkable that one of the very few scenes 

where sex is dealt with takes place on “holy ground” (BB 112).  The episode in question 

depicts Wright’s infatuation with the wife of an elder in his grandmother’s church.  Tellingly, 

his “first lust for the flesh” (BB 112) is “converted into a concrete religious symbol” (BB 113).  

The symbol, however, is not “pleasant and spiritual,” but rather “grotesque and physical,” as 

Hakutani suggests (“Richard Wright” 120).  It is “a black imp with two horns; a long, curving, 

                                                 
73 Unlike Hurston, however, who is fascinated with the Bible narratives for their adventurousness and artistic 
qualities, Wright writes that “the Bible stories seemed slow and meaningless when compared to the bloody 
thunder of pulp narrative” (155).  
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forked tail; cloven hoofs, a scaly, naked body; wet, sticky fingers; moist, sensual lips; and 

lascivious eyes feasting upon the face of the elder’s wife” (BB 113).  Whereas to Hakutani 

this passage reveals mainly Wright’s attitude to sexuality, I think it can also be used 

productively to discuss his relation to religion.  The fact that Wright experiences no sense of 

guilt whatsoever about his “sinful” thoughts during religious services attests to his inability 

(and unwillingness) to develop the reverence for, what believers at least perceive as, “the 

sacred.”  Also, the instinctual naturalness and spontaneity of his sexual attraction to a woman 

can be read in direct opposition to – almost as a kind of rebellion against – the artificiality and 

the affectations of the church and its rituals.74 

Wright sees organized religion as problematic for at least one more reason.  

Witnessing his family members who, it could be argued, become slaves to their religious 

beliefs, he comes to view religion primarily as an institution aimed at inducing “social 

conformity” (Felgar, “Student Companion” 73).75  According to Wright, religion creates an 

illusion of quenching “the hunger of the human heart for that which is not and can never be, 

the thirst of the human spirit to conquer and transcend the implacable limitations of human 

life” (BB 119).  What it, in fact, leads to, however, is “control of people based upon fear and 

terror” (Felgar, “Student Companion” 63), since it is a form of violence and a form of power 

(Felgar, “Understanding” 3).  This view, it should be noted, is in accordance with the 

Communist doctrine that he, as a member of the Communist Party, supported for a certain 

amount of time. 

And yet, in spite of Wright’s atheist convictions expressed in Black Boy (American 

Hunger), Dudley notices the presence of a certain religious quality in the work.  Especially 

                                                 
74 Later on, Wright reveals the ritual of baptism to be a kind of church “humbug,” utterly lacking a sense of 
communication with God, as well as a feeling of spiritual ecstasy.  Both Wright and other young men admit that 
they have “felt nothing” during or after the baptism (BB 155).  In Wright’s opinion, then, the spiritual 
expectations that the church invests in its rituals are false.  
75 This opinion fits in with the worldview that Wright shared with the Chicago School of Urban Sociology and 
that was already discussed in 1.5. 
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towards the end of the autobiography, Dudley maintains, Wright suggests “the religious 

implications” of his role as an artist and presents himself as an artist-priest-prophet (134).  In 

the memorable last sentence of Black Boy (American Hunger), Wright describes his role as 

that of a prophet recalling “humanity to an awareness of its almost-lost purpose and potential” 

(Dudley 134).  He writes:  “I would hurl words into this darkness and wait for an echo, and if 

an echo sounded [. . .], I would send other words to tell, to march, to fight, [. . .] to keep alive 

in our hearts a sense of the inexpressibly human” (384).  Like Prometheus, Dudley maintains, 

Wright plans to bring the truth to humanity, even if the price he pays for it is “the penalty of 

isolated suffering” (134).  According to Herbert Leibowitz, Wright assumed “that he could 

make words mean what he wanted them to” and this “gave him a sense of tremendous power 

and mastery:  With the right combinations of words, he might change the world” (275).   In 

other words, for Wright, the ultimately sacred lies not in the metaphysical sphere of religious 

belief, but in the artistic activity and its ability to transform human souls.76 

In her autobiography, Angela Davis devotes extremely little space to the theme of 

religion.  It is, however, understood that as a Communist, she refused to believe in God and 

see religion as a positive force in the life of her community.  Like bad literature, religion, in 

Davis’s eyes, has no other function than to “create emotional paths of escape” (52).  Davis is 

relieved when she finds out that a relatively high number of prisoners attending the Sunday 

mass was connected with the prisoners’ “ulterior motives unrelated to any serious religious 

feelings” (51).  The mass, the author explains, was “one of the two consistent meeting places 

where women from one part of the jail could see and converse with their friends from other 

floors” (51).  Another reference to religion in Angela Davis:  An Autobiography has to do 

with Davis’s encounter with Malcolm X.  Although Davis, as she informs us, can identify 

with X as a black person and a civil rights’ activist, she finds it difficult to accept his religious 

                                                 
76 Wright is not alone in holding this opinion.  In her book Sisters of the Yam, bell hooks admits that she shares 
with William Goyen the view that writing is “’a spiritual task’” (183). 
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perspective.  Nevertheless, as was the case with Wright’s and Hurston’s autobiographies, so 

Davis’s life story is also not totally devoid of religious connotations.  Emmanuel S. Nelson 

correctly observes that Davis’s “unassailable faith” in Socialism as a “belief system that 

promises to create a heaven on earth” reminds one of the spiritual fervor of truly religious 

people (77).  This is perhaps most clearly noticeable in Davis’s, rather utopian, description of 

her trip to Cuba or her unwavering faith in a “new society, without exploiters and exploited, a 

society without classes” that can be brought into existence through the “communist 

revolution” (110). 

 

2.4 Religion and/as Genre 

 As suggested above, the presence of religion in the discussed autobiographies can be 

further detected if one looks at their generic layout.  The authors consciously make use of 

religious genres like a conversion narrative or a sermon, but do so in such a way as to leave 

intact the overall philosophy of their life stories.  In other words, the generic outline of the 

works in question is adjusted in such a way to fit, for instance, the notion of religion as 

sociopolitical activism (as in Douglass or Malcolm X).  The phenomenon of conversion and 

its literary depiction is very important in this respect and will be discussed also, especially 

since the autobiographies appear to call for a redefinition of the traditional meaning of this 

term.  I will first analyze Narrative of Frederick Douglass and The Autobiography of Malcolm 

X, because these two works share a lot of similarities as far as their deployment of religious 

genres is concerned.  The exploration of the stories by Jacobs, Wright, Hurston and Davis, 

which will come second, will look at the given works primarily from the perspective of their 

treatment of conversion as an event in their lives.      
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 As a black theologian, Douglass consciously fashions his Narrative to fit the general 

genre of the black sermon, or its more particular subtype – the jeremiad.77  In his article 

“Frederick Douglass’ 1845 Narrative:  The Text Was Meant to Be Preached,” Robert G. 

O’Meally suggests that “addressed to whites, Narrative is a sermon pitting the dismal hell of 

slavery against the bright heaven of freedom” (198).  O’Meally sees Douglass’s use of 

“alliteration, repetition, parallelism” in the text as typical characteristics of the black sermon 

(198).  It is necessary to point out, I think, that those passages in Narrative that have the 

strongest oral and sermonic quality are also those in which Douglass chooses to criticize 

American slavery most harshly.  If we accept the definition of the jeremiad as a kind of a 

political sermon that serves mainly to rebuke the status quo in a society, then Douglass’s 

work fits even better into this second and more concrete category.  According to William L. 

Andrews, “Douglass employs the rhetoric of the jeremiad to distinguish between true and 

false Americanism and Christianity” (“Frederick Douglass and the American Jeremiad” 

158).78  The following passage from Narrative demonstrates the textual qualities of orality 

that O’Meally brings up as well as the criticizing nature of the jeremiad that Andrews 

emphasizes: 

We have men sold to build churches, women sold to support the gospel, and 
babes sold to purchase Bibles for the poor heathen!  all for the glory of God 
and the good of souls!  The slave auctioneer’s bell and the church-going bell 
chime in with each other, and the bitter cries of the heart-broken slave are 
drowned in the religious shouts of the pious master. (76)           
 

The anger and passion of Douglass’s sermonic voice in the above passage come through most 

clearly through his employment of highly dramatic language and exclamatory sentences. 

                                                 
77 As William L. Andrews informs us, Douglass was, for some time after his escape, a preacher of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Zion Church of New Bedford and was thus well acquainted with the genre of the black 
sermon (“Frederick Douglass, Preacher” 596). 
78 Houston A.  Baker, on the other hand, argues that “Douglass effectively applies sophisticated literary 
techniques [. . .] rather than fiery rhetoric.  In fact, it is the passages in which he lapses into oratory that detract 
from the overall effect of his work” (Long Black Song 79). 
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In addition to the black sermon, Narrative has been defined by some scholars as a 

conversion narrative.  This might come as a bit of surprise, taking it into account that the work 

does not quite fit the traditional conversion narrative pattern.  The narrator does not lead a 

sinful life for which he would have to repent after he has been visited by the Lord and decided 

to lead a godly existence.  And yet, as numerous scholars have pointed out, a conversion of a 

sort plays a central role in Narrative and is crucial for one’s understanding of the 

interconnection between religion and activism that takes place in the book.  The conversion 

Douglass experiences in Narrative is embodied in the scene of his fight with Covey. 79  

Although depicted in the heavily-loaded Christian rhetoric, the conversion seems to be of a 

psychological, rather than a religious, kind. 80  What Douglass calls “a glorious resurrection 

from the tomb of slavery, to the heaven of freedom” proves to be his sudden realization of a 

true nature of his enslavement (50).  What is born through the conversion is not an extremely 

pious individual, but rather a highly conscious political subject prepared to fight for his own 

rights and later, for the rights of his community as a whole.  Realizing that slavery is just as 

much a state of mind as a state of body, Douglass decides that “the day had passed forever 

when I could be a slave in fact” (50). 

Douglass’s remarks about Providence form an important part of the conversion 

narrative pattern in Narrative.  Unable to explain some particularly fortunate and exceptional 

events in his life in strictly logical and rational terms, Douglass turns toward the notion of 

God’s providential design for him.  For instance, Douglass comments on his being sent to 

                                                 
79 See, for instance, Houston A. Baker, Jr.’s A Long Black Song (Chapter IV) or James H. Evans, Jr.’s Spiritual 
Empowerment in Afro-American Literature (Chapter I).  I would argue that the fight scene with Covey has its 
precursor in the scene in which Douglass overhears Auld’s conversation with his wife concerning Douglass’s 
education.  The experience opens Douglass’s eyes, for the first time, to the importance of literacy as a way to 
freedom.  Kimberly Rae Connor argues for a connection between literacy and conversion in Narrative as well, 
although her explanation of this link is more spiritual than mine.  As she puts it:  “For Douglass the assurance of 
grace in conversion parallels the assurance of the word he discovers in the achievement of literacy – a traditional 
casting of the principle of Word as Logos – the revealed design of God” (37).  
80 Gibson compares Douglass’s experience to that of Jesus Christ when he argues that Douglass’s abuse by 
Covey and his ultimate defeat of him are “analogous to the crucifixion and the resurrection [of Christ]” 
(“Christianity” 595). 
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Baltimore as a child as follows:  “I have regarded it as the first plain manifestation of that 

kind providence which has ever since attended me, and marked my life with so many favors” 

(28).  Also, he points out that it was “thanks to a kind Providence” that, after Captain Auld’s 

death, he was not left on the plantation or sold to the Deep South (36).  Douglass’s belief in 

Providence finds its culmination in the following (much-quoted) passage:   

I regarded the selection of myself as being somewhat remarkable.  There were 
a number of slave children that might have been sent from the plantation to 
Baltimore.  There were those younger, those older, and those of the same age.  
I was chosen from among them all, and was the first, last and only choice. I 
may be deemed superstitious, and even egotistical, in regarding this event as a 
special interposition of divine Providence in my favor.  But I should be false to 
the earliest sentiments of my soul, if I suppressed the opinion. (28)   

 
Since the favorable outcome of many events from Douglass’s childhood cannot be interpreted 

through Douglass’s own agency (he does not, in any way, contribute to what happens), 

Douglass accepts the religious explanation as most viable.  It is only through passages such as 

the above that a more spiritual part of Douglass’s religious belief is manifested in his story. 

Malcolm X’s first conversion is presented (like Douglass’s) as first and foremost a 

political awakening.  Scholars, like Carol Ohmann and Paul John Eakin, have pointed out that 

“the whole account Malcolm X gives of his conversion to the Nation of Islam dwells very 

little on the subjective [and spiritual] nature of experience” (Ohmann 139).  G. Thomas 

Couser adds that “the reader is given no sense of the experience which suggests that it 

consisted of more than an intellectual and emotional commitment to an ideology which 

offered him a redeeming self-image and useful mythology” (168).  What we learn about the 

spiritual side of the conversion are Malcolm X’s stories of his vision of Master W. D. Fard 

and his refusal to eat pork (which X interprets as his “first pre-Islamic submission” (250)).  

By far the most memorable achievement of Malcolm X’s conversion is his realization of the 

social and psychological consequences of American racism on African Americans.  The 

experience is emotionally intensive, as a conversion experience is supposed to be, but not so 
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much due to its spiritual dimensions.  What is emotionally overwhelming about the 

conversion is Malcolm X’s acquirement of “resistant” knowledge and its dissemination 

among the prisoners.  As he remembers:  “Right there, in the prison, debating, speaking to a 

crowd, was as exhilarating to me as the discovery of knowledge through reading had been” 

(280; italics mine).  It is Malcolm X’s realization of his ability to make a direct social 

influence through his words and knowledge that is at the core of his conversion to the Nation 

of Islam.  Just like Douglass, whose conversion leads to his determination never to allow 

himself to be a “slave in fact,” Malcolm X decides “to devote the rest of my life to telling the 

white man about himself - or die” (Autobiography 280).  The chapter titled “Saved” (which 

captures X’s first conversion) is much more a fierce rhetorical crusade against the whitening 

of the black history than a detailed description of the narrator’s spiritual fascination with 

Islam.   

The second conversion Malcolm X undergoes in Mecca, although depicted in more 

intimate terms, is still linked less to some distant and abstract deity and more to the practical 

world of the people the narrator encounters. Malcolm X comments on this second conversion 

in the following words:  “In my thirty-nine years on this earth, the Holy City of Mecca had 

been the first time I had ever stood before the Creator of All and felt like a complete human 

being” (482).  What makes Malcolm X feel finally whole is his renewed hope in the 

possibility of brotherhood among human beings.  On the plane to Mecca he observes “white, 

black, brown, red, and yellow people, blue eyes and blond hair, and my kinky red hair – all 

together, brothers!” (436).  It is clearly through the behavior and attitudes of people in Mecca 

that he, like Douglass, catches “a glimpse of God.”  A new kind of Islam that Malcolm X 

discovers is appealing to him primarily because of its potential to bring about a significant 

social change in the U.S. race relations.  Talking about “true Islam,” Malcolm X claims that 

“this is the one religion that erases from its society the race problem” (454).  The spirituality 
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of X’s experience in Mecca lies in its enriching him with the power to imagine, with “an 

idealistic or visionary frame of reference that liberated him from the racist assumptions of his 

society of which he was the victim” (Elmessiri 69).  Elmessiri talks about this vision of a 

better future on the part of Malcolm X as “the pastoral” in The Autobiography.  Being a 

person who has, from the beginning, intertwined spirituality with sociopolitical activism, 

Malcolm X immediately incorporates this new vision into a reformed political program.81  No 

longer believing in the inherent evilness of the white man, X proposes a common struggle of 

black and white people for the improvement of race relations in America. 

The sermonic quality of Douglass’s text mentioned above manifests itself even more 

strongly in Malcolm X’s autobiography.  Most parts of the book that do not directly narrate 

various events from Malcolm X’s life are constructed in such a way to appear as quotations 

from X’s sermons to his Black Muslim congregations.  The jeremiadic quality is clearly 

present in Malcolm X’s scorching social criticism.  For instance:  “‘When you recognize who 

your enemy is, he can no longer brainwash you, he can no longer pull wool over your eyes so 

that you never stop to see that you are living in pure hell on this earth, while he lives in pure 

heaven on this same earth! [. . . ] Oh, yes, that devil is our enemy’” (354).  Alex Haley has 

made sure that the passages like these are transcribed in such a way that they evoke as 

powerfully as possible the cadences of Malcolm X’s speech (hence, the use of italics), as well 

as the passion of his sermonic expression (hence, the use of exclamation marks).     

 If God’s predestination plays an important role in Narrative, “Islamic providentialism 

colors the way that Malcolm looks back on his own life” in The Autobiography (El-Beshti 

362).  As Bashir M. El-Beshti argues:  “Every crisis that Malcolm faces, every step he takes 

that looks deleterious, every situation that seems insoluble, turns out [. . . ] as a necessary step 

towards the fulfillment of his destiny” (362).  For instance, recalling his departure to Boston, 

                                                 
81 Couser sees X’s second conversion as a sacrifice of “the spiritual or emotional dimension of his experience [. . 
.] to the business of translating it into power” (172). 
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X says:  “All praise is due to Allah that I went to Boston when I did.  If I hadn’t, I’d probably 

still be a brainwashed black Christian” (120). Or later: “In the summer of 1953 - all praise is 

due to Allah - I was named Detroit Temple Number One’s Assistant Minister” (299).  What 

lies behind Malcolm X’s stress on Providence as a significant actor in his destiny is, at least 

partly, his need for self-effacement.  If he is to reach and affect wide audiences, X needs to 

show that “he is a black man who shares his experience with other black men” (El-Beshti 

362).  Only by presenting himself as an organic part of the community can he truly serve as a 

spokesman for the community’s needs and rights.  Malcolm X ensures that all the events and 

accomplishments of his life are interpreted through Allah’s agency in The Autobiography.  

The last two sentences of the book mirror this attitude in a nutshell:  “all of the credit is due to 

Allah.  Only the mistakes have been mine” (501).  By craving for such utter self-effacement 

in his life story, X differs somewhat from Douglass.  Although using the pattern of 

providentialism, Narrative presents as predetermined only those events the positive outcome 

of which Douglass was not able to affect through his own agency.  Providential rhetoric is 

missing in those passages where Douglass most obviously exerts his own will and action to 

achieve his goal (such as his fight with Covey, for instance).    

 Although there are, in my opinion, no such epiphanic moments in Jacobs’s Incidents 

as there are in Douglass’s or Malcolm X’s narratives (hence their designation, by some critics, 

as conversion narratives), Connor supports the applicability of the notion of conversion to 

Jacobs’s life story.  In her interpretation, African American women’s writing, in addition to 

“the traditional religious experience of conversion,” introduces its “unique form” (4).  

Connor’s explanation of this unique shape of conversion can be termed feminist, since she 

sees as conversion African American women’s “self-empowerment by affirming qualities of 

selfhood and womanhood and claiming them as sacred” (4).  Connor reads Jacobs’s life as 

“one of a gradual conversion to the sacred qualities inherent in her own identity as a black 
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woman – her independence, self-reliance, and strength” (51).  Jacobs’s choice of the word 

“incidents” in the title of her autobiography supports this, Connor maintains, because it proves 

that Jacobs sees her existence as “a process, a series of events that led to an eventual change 

in a specific direction” (67).  From this perspective, Jacobs’s decision to flee slavery can be 

looked at as a climax of her conversion experience, because flight suggests a complete 

rejection of the identity offered to her by the American South, accompanied by Jacobs’s 

awareness “of her potential for self-determination” (Connor 53).82   

 If one is to search for a moment of conversion, freely defined as an ecstatic awakening 

of a human being’s mind into a new sphere of understanding and perception, in Wright’s 

Black Boy (American Hunger), the closest one can get to is the autobiographer’s discovery of 

literature.  Wright’s conversion takes place in an episode in which a young schoolteacher, 

Ella, reads to him the story of Bluebird and His Seven Wives.  The experience is described as 

follows: “The tale made the world around me be, throb, live.  As she spoke, reality changed, 

the look of things altered, and the world became peopled with magical presences.  My sense 

of life deepened and the feel of things was different, somehow” (39) and later on:  “I had 

tasted what to me was life” (40).  No one can surely doubt, after reading the above quotation, 

the profound emotional and mental impact that literary art had on Wright upon his first 

encountering it or a strong resemblance of this event to a traditionally religious conversion.  

The experience is extremely passionate, because it rouses in Wright a sense of “the 

possibilities of life” denied to him by the Jim Crow South (Howland 125).   

The incident, as we learn from the rest of the autobiography, bolsters not only 

Wright’s hunger for other writers’ work, but also his own desire to express himself 

artistically.  Each new encounter with literature intensifies, in a sense, Wright’s original 

conversion experience, because it offers him “nothing less than a sense of life itself,” thus 

                                                 
82 For more on this, see a passage on Jacobs in 1.4. 
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almost acquiring a quality of sacredness (BB 250).  This attachment of holiness to literature is 

in compliance with the already discussed Wright’s vision of himself as artist-prophet-priest.  

If one is to use Connor’s perception of conversion as a quest for completeness, then Wright’s 

discovery of literature might be said, as McCall argues, to have satisfied the “hunger that he 

had had, the desire for wholeness” (134).  

Scholars have frequently criticized Hurston’s inclusion of the story of her twelve 

visions in Dust Tracks on a Road.  For instance, her biographer, Robert Hemenway, argues 

that “the visions do not successfully structure the autobiography” (282).  As the story 

progresses, the visions “fade into insignificance” (Hemenway 282).  Although the 

autobiographer says the visions were “a preview of things to come,” she does not really make 

clear when most of them get fulfilled in her life (DT 596).  Similarly, Brantley suggests that 

the visions “do not lead to any sort of spiritual awareness and are, in fact, incidental” (208).  

Raynaud describes Hurston’s visions as “superimposed” (127).  Other critics have attempted 

to read the presence of visions in Dust Tracks as purposeful and positive, rather than flawed.  

So Rodríguez perceives them as “a significant key to the narrative,” because they “clarify and 

illustrate the concerns of the autobiography” (245).  In Rodríguez’s words, “the visions 

effectively literalize the fragmentation of the self that they both foretell and document” (245).  

A similar point is made by Sidonie Smith who maintains that the passage describing the 

visions “prepares” the readers (in terms of literary convention) for a spiritual autobiography, 

an expectation that Hurston never fulfills (Subjectivity 106).  Hurston fails to “to track a 

spiritual quest in the traditional tripartite structure of death, conversion, rebirth” and pursues 

instead “an an-archic structure” (Sidonie Smith, Subjectivity 106-07). This can, of course, 

reflect Hurston’s rejection of a fixity and clear-cutness of literary genres.  But even more 

importantly, in Smith’s opinion, the lack of teleology caused by the refusal “to organize the 
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text as a slow, incremental revelation of the visions” points to the problematic nature of the 

autobiographical “I” (107).   

Just like Douglass uses the notion of Providence to explain his own exceptionality, the 

same can be said about Hurston’s description of her visions.  Visions to Hurston are a 

confirmation of her difference from the people around her and a “sign of her special fate” 

(Hemenway 281).  She never confesses to anyone about them, because the incident “was too 

different [. . .] and I did not want it to be found out” (597).  Rather than being a source of 

pleasure or pride, Hurston’s exceptionality brings with it “a feeling of terrible aloneness” and 

“vanished communion with my kind,” as well as a sense of fatalism (598).  Hurston interprets 

the visions as a “call” to “go where I was sent” and to “drink the bitter drink” of life (597).  

Hemenway reads the visions and the way they are incorporated into Dust Tracks rather 

pragmatically as a key to Hurston’s “contradictory understanding of her own success and her 

uneasy interpretation of it” (283).  Hurston, according to Hemenway, found it very difficult to 

represent herself “as both one of the folk and someone special” and the episode depicting the 

visions is a direct manifestation of that life-long problem.  

As was the case with the interpretation of Jacobs, Connor likewise provides an 

original analysis of conversion in Hurston’s Dust Tracks.  She suggests that for Hurston, 

“conversion was as much a state of mind, an attitude, as it was a dramatic moment” (112).  

Hurston’s whole life, in Connor’s opinion, can be viewed as “an example of conversion as a 

way to incorporate change for personal identity and to sacralize the experience of marginality 

by creating a new order and a place for herself in that order” (112).  Additional manifestation 

of Hurston’s conversion, according to Connor, is “finding in her culture reflections of her own 

being” (137).  In other words, for Hurston two main sources of self-empowerment are her 
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independence from the social conventions (racial, gender, artistic) as set by the white world 

and her faith in the power of black culture.83 

In Davis’s autobiography, the phenomenon of conversion, as Nelson proposes, can be 

attached to the autobiographer’s “epiphanic discovery of Marxism” (77).  Davis compares her 

first reading of the Communist Manifesto to being hit by a “bolt of lightening” (109).  The 

encounter with the Marxist philosophy, despite its suddenness and emotional impact, is 

comforting to Davis, because it brings a sense of order into the mental confusion Davis 

experienced before.  “I read it [the Manifesto] avidly,” Davis explains, “finding in it answers 

to many of the seemingly unanswerable dilemmas which had plagued me” (109).  Davis 

describes a sense of enlightenment that the Communist Manifesto provides her with 

metaphorically:  “Like an expert surgeon, this document cut away cataracts from my eyes” 

(110).  Like Douglass and Malcolm X whose conversion is followed by concrete political 

activity, Davis feels the urge to try out her newly acquired philosophy in the practical realm of 

American society.  As she reminisces:  “The final words of the Manifesto moved me to an 

overwhelming desire to throw myself into the communist movement” (110). 

 

2.5 The Garden of Eden or Religious Imagery in African American Autobiography 

This subchapter discusses the autobiographers’ use of religious, mostly biblical, 

images in their life stories.  The presence of religious symbolism in the autobiographies does 

not, in my opinion, really reflect, in any significant measure, the strength of the authors’ faith 

in God or their perception of their lives in religious terms.  Rather, it is a manifestation of the 

autobiographers’ conscious decision to address their readers in a discourse they are familiar 

with and can easily relate to.  More often than not, an understanding thus developed between 

                                                 
83 In a sense, Connor resolves the dilemma posed by Hemenway concerning the tension between Hurston’s 
exceptionality and individualism on the one hand and her sense of community on the other and confirms what 
Hemenway suggests as one possible answer to Hurston’s dilemma.  As he speculates:  “She may have been 
special, but she also believed that her hard-won success grew from self-reliance, independence, and self-
confidence inspired by familial and communal origins” (283). 
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the narrator and the reader is to ensure a desired efficacy of the (social) argumentation put 

forward by the life stories. 

Douglass’s Narrative abounds with religious (mostly biblical) imagery and 

symbolism.84  James H. Evans, Jr., for instance, has pointed out that Douglass’s description of 

Colonel Lloyd’s garden corresponds to the Christian imagination of the Garden of Eden.  The 

garden, Douglass writes, “abounded in fruits of almost every description, from the hardy 

apple of the north to the delicate orange of the south” (20).  Douglass takes up the Christian 

image of the Edenic garden and, in his activist vein, uses it to discuss the issue of slave 

morality.  As Douglass remembers:  the garden’s fruit “was quite a temptation to the hungry 

swarms of boys, as well as the older slaves [. . .] few of whom had the virtue or the vice to 

resist it” (20).  The fact that Douglass chooses the expression “virtue or the vice” (italics 

mine), implies that those categories have a radically different meaning when applied to the 

institution of slavery.85  Evans elaborates on this by suggesting that “the amoralizing effect of 

slavery removes virtue or vice as motives for stealing or resisting the fruit. A hungry slave 

does not debate the morality of survival” (32).  It is the master’s determination to keep the 

slaves hungry in the middle of abundance, Douglass suggests, that is to be viewed as sinful 

and not the slaves’ helping themselves to their master’s fruit.86  The master’s employment of 

tar to mark the slaves who have taken the fruit can be read as his need to create “an outward 

sign of guilt,” where “the spiritual inner conviction of sin” is actually lacking (Evans 32).  It is 

not a coincidence that tar is used as a means of marking the slaves’ guilt – in Christian 

symbology, its black color connotes sin and moral degradation.  Douglass himself is not 

                                                 
84 As Bland explains, “given Douglass’s awareness of his audience, we can be sure that he sought to give his 
story meaning and moral weight for that audience by connecting it to the Bible, which was the single most 
important authenticating document in mid-nineteenth century American culture” (81).  
85 In My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass makes this point even more explicit when he writes:  “The 
morality of free society can have no application to slave society.  Slaveholders have made it almost impossible 
for the slave to commit any crime, known either to the laws of God or to the laws of man [. . .] Slaveholders I 
hold to be individually responsible for all the evils which grow out of the horrid relation” (104-05).  
86 For more on slave morality, see Lovalerie King’s article “Counter-Discourses on the Racialization of Theft 
and Ethics in Douglass’s Narrative and Jacobs’s Incidents.” 
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totally free of this Christian color symbolism.  The ships he observes in the Chesapeake Bay 

are compared to “swift-winged angels” and are described as “robed in purest white” (46; 

italics mine).  While associating freedom with whiteness, Douglass talks about the slaves’ 

bondage as the “dark night of slavery” (45; italics mine).   

Evans sees the “reemergence of the [Edenic] Garden” in Narrative in the scene of 

Douglass’s fight with Covey (40).  As he writes:  “In this field cum Garden of Eden, Covey 

manifests all the characteristics of Satan,” including the fact that the slaves name him “the 

snake” (40).  Gibson, on the other hand, proposes that Douglass’s fight with Covey be read as 

resembling the biblical story of Jacob’s “long struggle with [. . .] the angel of God” 

(“Christianity” 594-95).  Gibson sees the similarities between the two “insofar as the struggle 

is a literal power struggle in which Douglass prevails, as does Jacob” (“Christianity” 595).  

Houston A. Baker, Jr., in addition, calls Douglass “a kind of New World Daniel” (Journey 37) 

because after his escape to the North, Douglass writes he felt “like one who had escaped a den 

of hungry lions” (69).  O’Meally explains Douglass’s belief in Providence in biblical terms, as 

a similarity between him and the biblical characters of Joseph and Moses (208).  Last but not 

least, Douglass’s text is rich in direct allusions to the Bible.87  In Narrative, as demonstrated 

above, religion is employed for a very pragmatic reason – to create the most convincing and 

the most engaging narrative possible with the aim to impel its audience to join the antislavery 

camp. 

Warner sees in Jacobs’s description of her home town, Edenton in North Carolina, 

“the story of an inverse Eden” (“Carnival” 221) “with the devil as Flint” (“Carnival” 227).  

According to Warner, Jacobs paraphrases the verses from Peter 5:8 when she depicts her 

master as a man “whose restless, craving, vicious nature roved about day and night, seeking 

                                                 
87 See pages 5, 7, 10, 41, 73, 77, 78 and 79 (pointed out by the Norton edition of Narrative). 
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whom to devour” (Incidents 352).88  In addition to paraphrases, Jacobs incorporates some 

direct biblical quotations into her narrative.  The majority comes from Matthew and is placed 

in the first section of Incidents that presents the reader with a portrait of slavery and depicts 

the slaves as “a Christian community persecuted by the authorities” (Warner, “Carnival” 227).  

Perhaps the most suggestive of all is one of the book’s epigraphs taken from Isaiah 32:9:  

“’Rise up, ye women that are at ease!  Hear my voice, ye careless daughters!  Give ear unto 

my speech.’”  This quote not only makes clear the addressees of Jacobs’s work – the white 

women of the North – and calls for their conscious political engagement on behalf of the 

black women of the South; it is also, as Frances Smith Foster suggests, a warning (“Manifest 

in Signs” 72).  Through Isaiah’s words, Jacobs warns the Northern white women “against 

allegiances with Egypt” (read slavery), because they could lead to their own enslavement 

(Foster, “Manifest in Signs” 72).   

Deborah M. Garfield offers an interesting reading of Jacobs’s use of the above 

quotation from Isaiah.  Garfield sees as crucial for the interpretation of Jacobs’s choice of the 

given passage the lines that come shortly after it in the Bible:  “’Tremble, ye women that are 

at ease; be troubled, ye careless ones:  strip you and make you bare, and gird sackcloth upon 

your loins’” (Isaiah 32:11, qtd. in Garfield 110).  “In the epigraph’s mute addendum,” 

Garfield writes, “the code of black sexuality is subtly revised, the categories of vulnerable 

black teller and decorous white listener undermined” (110).  Using the Bible, Jacobs thus 

deconstructs the stereotype of the black woman as a sexual predator and “reverses the terms 

of sexual politics” prevalent in her time (Garfield 110). 

Unlike Douglass or Jacobs, Hurston uses religious symbolism in Dust Tracks, but one 

that does not necessarily have its roots in the Bible and Christianity.  Brentley suggests that 

Hurston implies a parallel between herself and the Egyptian goddess, Isis (197).  “Like Isis,” 

                                                 
88 The biblical passage in question goes as follows:  “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a 
roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour“ 
(<http://bibletools.org/index.cfm/fa/Bible.show/sVerseID/30474/eVerseID/30474.> Oct. 17, 2005). 
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Meisenhelder points out, “who collected and reunited the fragments of Osiris’s body, Hurston 

uses her literary and anthropological power to fashion an ‘undiminished’ version of black 

identity” (168).  Hurston’s dynamic nature and her destiny of wandering are also comparable 

to the character of Isis (Meisenhelder 167, Brentley 197).  The fact that Hurston presents 

herself as Isis, rather than some Christian figure, agrees with her, rather critical, attitude 

towards Christianity and her fascination by and respect for religious beliefs from different 

temporal and geographical contexts (see her comments on hoodoo and voodoo, for example). 

Both the original epigraph to Black Boy (American Hunger) and the one that Wright 

used to replace it with, after the book was divided by the publisher into two parts (and only 

the first part published) come from the Book of Job.89  This fact is relevant for the reader’s 

comprehension of the main philosophical concern of the autobiography in question.  As Mark 

A. Copeland has pointed out, the Book of Job “has long been praised as a masterpiece of 

literature” (3).  The main dilemma that it poses is an “age-old question, ‘Why does God allow 

the righteous to suffer?’” (Copeland 4).  If one recalls Wright’s aim, already discussed in the 

previous chapter, to use his literary work as an exploration of “meaningless suffering” in 

human existence, the choice of both epigraphs is clear (BB 100).  While the Bible, however, 

wants the reader to accept the idea that “man is unable to subject the painful experiences of 

human existence to a meaningful analysis,” Wright, as an atheist, resists this notion and 

makes a rational analysis of suffering his life’s vocation (Copeland 5). 

Like Malcolm X, who will be discussed next, Wright plays with the black and white 

imagery in Black Boy.   He paves the way of deconstruction for X and later African American 

authors by starting to question the Christian (and Western) link between whiteness and 

goodness.  The white color in Wright’s autobiography mostly stands for “weakness, 

                                                 
89 For more information on this, see Janice Thaddeus’s “The Metamorphosis of Richard Wright’s Black Boy.” 
The original epigraph was:  “His strength shall be hunger-bitten / And destruction shall be ready at his side,” and 
the one attached to the revised version:  “They meet with darkness in the daytime / And they grope at noonday as 
in the night” (Thaddeus 200). 
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ignorance, repression, and a false sense of values” (Gaskill 46).  Wright’s grandmother with 

her “old, white, wrinkled, grim face, framed by a halo of tumbling black hair” (BB 3; italics 

mine) becomes an inversion of a “Caucasian saint” (Gaskill 46).  The image of white curtains 

that Wright sets on fire embodies repression (of movement and spontaneity) and his dream 

(after having been beaten by his mother) of “huge wobbly white bags” filled with “some 

horrible liquid” (BB 7) symbolizes disease, fear and aggression (Gaskill 47).  Although Gayle 

Gaskill suggests that Wright associates blackness with positive values in his life story, I find 

this argument exaggerated.  Even if it is possible to find a few instances in which black stands 

for “power, learning, and discovery” (Gaskill 46), more often than not, the opposite is the 

truth (see, for example, Wright’s comments on black culture on page 37).90 

A complete turnaround of the Christian color symbolism comes only with Malcolm 

X’s autobiography.  He accomplishes this reversal, for instance, through his, rather shocking 

connection of the words white man and devil.  In Malcolm X’s narrative, whiteness is no 

longer associated with goodness, purity and beauty (as in Douglass’s story), but rather comes 

to represent exploitation, hypocrisy and wickedness.  Further, much of the Black Nationalist 

philosophy which Malcolm X represents is about evoking black pride and proclaiming the 

beauty of blackness.  In The Autobiography, Malcolm X addresses his congregations as 

‘“…my beautiful, black brothers and sisters’” (209).  Farah Jasmine Griffin argues that this 

affirmation of the beauty of African Americans by Malcolm X is “of profound significance” 

when “considered in light of constant white supremacist assaults on notions of black beauty” 

(220).  The problematic aspect of X’s deployment of inverted color symbolism is that it leads 

to a mere reversal of stereotypes, rather than a complete disposal of the limiting sphere of 

binary oppositions.  It is not until his second conversion that Malcolm X overcomes this 

dualism and comes to think of the world in more complex terms.  Taking into account the 

                                                 
90 For instance, Gaskill sees as a proof of black power in Wright’s autobiography the symbolism of the black 
print on the white page, since it is “the black figures which hold the meaning” (47).  The argument, however, is 
slightly problematic, because this can be claimed about any writing. 
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atheist convictions of Davis as well as her aim to produce a political, rather than a literary, 

autobiography, it is perhaps not surprising that religious imagery is wholly lacking in her life 

story.  

 

2.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has shown that religion as a theme occupies a significant place in African 

American autobiography and that religious belief played several different functions in the 

lives of African Americans.  Far from being only a source of emotional relief for those 

discriminated against, religion was also used for a more pragmatic purpose, namely as a tool 

of social criticism (as in Douglass and Malcolm X) and a way to get the audience see and 

accept the autobiographer’s point of view (hence the use of religious imagery and religious 

genres).  Even the life stories of those authors who present themselves as atheists (like 

Wright, Davis and Hurston), seem to have a sense of religious quality to them.  This is often 

connected with these autobiographers’ perception of their profession as sacred and “inspired.”  

The notion of conversion is highly important when discussing religion in black 

autobiography, because it calls for a redefinition that would include not merely strictly 

spiritual experience of conversion, but also a more general process of identity-formation and a 

quest for wholeness.  Unlike the case with the theme of family, most differences in the 

depiction of religion do not appear as strictly gender specific, but rather have to do with 

individual autobiographers’ character- and weltanschauung-related differences.   
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CHAPTER 3:  RESISTANCE 

3.1 Introduction 

After having discussed family and religion as two thematic links that connect all six 

autobiographies analyzed in this work, the third chapter turns its attention towards resistance 

(and its various forms) as another element common to all the life stories in question.  

Although the authors belong to the minority that since its very arrival in the U.S. has been 

continuously victimized by institutional racism, sexism and classism, they refuse to present 

themselves and their fellow blacks as passive receivers of the “blows” given to them by the 

major white society.  Instead, they try to demonstrate their own and their community’s 

ingenuity in living a life of resistance.   

Resistance, in the context of African American autobiography, acquires different 

shapes, one of which is literacy (as the practical ability to write and read) and its more 

sophisticated companion, critical literacy.  Mastering the dominating white discourse and 

transforming it to fit their own needs, provides the autobiographers with a weapon able, in the 

words of Audre Lorde, to “dismantle the master’s house” (110).  This goes not only for the 

critical social argumentation that individual autobiographies put forward, but also for their 

adaptation of “white” literary genres, such as a sentimental novel or a Bildungsroman.  In 

their representation of resistance, the autobiographers frequently reach out for the African 

tradition of trickster tales which they improvise upon to make them applicable to the 

sociohistorical coordinates of their own existence.  In addition to the above, the chapter also 

discusses the efficiency of employment and the economics of earning money as a way out of 

the constraints and limits created for African Americans by discriminatory practices of white 

Americans.  The life stories by X and Davis are further used to reveal that prison, for 

American blacks, is not only a place of racial and political oppression, but also a site holding 

significant resistance potential.  Finally, the chapter attempts to trace some gender-based 
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differences between male and female types of resistance.  It probes the extent to which the 

slave narrative theory’s distinction between physical violence as a prototypically male and 

impudent speech (or “sass”) as a female subversion technique is valid for later African 

American autobiographies (Johnson 37). 

 

3.2 Literacy and Critical Literacy 

 In this subchapter I use the word literacy to denote mere practical ability to read and 

write and the expression critical literacy to encompass different critical, analytical and 

creative uses of language and discourse aimed at the transformation of “the [oppressive and 

silencing] social and political structures” (Cutter 209).91  This, of course, implies that literacy 

will be discussed mainly in relation to Douglass and Jacobs – the authors of slave narratives – 

because it was, above all, in the period of slavery that the ability of African Americans to read 

and write assumed extraordinary social significance.  As is known from the histories of the 

slavery institution, masters prevented their slaves from becoming literate.  In many Southern 

states, slave codes were passed, declaring the teaching of slaves to read and write illegal 

(Brinkley 335).  The motives behind this, as Eugene D. Genovese states, were manifold:  fear 

that slave literacy will lead to the forging of passes by potential runaways, anxiety over the 

slaves’ possible access to and reading of abolitionist pamphlets advocating resentment, as 

well as conviction that literacy was not needed for the slave’s “particular station” (561-3).  

Despite the risks involved in the process, many slaves learnt to read and write, thus making 

the attainment of literacy a true act of resistance against their masters and the system in 

general.    

Douglass’s literacy is virtually born as a subversive reaction to (an overheard) Mr. 

Auld’s order that Mrs. Auld stop teaching Douglass to write and read, because “learning 

                                                 
91 To denote the distinction between the two kinds of literacy, Perkins introduces the terms “functional literacy” 
and “political literacy,” defining the second as “the capacity to interpret social reality based on analysis of power 
relations and an awareness of history” (28). 



 108 

would spoil the best nigger in the world” (Narrative 29).  As Douglass puts it:  “The argument 

which he [Mr. Auld] so warmly urged, against my learning to read, only served to inspire me 

with a desire and determination to learn” (30).  The course of Douglass’s self-instruction is 

filled with much resolve and ingenuity:  he makes use of the letter markings on the pieces of 

timber in the ship-yard, he studies, in secret, from his little master’s, Thomas’s, spelling and 

copy books, and, employing cunning, he learns a lot from the poor white boys in the 

neighborhood.  In Douglass’s case, it is difficult, however, to strictly separate literacy and 

critical literacy, because he presents his learning to read as inextricably connected with his 

realization of “the white man’s power to enslave the black man” and with his initiation into 

the abolitionist philosophy via The Columbian Orator (Narrative 29).  The acquaintance with 

the latter, he admits, significantly helps him with organizing and expressing his ideas, thus 

making him capable of critical literacy.  Articles from the Orator, Douglass reminisces, gave 

a “tongue to interesting thoughts of my own soul, which had frequently flashed through my 

mind, and died away for want of utterance” (33).92   

Although Douglass admits that his intellectual superiority over other slaves was at first 

a mixed blessing – “it had given me a view of my wretched condition, without the remedy” – 

it also strengthens his resolve to attain freedom – “Freedom now appeared, to disappear no 

more forever” (33).  Douglass not only uses his ability to write in faking the passes for the 

first (and unsuccessful) escape from slavery; he also decides to plant a seed of resentment, 

already fully grown in him, into other slaves, by teaching them to read in the Sabbath school.  

It could be argued that Douglass’s literacy and critical literacy reach their culmination in the 

publication of Narrative through which Douglass literally writes himself into existence, 
                                                 
92 Valerie Smith, elaborating on the thoughts of Robert Pattison, voices her critique of Douglass’s (and his 
critics’) excitement over the supposed power of literacy.  “To link reading and writing inextricably with social 
development,” she writes, “is to display an inherent bias toward Anglo-American uses of language” (4).  Smith 
suggests that literacy be more broadly defined as “the consciousness of the uses and problems of language, 
spoken or written” (4; italics mine).  Although Smith’s argument is, on the whole, reasonable, it nevertheless 
fails to realize that a part of the slave narratives’ authors’ “glorification” of the written forms of language 
doubtlessly springs from their attempt to cater to their white audience’s values as a means of winning its support 
for the abolitionist cause.     
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endowing himself, as Gates, Jr. maintains, with the master’s culture’s ultimate sign of 

subjectivity (Monkey 156).93   

Jacobs does not have to work as hard for literacy as Douglass – her first mistress 

teaches her to read and write.  Despite calling her ability a “privilege” and giving public 

thanks to her mistress for it, Jacobs does not hesitate to point out that it was not only benefits 

that her literacy brought her (344).  Suspecting that Jacobs is able to read, Dr. Flint abuses her 

knowledge by slipping obscene notes in her hands, therefore transforming Jacobs’s literacy 

into an instrument of sexual harassment.  It is only later that Jacobs discovers some positive 

uses of her ability to read and write.  The most obvious is the act of deluding Dr. Flint by 

sending him fake letters from the North while actually still in hiding in Edenton.  Jacobs’s 

ability to read also saves her from being recaptured by the Flints after The Fugitive Slave Act 

is passed.  Her daily reading of the newspapers alerts her to the presence of Dr. Flint’s 

daughter in a New York hotel which Jacobs correctly interprets as Dr. Flint’s renewed attempt 

to return her to slavery.  Finally, like Douglass’s, Jacobs’s literacy finds its most productive 

outlet in the publication of Incidents with the aim to make it serve primarily as a tool for the 

abolition of slavery.94 

Critical literacy of Douglass and Jacobs, however, finds its most potent manifestation 

in the way their narratives are crafted.  An important strategy that both autobiographers use is 

that of mastering the white discourse (of their readers) and adapting it to fit their own 

abolitionist purposes.  It is not a coincidence that Jacobs does “not allow her protagonist [. . .] 

to speak in dialect” (Johnson 128).  By writing in the language of the nineteenth-century 

white, middle-class America, Jacobs attempts to “establish herself as author and authority, 

and [. . .] as a respectable woman” (Johnson 128).  The same, of course, can be said about the 

                                                 
93 For more on this, see Gates, Jr.’s The Signifying Monkey (1989) and Davis’s and Gates, Jr.’s The Slave’s 
Narrative (1985). 
94 For an opposite interpretation of Jacobs’s attitude to literacy as an overall distrust of discourse, see chapter 2 
of Carla Caplan’s The Erotics of Talk:  Women’s Writing and Feminist Paradigms (1996). 
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intentions of the use of standard English in Douglass’s narrative.  Proving their ability to 

conquer the code of the supposedly superior race, the authors challenge the stereotype of 

black mental inferiority and make the readers more willing to listen to and accept their point 

of view. 

Both P. Gabrielle Foreman and Martha J. Cutter maintain that a manifestation of 

textual subversion in Jacobs’s Incidents should be looked for in a series of gaps and silences 

present in her story.  Foreman perceives these gaps as a proof of Jacobs’s struggle against the 

“usurping agency” of her editor, Lydia Maria Child, whose editing of Jacobs’s book seems to 

reflect a “patron-child hierarchy” between the two (“Spoken” 317).95  In Foreman’s view, 

Jacobs assumes a certain degree of control over her narrative by “creating gaps and silences 

on her own terms” (“Spoken” 317; italics mine).  Moreover, Incidents attempts to fill in a 

number of those personal absences with the stories of other slave women, shifting “from the 

personal ‘I’ to the specific ‘she’ to the representative ‘she’ as ‘slave woman,’ thus adding to 

the typifying value of the work (Foreman, “Spoken” 317).  The gaps Jacobs creates, according 

to Foreman, mainly concern the autobiographer’s sexuality and her sexual abuse by her 

master – areas which the “societal sanctions” of Jacobs’s time forced into “the terrain of the 

unspeakable” (“Spoken” 316).  In order to make them speakable again, Foreman suggests, 

Jacobs transcribes her sexual abuse in the “terrain of language,” depicting her actual physical 

abuse by Dr. Flint in terms of verbal dueling between the two (“Spoken” 318).96      

                                                 
95 The issue of white editors’ control of slave narratives, as well as later literary works by black authors, is a 
complex one.  One of the questions it poses is whether the black voice that speaks is authentic, or rather wholly 
enveloped by the white editor’s intrusive influence.  For an excellent analysis of the role of white editors in the 
production of slave narratives, see John Sekora’s essay “Black Message / White Envelope:  Genre, Authenticity, 
and Authority in the Antebellum Slave Narrative.”   
96 Jacobs also makes her story speakable by shaping it to partially fit sentimental fiction/seduction novel 
conventions.  Foster, for instance, claims:  “Incidents reads like a story of pursuit and evasion, one full of heroes 
and villains, of bright young men claiming the freedom to seek their fortunes and of desperate maidens trying to 
preserve their virtue, of mothers trying to protect their children and of the hardworking poor trying to survive the 
greed and exploitation of the powerful and wealthy” (Written by Herself 103).  At the same time, however, 
Jacobs makes sure to let her readers know that, as a slave, she is severely restricted in her choice of the possible 
solutions to her problems.  Unlike the sentimental heroine Pamela from Samuel Richardson’s novel of the same 
title, Jacobs cannot marry her seducer.  She does not wish to, either (Valerie Smith 41).  She concludes Incidents 
with the following admission: “Reader, my story ends with freedom, not in the usual way, with marriage” (513).  
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Cutter, on the other hand, perceives the silences in Incidents as a reflection of Jacobs’s 

understanding of “the problematic nature of speaking in a language which denies her 

subjectivity” and serves to perpetuate her inferior social position (209).  Cutter’s main interest 

does not seem to lie in the determination of whether Jacobs was physically raped or not 

(although she implies that the abuse, in her opinion, was merely verbal).  Rather, she explores 

the ways in which Jacobs attained and used her critical literacy as a form of liberation.  

Conscious of the oppressive nature of white Southern discourses (such as that of the Cult of 

True Womanhood, for instance), Jacobs, according to Cutter, develops a new “language game 

based in truth, community and a shared sense of experience” (213).97  The last element on the 

list entails the dissipation of “narrative authority” between the narrator and the readers, 

“rather than collecting it in one place – the authorial self” which Jacobs brings about by her 

appeals to the readers’ empathy (Cutter 223).98 

Comparing Jacobs’s Incidents to Douglass’s Narrative in terms of their ability to 

rhetorically “dismantle the master’s house,” Cutter takes a rather critical stance to the latter 

work, claiming that Douglass, in contrast to Jacobs, achieved mere mimicry of the master’s 

language.  This argument, in my opinion, needs to be challenged, in particular if one takes 

into account not only the extremely critical rhetoric of Narrative, but also the very real and 
                                                                                                                                                         
By saying so, the author “acknowledges that however much her story may resemble superficially the story of the 
sentimental heroine, as a black woman, she plays for different stakes; marriage is not the ultimate reward she 
seeks” (Valerie Smith 4). 
97 A phenomenon similar to “language game” is discussed by Johnnie M. Stover in Rhetoric and Resistance in 
Black Women’s Autobiography under the name of “mother tongue.” Unlike Cutter, Stover understands this 
discourse as an accidental byproduct of the black female writing, rather than a deliberate and rational creation of 
African American women authors.  Stover’s definition of “mother tongue” is as follows:  “This mother tongue is 
a combination of words, rhythms, sounds, and silences that women have encoded with veiled meanings [. . .] It is 
a stance, an attitude of resistance that includes secrets, misdirection, irony, song, humor, and lying, among 
others” (7). 
98 What Foreman and Cutter perceive as silences in Incidents, Margaret Lindgreen describes as coded and 
“hidden” voices (20).  Lindgreen works with the Bakhtinian concept of the “dialogic” to describe a kind of 
textual resistance achieved in Jacobs’s narrative.  The term she uses to describe this phenomenon is that of “the 
redoubled voice” that necessarily comes into being when “one writes as ‘other’ to an audience which not only is 
not affected by the same political/cultural forces, but also is an agent of [. . .] the oppressive forces which 
attempt to name the autobiographer” (Lindgreen 19).  What the strategy in question leads to is the coding of the 
text that aims at protecting “the creator from the dangerous consequences of directly stating particular messages” 
(Lindgreen 20).  “The redoubled voice” basically means that “the referent is not a single self, but a single source 
of multiple, and sometimes conflicting voices” (Lindgreen 21).  Lindgreen notices its presence in black male 
works also, but considers it more explicit in female texts (Lindgreen 22).   
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tangible impacts that Douglass’s abolitionist activities had on American society.  Rather than 

saying that Douglass solely mimics the master’s language, I would argue that he develops a 

new discourse too, albeit of a slightly different kind.99  What Douglass’s discourse clearly 

shares with Jacobs’s is its engagement in telling “the truth” (from the slave’s point of view) 

about slavery, thus correcting the falsities of the master discourse.100  Moreover, like Jacobs, 

he employs the strategy of repeatedly shifting from the personal to the public perspective.  

This tactic, according to Gibson, “ground[s] abstractions about the evils of slavery in the 

specific, concrete experience of one person, thus rendering the [antislavery] argument more 

vivid and more convincing than abstract discourse alone could likely make it” (“Reconciling” 

553).    

If Douglass’s “language game” does not put as much emphasis as Jacobs’s on the 

community and a shared sense of experience, it, nevertheless, engages in deconstructing the 

white discourse through the creation of a new rhetoric characterized by a heavy use of 

antithesis, irony and parody.  This new “language game” attacks the institution of slavery by 

repeatedly pointing to the many paradoxes, inconsistencies and contradictions on which the 

institution is built.  This, however, is not to suggest that Douglass’s rhetoric is wholly without 

limitations.  One of the main restrictions of Douglass’s discourse can be seen, as already 

pointed out in the first chapter, in his acceptance of the myth of the self-made man (and 

proper masculinity).  The other lies in Douglass’s inability to completely overthrow the “the 

basic structuring opposition:  slave and man, object and subject,” despite his success in 

exposing its “constructed character” (Kawash 33).  Douglass’s “promised revolution,” 

                                                 
99 Dudley argues along these lines when he writes:  “Drawing from the literary tradition of the white world, the 
only tradition available to him [Douglass], he created a voice distinctly his own” (14; italics mine). 
100 For more on this notion of truth-telling in slave narratives, see Chapter 1 of Crispin Sartwell’s Act Like You 
Know:  African-American Autobiography & White Identity (1998). 
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Kawash writes, “is conceived wholly within the terms of a republican polity of sovereign, 

independent men” (34).101 

Wright’s Black Boy (American Hunger) has repeatedly been accused of lying.  A lot of 

the information the book puts forward does not correspond to Wright’s real life.  Wright 

depicts his family background as poor and working-class, omitting the fact that his mother 

“was a successful school teacher and that many of his friends were children of college 

faculty” (Adams 72).  Wright also totally ignores his friendship with the white Wall family 

whose members were, at times, more supportive than Wright’s own parents (Adams 72-73).  

In addition, the episode about the graduation speech in which the protagonist is asked to read 

his principal’s, rather than his own, speech, but refuses to do so, is not based on truth.  

Wright, in reality, did rewrite his original speech, thus allowing for a compromise with the 

principal (Adams 73).  Similarly, the story about Uncle Hoskins and the Mississippi River, 

which Wright included in Black Boy, is not taken from Wright’s own life, but rather from 

Ralph Ellison’s who told Wright the story in question (Adams 73).  The question of 

truthfulness in Black Boy, however, does not relate to individual facts only, but also to the 

overall atmosphere Wright created in the work.  Wright had to cope with the attacks on his 

book for its “excessive emphasis on violence, meanness, and despair” by those who felt that 

the autobiography inappropriately exaggerated the bleakness of African American life in the 

United States (Hakutani, “Creation” 70).   

When one looks at the above-listed “defects” of Wright’s autobiography from a 

different angle, they lose the character of flaws and become the very sources from which 

Wright’s resistant discourse springs.  First of all, Wright complicates the notion of “truth” in 

                                                 
101 The same can be said about Douglass’s use of Bildungsroman techniques in Narrative.  Douglass’s story 
shows that despite his severely inhibiting position of a slave, he, nevertheless – thanks to his talent and 
perseverance – “finds The Promised Land of a responsible social position, a job and a wife,” thus challenging the 
white stereotype of black laziness and dependence (Valerie Smith 33).  Even if subversive in its challenge of 
stereotypes, the tactic, unfortunately, cannot be understood as wholly successful for the reasons explained in 1.5. 
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his autobiography when he introduces a distinction between narrower factual/historical and 

larger emotional/narrative truth.  Wright saw as his mission in Black Boy his serving as a 

representative voice of “’the voiceless Negro boys’” (qtd. in Fabre, “Richard Wright” 137).102  

It seems natural, therefore, that it was more important to him to provide his readers with a 

“larger,” more general truth of the life in the South in a particular period of time, rather than a 

limited, fact-filled truth of one human being’s existence – his own (Margolies 15).  As 

Leibowitz put it:   

Wright’s memory may distort events but always for the sake of imaginative 
accuracy; centered in his blackness, he renders the suffering of southern 
blacks [. . .] in scenes that are dramatically fluent and pointed as a surgeon’s 
scalpel, so that the reader winces at the pain of penetration.  But he also 
crosses the color line and gets inside the skin of whites, exposing their vices, 
hypocrisies, mental habits, fitful generosity, and violent racism. (294-95) 
 

Distorting a few facts from his life does not matter to Wright much, if it helps the reader to 

come to a deeper understanding of race relations in the South of the 1930s and the impact 

they had on the psychic and emotional lives of both blacks and whites.103   

Although the expectations that most readers bring to the reading of any, not only 

Wright’s, autobiography, such as total fidelity to the factual truth of the author’s life, might 

not be fulfilled in Black Boy, the author’s primary aim in writing is successfully achieved.  

That this is really so can be supported by the fact that Wright never really called Black Boy 

an autobiography, but rather “a record” or, in some earlier suggestions, “a study” and “a 

chronicle” (Adams 71).  Timothy Dow Adams correctly suggests that “such titles indicate 

that the book he [Wright] had written was less personal, more documentary [. . .] than 

autobiography” and therefore had different goals (Adams 71).  One of them, as stated 

                                                 
102 This quality of representativeness is also present, as already discussed, in Douglass’s and Jacobs’s narratives.  
As Katherine Fishburn argues:  “Wright blends his own personal history with the universal experiences of his 
race in a conscious attempt to portray himself as a symbol of the black lower class” (6). 
103 Wright also attempts to do this by employing Bildungsroman techniques in the crafting of Black Boy 
(American Hunger).  As Andrews and Taylor argue:  “By presenting the readers with a [naïve young] 
protagonist who appears bewildered by the southern caste system in which he is immersed, Wright forced blacks 
and whites to question anew a set of social relations that the least hopeful and most apathetic had come to view 
as inevitable” (18). 
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before, was to enable the reading public to better understand the social reality of the 

American South and to entice them to contribute to social change.  Black Boy is clearly 

meant not only as a work of art, but also as a tool of social reform.  Adams goes a step 

further when he claims that Wright makes lying the main “metaphor of self” in Black Boy 

(69).  “A repeated pattern of misrepresentation,” he writes, “becomes the author’s way of 

making us believe that his personality, his family, his race – his whole childhood and youth 

– conspired to prevent him from hearing the truth, speaking the truth, or even being 

believed unless he lied” (68).  In that sense, the rhetoric of Wright’s autobiography is 

resistant not only in that it, via the metaphor of lying, criticizes the hypocrisy of life in the 

Jim Crow South, but also in that it tries to tell a new kind of truth about it. 

Taking into consideration what has been said about Black Boy (American Hunger) so 

far, it is difficult to agree with McCall’s claim that Wright “did not make us see our 

experience in new ways” (104; italics mine).  Not only is Wright’s metaphor of lying used in 

an original way, the same is true of his deployment of satire.  Like other black 

autobiographers, most prominently Douglass, Wright uses irony and caricature as a means of 

social criticism.  However, whereas Douglass’s mode of writing sometimes leads to outright 

laughter, Wright’s does not.  His identification with naturalism results in “the deadly 

seriousness of tone which assumes that the incidents are beyond laughter and are shocking 

past all comment” (Butterfield 174).  Finally, Wright’s conjuring up of his autobiography as a 

blues performance should be mentioned as well.  In Ralph Ellison’s words, “the blues is an 

autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically,” and thus perfectly 

suited to describe Wright’s attitude towards his own life and that of the African American 

community in general (78).  Wright’s decision to explore human suffering through his artistic 

production (mentioned in 1.3) goes hand in hand with the definition of the blues as “an 

impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching 
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consciousness, to finger its jagged grain” (Ellison 78).104  Like Hurston, then, Wright uses a 

black folk form as one of the means of literary expression.  This, it could be argued, is not 

done out of the wish to celebrate the richness of African American culture (as in Hurston’s 

case), but rather has to do with Wright’s conviction that the emotional truth about black 

experience can most convincingly be articulated through the art form coming from its very 

bearers.105  

Many critics have reacted negatively to Hurston’s Dust Tracks due to their 

understanding of its discourse as totally lacking in “true” racial resistance.  One of the reasons 

was the fact that Hurston (like Wright) not only seemed to include untruthful information in 

the alleged story of her life, but also chose to keep secret some more intimate aspects of her 

existence.  For example, Hurston claims in her book that she was born in Eatonville, Florida, 

while her real birthplace was Notasulga, Alabama (Bordelon 8).  Also, a lot of the things she 

says about her father’s second marriage to Mattie Moge do not correspond to reality.  Hurston 

presents her own and her brothers’ and sisters’ relationship to Mattie as highly antagonistic, 

whereas it was, in fact, only Hurston who had conflicts with her stepmother (Bordelon 10-11).  

Moreover, in Dust Tracks Hurston wholly omits the mention of her work for the Federal 

Writers’ Project as well as her second marriage to Albert Price III (Bordelon 16-17).  Hurston 

herself comments on this withholding of the more personal information when she writes:  “I 

am supposed to have some private business to myself.  What I do know, I have no intention of 

putting but so much in the public ears” (DT 751).  Therefore (contrary to the audience’s 

normative expectations), instead of being a revelation of the author’s inner self, the 

autobiography gives the impression of playing “hide-and-seek” with the reader (Braxton 179).  

                                                 
104 Jay Mechling, moreover, sees as a part of Wright’s blues performance in Black Boy his inclusion of the 
catalogues of folk beliefs, as well as his frequent use of repetition (280). 
105 Baker, Jr. explains the notion of the blues in Wright’s autobiography through the trope of the black hole.  
“This perspective, Mechling writes, leads him [Baker] to read Black Boy as a tale of desire, with the narrator as a 
‘black hole’ of blues energy consuming books and experiences to ‘feed’ the ‘hunger’ of the black hole for 
energy” (279).  For more on this, see Baker, Jr.’s Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature:  A Vernacular 
Theory (1984). 
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Even more importantly, Hurston’s life story has been accused of advocating assimilationism, 

an observation that eventually won Dust Tracks the attribute of “a discomfiting book” 

(Hemenway 276).  To prove their point, scholars have often referred to the barbershop 

episode and Hurston’s “politically incorrect” comments on African Americans in the chapter 

“My People, My People!.”   

Rather than further extending this body of criticism which approaches Dust Tracks as 

a traitor in the line of racially conscious black autobiographies, I will try to show that 

Hurston’s life story can also be read as literature of resistance.  One necessarily needs to look 

for some of the reasons that led Hurston to fashion the type of autobiography she did, if one is 

to get a complex picture of its creation process.  In my opinion, it is impossible to fairly judge 

Hurston, if the role of the white editors in the production of Dust Tracks is totally disregarded.  

As Raynaud has demonstrated through her comparison of the published text of Hurston’s life 

story with its original manuscript, the interventions of Bertram Lippincott and Tay Honoff – 

Hurston’s editors – were considerable.106  The restored chapters, in particular the one called 

“Seeing the World as It Is,” show Hurston in a light quite different from that normally 

ascribed to her by literary scholars.   

“Seeing the World as It Is” is a clear reflection of Hurston’s consciousness of race 

prejudice and her strong criticism of contemporary international politics and democracy as 

practiced by the United States.107  For instance, at one point she writes:  “I know that there is 

                                                 
106 Wright’s autobiography also underwent editorial changes.  After presenting the original version of Black Boy 
(American Hunger) to his editor, Wright was asked to divide the work into two parts (of which only the first half 
was published in 1945) and to extend the ending of the first section.  This resulted in additional six pages of the 
text (Thaddeus 199-214).  These, however, changed somewhat the original “mood,” because they allowed “a 
rather more optimistic interpretation than the original rather sober ending which they now follow” (qtd. in Fabre, 
“Richard Wright” 142).  One of the possible reasons why Wright was asked to end his work on a “merrier” note 
might have been to shift the book closer to an American success story.  Something in the sense:  no matter how 
bad the circumstances a black person in the U.S. comes from, show the reader that there is always a chance in 
America for any individual to fulfill his dreams and be successful.     
107 However, it is not only Hurston’s racial/political voice that gets distorted (or even lost) through editorial 
alterations of Dust Tracks.  In her essay “’Rubbing a Paragraph with a Soft Cloth?’ Muted Voices and Editorial 
Constraints in Dust Tracks on a Road,” Raynaud shows that Hurston’s “erotic voice,” “black woman’s voice” 
and her “voices of excess” are equally muted too.  
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race prejudice, not only in America, but also wherever two races meet together in numbers.  I 

have met it in the flesh” (DT 786).  Or elsewhere:  “President Roosevelt could extend his four 

freedoms to some people right here in America before he takes it all aboard, and, no doubt, he 

would do it too, if it would bring in the same amount of glory” (DT 792).  Comments like 

these - hardly apolitical and assimilationist - were to a large degree cut out from the original 

version of Dust Tracks by Hurston’s editors “as irrelevant to the autobiography” (Brantley 

223).  Hurston understood well the obstacles against which she was working as a black female 

author in the world dominated by white men.  As she put it:  “’Rather than get across all of the 

things which you want to say you must compromise and work within the limitations [of those 

people] who have the final authority in deciding whether or not a book shall be printed’” (qtd. 

in Hemenway 286-87).  Hurston further developed her opinions about the restrictions of the 

white publishing world in her essay “What White Publishers Won’t Print.”  Here she explains 

how the yearning for profit by white publishers influences their selection of the black texts to 

be published. 

If white editors were the first who bore some responsibility for Hurston’s apparent 

accomodationism in her life story, the expectations of the white reading public, as Hurston 

perceived them, were the second.  Convinced all her life that “’nothing pleases [the white 

man] […] more than to find out what he thought all along was the truth,’” and at the same 

time fully conscious of the white man’s power to silence her voice, she decided not to 

antagonize her white readers (Hurston, qtd. in Reith 76).  Instead, she adopted a tactic that she 

thought best suited her needs.  This has been recognized by a number of literary scholars and 

has received several different names:  “feather-bed resistance” (Reith), “hitting a straight lick 

with a crooked stick” (Meisenhelder), “trickster” strategy (Meisenhelder, Snyder), etc.  What 

the strategy in question tries to do is create a text which implicitly and indirectly resists and 

critiques the status quo and yet, when read superficially, does not seem to be an outright 
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protest.  Meisenhelder finds an expression of the tactics in question in Hurston’s “casting her 

story in the form of timeless myth” (148).  As she explains:   

Its language and tone [the story’s] evoke the placidity and universality of 
fairytale, a world seemingly unsullied by mundane social problems.  As 
Hurston uses this mythic material, however, it is just as rooted in the 
sociopolitical realities of race and gender as the folktales in Mules and Men.  
Myths function as both mask and vehicle for her racial analysis and for her 
treatment of specific whites in her life. (148-49)  
 

Nicole E. Reith, on the other hand, looks for the “feather-bed resistance” in some episodes 

that sound naive and “harmless” at first hearing, but, in fact, are revealed to be critical when 

looked at more attentively.  One of them is when Hurston uses the terms “stud” and “buck” 

when talking about her father’s youth (DT 568).  In Reith’s view, the use of these particular 

terms is associative and pulls “the [slave] history of blacks [and thus its criticism] into sharp 

focus” (79).   

 The charge of Hurston’s not uncovering to the reader the “real” protagonist’s self 

(which is an expectation conventionally put on the genre of autobiography) also needs to be 

addressed.  Unlike Wright, who felt a need to write his autobiography, Hurston approached 

the project of writing her life story very reluctantly (Fabre, “Richard Wright” 137).  She 

believed that “’it is too hard to reveal one’s inner self’” (Hurston, qtd. in Reith 75).  The 

autobiography’s title, moreover, suggests that what the reader will be getting in the story is 

“the traces, rather than the substance, of a self and a life” (Snyder 174).  Indeed, if one 

searches for a unified, homogeneous subject with consistent standpoints in Dust Tracks, one 

will have difficulties discovering it and might thus consider the book to be a failure.  

However, this very “flaw,” as Pierre A. Walker suggests, can be taken as the autobiography’s 

most progressive and praiseworthy trait.  When analyzed from the angle of post-structuralist 

theory, the self that Hurston presents in Dust Tracks seems to be typically postmodern, and 

thus lacking in “consistency, coherence, and unity” (Walker 388).  For the reader willing to 

view the work in question through the prism of postmodernist theory, Dust Tracks, far from 
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being full of lies, is much more sincere than numerous other autobiographical works.  Unlike 

them, it does not pretend to having grasped the essential nature of the self, but rather openly 

admits that “there is no one, single, hidden, inner, real self to reveal” (Walker 394).108  

Similarly to Walker, Sartwell reads Dust Tracks from the postmodernist prism as Hurston’s 

celebration of fragmentation and her emphasis on flux and process in all things, a step through 

which she deconstructs such social templates as race, gender and romantic love.109  

If one, however, disregards postmodernist theory as an inadequate means for reading 

African American and other minority literatures, as some scholars indeed do, Gates, Jr.’s 

explanation of Hurston’s secretiveness about some aspects of her life might be of service.110  

In his review of Dust Tracks, Gates, Jr. claims that Hurston consciously decided to leave 

some events from her past to herself as a means of protection against “traditional black male 

autobiographers [...] [as well as] a potentially hostile readership” (“Negro Way” 43). He goes 

on to say:  “She censored all that her readership could draw upon to pigeonhole or define her 

life as a synecdoche of ‘the race problem’” (“Negro Way” 43).  Perhaps wanting to be 

assessed more generally as a human being and a writer (rather than specifically as a black 

female writing in racist America), she decided to give preference to incidents other than her 

day-to-day struggle with prejudice and discrimination.111  The following words (which are her 

own) would seem to support this:  “I do not wish to close the frontiers of life upon my own 

self.  I do not wish to deny myself the expansion of seeking into individual capabilities and 

depths by living in a space whose boundaries are race and nation” (DT 786).  

                                                 
108 In this respect, Hurston shares a common ground with Malcolm X who rejects the notion of a stable and fixed 
identity when he asks: “’How is it possible to write one’s autobiography in a world so fast-changing as this?’” 
(The Autobiography 34 ). 
109 For more on this, see Chapter 4 of Sartwell’s Act Like You Know:  African-American Autobiography & White 
Identity.  
110 See, for instance, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese’s “To Write My Self:  The Autobiographies of Afro-American 
Women,” pp.  161-180, or Gregory S. Jay’s American Literature & the Culture Wars, pp.  103-135. 
111 Sidonie Smith seems to share Gates, Jr.’s perspective when she writes the following about Dust Tracks:  
“Hurston does not position herself as the victimized black subject since she does not locate the origins of her 
subjectivity in the history of oppression or the violent psychology of race relations in America.  In this way, she 
eludes being assigned any provided subjectivity and foils any attempt on the part of the white reader to fix her as 
a ‘representative’ of her race” (Subjectivity 110). 
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Closely connected to Gates, Jr.’s understanding of the book is the interpretation of 

Dust Tracks as literature of self-affirmation and self-empowerment (Plant 9, Brantley 218).  

As Plant asserts:  “The author [. . .] constructs a mytho-narrative wherein the persona created 

transcends the oppressive conditions of society and holds power over self and world” (11).  

What some have read as Hurston’s assimilationism, secretiveness and insincerity could thus, 

on the contrary, be understood as “a testimony of survival and an act of resistance” (Plant 10).  

Hurston intentionally suppresses her unhappy past experiences of racism, sexism and 

classism, since, in Plant’s words, “acknowledged pain, fragility, timidity and fear are all 

considered forms of weakness and impediments to self-empowerment” (16).  This reading of 

Hurston’s autobiography is convincing especially when one remembers her more famous 

work Their Eyes Were Watching God.  This novel, in a manner more obvious than Dust 

Tracks, is Hurston’s attempt at affirming and celebrating the beauty of black culture without, 

at the same time, idealizing it.112    

The discussion of the subversive elements in Dust Tracks cannot be complete without 

at least mentioning Hurston’s use of dialect and black folk idiom.  Their mere presence, as 

Sidonie Smith has argued, can be perceived as the autobiographer’s “refusal to ‘clean up’ or 

to ‘whiten’ her language by erasing all color [. . .] from it” and thus as her “criticism of the 

denuded quality of the dominant and neutralized language” (Subjectivity 119).  Similar to her 

questioning of the superior nature of Christianity (mentioned in the previous chapter), 

Hurston’s inclusion of the folk aphorisms in her life story can be viewed as her “calling into 

question the superiority of European [. . .] discourses over folk languages” (Sidonie Smith, 

Subjectivity 118).  Unlike Jacobs or Douglass, who considered standard English the most 

                                                 
112 Hurston’s wish to present herself as an empowered person is also reflected in her decision to present her life 
story as that of a “self-made woman.”  As Josie P. Cambpell argues:  the plot of Dust Tracks “is that of a 
pilgrim’s progress, of a poor, black, orphaned girl who becomes a respected scientist, a well-known author, the 
winner of Guggenheims and other awards” (105).  The implication, of course, could be read as follows:  “if all of 
this is possible for her, then it is possible for other marginalized people” (Campbell 105).  However, while using 
the Horatio Alger myth, Hurston also subverts it.  Whereas its plot was “simple, one dimensional, racist, and 
most assuredly sexist,” Hurston’s decidedly is not (Campbell 106). 
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effective resistance tool, Hurston searches for “new inscriptions of black resistance” in the 

“codified discourse of [. . .] folk and formalized-folk idiom” (Lewis 319).  As Nghana Lewis 

suggests, “Hurston seems to have expected white audiences to read and black audiences to 

decipher her discourse” (319-20).   

Unlike Hurston, who sometimes chooses a strategy of “feather-bed resistance” in Dust 

Tracks, Malcolm X criticizes white America with straightforwardness and daring.  In his life 

story, he accuses the dominant white society of creating the most degraded section of the U.S. 

society – the black ghetto.  The prejudicial white discourse that criminalizes race is turned 

against its creators to show that they, rather than African Americans, are real criminals.  

Echoing Douglass, X calls whites the robbers “of the black people’s labor, their lives, their 

true identities, their culture, their history – and even their human dignity” (Autobiography 

488).  X pronounces whites responsible for the inculcating of racial self-hate into Afro-

Americans.  X’s criticism of Christianity as a white religion employed to lull black Americans 

into submission and passivity has already been touched upon.  As Celeste Michelle Condit 

and John Louis Lucaites maintain, an effective medium of X’s rhetoric is the slavery period 

vocabulary that he frequently uses to discuss contemporary race relations as a way of pointing 

out that not much has changed for African Americans since slavery times.113  Towards the end 

of his life story, X introduces an additional subversive element – the linkage “of the struggle 

of African Americans with [. . .] the various liberation struggles being waged abroad by 

people of color” and the concomitant shift from civil rights’ to human rights’ rhetoric (Perkins 

29). 

One would think, especially when taking into consideration the fearful image of 

Malcolm X presented by the mass media, that the critical discourse he adopted and employed 

                                                 
113 Another interesting point that should be brought up when talking about literacy and Malcolm X is that his 
autobiography introduces the notion of the existence of different kinds of literacy.  The depiction of X’s life of 
hustling and pimping suggests that the successful existence in the streets of the black ghetto also requires a 
particular kind of literacy.  
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in his autobiography and speeches imposed a real threat to American social system.  And yet, 

as several scholars have argued, the opposite is the case.  X’s nationalist vision of “a tightly 

knit [male dominated black] community that circulated black economic resources among 

other blacks” leaves intact the basic tenets of a patriarchal, capitalist establishment (Condit, 

Lucaites 298).  His views, especially while still a Black Muslim, on “personal morality” and 

“social organization [also] mirror the values of the white world” (Dudley 176).  X does not 

engage in the deconstruction, but a mere replacement of the white American dream, without 

realizing that it, in itself, might be a source of oppression.  X’s threat is removed even further, 

if one accepts Condit’s and Lucaites’s perception of X’s rhetoric of violence as a goal in 

itself.  According to them, the reasons behind X’s violence-soaked discourse “was not the 

enactment of violence but the image or threat of violence” (308).  Or as Saldaña-Portillo puts 

it:  “Malcolm X does violence in discursive terms” (305).  Moreover, X fails to leave behind 

the essentialist notions about race and also continues in the rhetoric of white/black dualism, 

only reversing the attachment of values, so that whiteness comes to signify deceitfulness and 

vice and blackness their opposites.  In one sense, this positive and proud approach to 

blackness could be considered one of the greatest achievements of Malcolm X’s discourse:  it 

“spurred the revision of a positive and affirming black American identity [. . .] that demanded 

all of the rights ever claimed by humanity” (Condit, Lucaites 296).  In another, however, the 

fact that X did not manage to transcend the oppressive borders of binary thinking forms one 

of the limitations of his rhetoric.  It has been frequently suggested that X changed his racial 

(and gender) attitudes significantly after his second conversion in Mecca.  His autobiography, 

however, attests to a mind in progress, rather than the one that has made ultimate decisions 

about its stance on various sociopolitical issues.  The strongest claim that can be made about 

X’s change of mind, as far as his life story reflects it, is his gradual rejection of the idea of 
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whites as inherently evil.  Other transformations in X’s thinking (and its future developments) 

remain in the area of the wished-for and hypothetical.    

Davis’s rhetoric of dissent shares a number of similarities with that of Malcolm X.  

Like him, she aims at bolstering her fellow blacks’ racial pride and makes repeated parallels 

between her own story and that of fugitive slaves.  Davis also makes sure to place her rhetoric 

of resistance into an international context, showing that the struggle of non-white (and 

working-class) people for freedom is not merely a local phenomenon.  In addition, she 

criticizes the way (black) race is criminalized in the U.S.  In the New York House of 

Detention where she is first held, she notices that “all the women were either Black or Puerto 

Rican” (Angela 19).  The point that Davis implicitly makes through this information (and that 

she keeps reiterating in her theoretical pieces) is that “the racial imbalance in incarcerated 

populations [. . .] should be viewed as “evidence of structural racism,” rather than “a 

consequence of the assumed criminality of black people” (“Race” 268).  Talking about the 

difference between jail and prison, she develops the argument further when she says that 

“because the bail system is inherently biased in the favor of the relatively well-off, jails are 

disproportionately inhabited by the poor, who cannot afford the fee” (Angela 61-62).  In 

Davis’s understanding, of course, poverty in the U.S., more often than not, goes hand in hand 

with the racial minority membership, thus making the majority of the incarcerated population 

non-white.   

Similarly to X, Davis understands the racist behavior of the American state as 

conscious, cold-blooded and rational, rather than emotional.  For instance, she comments on 

the Birmingham church bombing as follows:  “This act was not an aberration.  It was not 

something sparked by a few extremists gone mad.  On the contrary, it was logical” (128).  In 

her opinion, therefore, the black resistance against it, if it is to be really effective, should be 

careful about its distribution of emotion and rationality.  Anger that potentially leads to 
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political resistance does not, Davis argues, bring the desired fruit, if it is not properly 

channeled and if it does not achieve organized collective expression.  As she states:  “The hurt 

and the rage meant nothing by themselves.  What was needed was an organized struggle” 

(170).   

Davis ensures that her oppositional conscious be visible already on the linguistic level 

of her autobiography.  The rich use of the words, such as “comrades,” “brother” and “sister” 

reveal her conviction about the need for unity and familial trust and love among the members 

of African American community, if social change is to be brought about.  Davis’s occasional 

calling of police officers “pigs” and her suggestion that the word “fascism” could be used 

“interchangeably with the word ‘racism’” is strategic (198).  Such “renaming and reframing [. 

. .] facilitates an analysis of the dynamics of power and domination while also making implied 

connections to other manifestations of state repression across historical and geographic 

boundaries” (Perkins 84).   

Davis’s social analysis is enriched by a class-conscious rhetoric that is almost totally 

lacking in Malcolm X.114  This, of course, has to do with Davis’s leftist, or more concretely 

Communist, politics.  In contrast to X, Davis calls for the complete overthrow of the capitalist 

and patriarchal values on which the American society has been built.  Hers is a truly 

revolutionary subjectivity which reflects Davis’s “radical commitment to fundamental social 

transformation” (Nelson 75). That goal is to be realized through “the revolutionary overthrow 

of the capitalist system” and, one should add, patriarchy (Angela 160).  Davis’s political 

commitment is not only Communist, but also feminist.  This is most visible in her criticism of 

Black Power Movement’s male members’ sexism which she sees as unnecessarily weakening 

the struggle of American blacks for the improvement of their social situation in the U.S.  

Other aspects of Davis’s feminism have been already discussed in Chapter 1. 

                                                 
114 X comments on the class divisions within the black community, but approaches the white community as if it 
was classless. 
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3.3 African Americans as Tricksters 

Trickster tales and the character of a trickster are a part of the cultural tradition that 

African Americans have brought with them from Africa and preserved throughout centuries 

of their life on the American soil.  The reasons for the survival, indeed thriving, of this 

cultural element should be sought in the main theme of trickster tales, and that is a probing of 

the power relations between two unequal parties.  The representative of a weaker faction plays 

a trick, using “some form of disguise and cunning, as well as a beguiling charm,” on its (more 

powerful) enemy, thereby challenging the status quo (Jurich 69).  As Marylin Jurich suggests, 

tricks are  

motivated and devised to expose wrongdoing and, ultimately, responsible for 
bringing about a more humane condition, a more humane society. In fact, the 
trick is generally used to facilitate an action only because the action cannot be 
achieved through more direct means; that is, the trickster may be oppressed or 
subject to limitations, prejudices, controls that prevent him or her from 
initiating efforts that are necessary for his or her own freedom or others’ 
liberation. (69)     

 
Taking into consideration the above description, it becomes obvious why tricksterism was 

chosen by many African Americans as a suitable (and sometime the only available) means of 

resistance against the dominant white society.  All the six autobiographies discussed here 

show their protagonists performing tricks on the whites who, they feel, unjustly oppress and 

scorn them.  Tricksters hope their actions will expose, challenge and ideally transform the 

power structures on which American society stands.  Since “tricksterism is traditionally 

regarded as a male activity,” female tricksters should be perceived as fighting on two fronts.  

Not only do they, as women of color, protest racism (and classism) of their society; they also 

defy the traditional gender roles it ascribes to them (Jurich 70). 

 Douglass plays his first trick already as a child when he teaches himself to read and 

write in secret.  When Mrs. Auld sends him on errands, he uses the poor white boys he meets 

on the streets, by giving them bread, as sources of the “more valuable bread of knowledge” 
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(Narrative 32).  Later, he dares the white boys in the shipyard to show him they can write as 

well as him, thus getting “a good many lessons in writing” (Narrative 35).  Finally, in the 

Auld family absence, he practices writing by filling the spaces left in Master Thomas’s old 

copybook.  A more serious trick, albeit unsuccessful, is performed by Douglass when, back 

on the Southern plantation, he convinces several other slaves to escape with him and forges 

passes for all of them.  It could be argued that the ultimate trick Douglass plays on his master, 

Mr. Auld, is that of running away.  Without his master suspecting anything, he asks for the 

permission to hire his time, thus saving some money and planning his flight from Baltimore.  

Although Narrative itself leaves this information out for strategic reasons, Douglass reveals 

later, in his fourth autobiography, that trickery ensured the success of his escape.  His friend, a 

sailor, lends him free papers, and during the checks to which Douglass as a passenger is 

submitted, he acts as if he was the person to whom the papers belonged, thus deceiving the 

slave hunters and finally reaching the North.  In my opinion, the importance of Douglass’s 

tricks lies, above all, in their exposure of the falsity of the Southern pro-slavery argument that 

slaves are content in slavery.  All the tricks Douglass retorts to testify to his lingering desire 

for freedom. 

 Warner suggests that “Jacobs appropriates the trickster role throughout the text 

[Incidents]; it is a fixed feature, perhaps the only fixed feature, of her narrative 

empowerment” (“Santa Claus” 187).  In the chapter titled “Fear of Insurrection,” the 

autobiographer talks about the Nat Turner rebellion and the subsequent patrols composed of 

poor whites who searched the houses of the slaves.  One of the patrol members discovers a 

bunch of letters sent to Jacobs and asks:  “‘Who writes to you?  half free niggers?’” (395).  To 

this Jacobs readily replies:  “’O, no; most of my letters are from white people.  Some request 

me to burn them after they are read, and some I destroy without reading’” (395).  We learn 

that her answer causes “an exclamation of surprise from some of the company” and manages 
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to put an end to the man’s questioning (395).  Jacobs uses the incident to reveal “the irony in 

the fact that although slaves were not permitted to learn to read, some white men required of 

individual slaves the ability to do so, in order to make their immoral desires known to the 

slave woman without being caught by others” (Beardslee 48).  Not only does the event enable 

Jacobs to confuse the power hierarchy between herself and the poor whites for a short period 

of time; it, even more importantly, highlights “the contradictory ethics in the white man’s 

treatment of slaves in general and slave women in particular” (Beardslee 48).    

Another example of Jacobs’s performance as a trickster can be found in her (already 

mentioned) sending of the fake letters to Dr. Flint which are aimed at deceiving him into 

belief that Jacobs is already in the North, while she is still hiding in the neighborhood.  Jacobs 

herself describes the letter episode as a “competition in cunning” and openly admits joy and 

entertainment at having outwitted Dr. Flint (448).115  She feels no need to apologize to the 

reader for her deceitful behavior, since “cunning,” Jacobs writes, “is the only weapon of the 

weak and oppressed against the strength of their tyrants” (426).  In addition to Jacobs, Dr. 

Flint functions as a trickster in this chapter as well – he rewrites a letter Jacobs (seemingly) 

sent to her grandmother from Boston where she expresses regret and shame at having 

abandoned her children.116  The difference between the two tricksters, however, is in the 

honorableness of their deceit.  Jacobs ascribes to the ethic of morally justifiable tricks – her 

main motive is to survive and ensure freedom for herself and her children.  Flint, on the other 

hand, belongs to dishonest tricksters whose “tricky” acts only further expose his vicious and 

fraudulent nature.  Foreman argues that Mr. Bruce, Jacobs’s post-flight (proslavery) employer 

in New York, should be read as a Northern counterpart of Dr. Flint (“Manifest” 87).  While in 

                                                 
115 The resistant nature of this act can also be seen in the fact that, through the letters, Jacobs “’project[s] an alter 
ego in freedom up North’” (Andrews, qtd. in Warner, “Santa Claus” 195) that embodies “an alternative strength 
and freedom, a sort of spiritual extension of the captive Brent” (Warner, “Santa Claus” 196). 
116 As Beardslee points out, Jacobs’s decision to “place her supposed whereabouts in Boston” is smart, because it 
discourages Dr. Flint to actually go to Boston and seek her there – “the animosity the people in Massachusetts 
display toward slaveholders and the fear and risk slaveholders incur if they go searching for runaways” is great 
(50).  



 129 

his household, Jacobs assumes the role of a trickster once again, pretending to be “the faithful 

servant,” while at the same time outsmarting him through the secret production of her 

autobiography (Foreman, “Manifest” 87).   

Jurich’s claim that “in some instances, [. . .] [tricksters] cross-dress to seek greater 

freedom or to obtain unusual power” finds its confirmation in Incidents (71).  Jacobs, like 

Douglass, dresses as a sailor in order to be able to get to her temporary hiding place in Snaky 

Swamp and then back to the town and her grandmother’s attic.  Her simulation of a man is 

successful – nobody, not even Mr. Sands whom she meets on the way back, suspects that the 

sailor they see is, in reality, Jacobs on the run.  Warner, moreover, maintains that through her 

comment about blackening her face with a charcoal, lest she gives herself away, Jacobs 

“mocks the ironies of skin color in the South – that she must darken her skin to be less clearly 

seen” (“Santa Claus” 193).  The episode, although not frequently commented upon, is 

extremely important, in my opinion.  Through several short comments, Jacobs destabilizes the 

essentiality of both gender and race, showing them to be social constructs, rather than 

biological facts.  The fact that a set of male clothes, “rickety walk and a blackened face 

successfully “transform” an almost white woman into a dark-skinned man, suggest that, to a 

large extent, both gender and race are socially determined and performative.    

Hurston acknowledges trickster tales as a part of African American folk tradition.  She 

remembers that, as a child, she loved listening to “folk tales” about “God, Devil, Brer Rabbit, 

Brer Fox, Sis Cat, Brear Bear, Lion, Tiger, Buzzard” (DT 601).117  Later in the book, Hurston 

herself assumes the role of a trickster several times.  The incident in which Hurston tricks her 

employer, Mr. Moncrief, into believing that she would become his mistress and run away with 

him has already been touched upon in the first chapter.  Its main importance, I would argue, 

lies in Hurston’s subversion of the stereotype that links black women with uncontainable 

                                                 
117 In African American folklore, the main actors of trickster tales are animals which represent different kinds of 
people and social relations.  Hurston’s identification with Isis that I already talked about in Chapter 2 should be 
mentioned here again, because Isis was not only an Egyptian goddess, but also a great trickster (Jurich 69).  
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sexual libido.  In this instance (as was the case with Jacobs as well), it is the white man, rather 

than the black woman, who seems to be obsessed with sex and willing to wholly overstep 

social decorum in order to obtain it.   

Another instance of tricksterism (placed in a section that was later rewritten) in Dust 

Tracks can be described as a joint one, since the impulse for it came from Fannie Hurst for 

whom Hurston worked as a secretary.  Hurston describes the event as follows:  “Behold her 

[Hurst] phoning to a swanky hotel for reservations for herself and the Princess Zora, and 

parading me in there all dressed up as an Asiatic person of royal blood and keeping a straight 

face while the attendants goggled at me and bowed low!” (DT 797).  Although Hurst’s 

motives for the “princess” trick can be criticized – Josie P. Campbell, for instance, sees it as 

Hurst’s childish game “played on Zora at her expense” – one cannot deny at least one positive 

effect the trick ultimately has (110).  And that is the exposure of whites’ racial and class 

hypocrisy – rules of segregation, applied uncompromisingly when it comes to African 

Americans, are not enforced when a person’s dark skin is accompanied by (supposedly) 

foreign and noble origin.  The employees of the restaurant, in other words, fall into the trap of 

their own foolish prejudices. 

Last but not least, Hurston performs the role of a “textual trickster” (Snyder 173).  

This lies not only in her ability to achieve direction through indirection, as already suggested 

above, but also in her determination to shift the boundaries of race and gender, as well as 

those of literary genres.118  Hurston’s deconstruction of race and gender has received attention 

elsewhere in this work.  As far as the generic aspect of Dust Tracks is concerned, it too seems 

to advocate fluidity.  Dust Tracks frequently straddles the line between fact and fiction, 

thereby challenging the reader’s notions about truth, identity and life-story writing.  

Moreover, the fact that Hurston’s life story, as at least some would argue, successfully and 

                                                 
118 Meisenhelder sees as emblematic of this type of writing Hurston’s first alleged “publication,” an allegory of 
the faculty at Morgan that she posts on the school’s notice board.        
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refreshingly, incorporates elements of a künstleroman (Snyder), a myth (Meisenhelder, Plant), 

a fairy tale (Campbell), a conversion narrative (Connor) and an ethnography (Lionnet) into 

her life story, problematizes the question of the possibility and the desirability of the “purity” 

of literary genres. 

Realizing the soberness of Wright’s persona in Black Boy (American Hunger), it is 

perhaps not very surprising that Wright does not present himself as a trickster too often in his 

life story.  Tricksterism, after all, as Jurich observes, is frequently associated with laughter 

and laughter is clearly not the dominant mood of Wright’s autobiography (70).  The only act 

from Black Boy that could be described as a successful trick performed by Wright is his 

forging of a note that enables him to borrow H. L. Mencken (and later a number of other 

authors) from the local library.  Wright’s falsification of a note is “in the tradition of slaves 

[like Douglass], who forged their own passes to leave plantations” (Felgar, “Student 

Companion” 72).  While Douglass’s pass was to ensure him physical freedom, Wright’s note 

is to enhance his understanding of the American race relations.  His original desire to get hold 

of the books by Mencken springs from his sympathy for (and surprise at) a white man who 

criticizes the Southern society which afterwards castigates him for it.  It is, furthermore, not a 

coincidence that the man who helps Wright perform his trick (by borrowing him his library 

card) is, like Wright, a victim of Southern prejudice.  As Wright writes:  “He was an Irish 

Catholic and was hated by the white Southerners” (245).  As the whole episode demonstrates, 

Wright searches for his allies in those opposed, like him, by the white South. 

 The note Wright forges exposes the linguistic level of American racism and uses it to 

outwit those who subscribe to it.  Addressed to the librarian, it says:  “Dear Madam:  Will you 

please let this nigger boy [. . .] have some books by H. L. Mencken?” (246).  The irony of the 

situation is that it is in the library – a very place normally associated with culture and 

education – that Wright’s racist note confirms his expectations about the depth of racial 



 132 

prejudice in the U.S.  Language is used as a means of trickery at least once more in Black 

Boy.  In the kitten episode, Wright abuses the literal meaning of his father’s command (by 

strangling the kitten) in order to outsmart him and challenge his oppressive authority.  As 

Sandra Adell argues:  “Richard knows that by punishing him, his father would be 

compromising his authority as the lawgiver in the family since his only disobedient act was to 

do exactly as he was told” (66).  It is, however, questionable whether Wright’s trick should be 

perceived as successful, since, although “the symbolic order” is subverted, this new power 

arrangement does not last for a long time (Adell 67).  Wright’s mother soon reinstates the 

family hierarchy by punishing Wright for killing the kitten.         

More often than playing tricks on others, however, Wright describes himself as being 

tricked by both blacks and whites.  A black boy he meets in Memphis steals the money for the 

liquor they sell together, rather than splitting it with Wright as he originally promises.  The 

white men in the optical company where Wright works trick him into fighting another black 

boy, Harrison.  Similarly, Wright becomes a victim of a rhetorical game played on him by his 

white co-workers in Jackson, Mr. Pease and Mr. Reynolds.  Jay Mechling reads Wright’s 

conflict with Pease and Reynolds as a traditional trickster game with “three stock characters” 

– the Monkey, the Lion and the Elephant, with Wright cast in the role of an Elephant 

(Mechling 287).119  The reason Wright is ultimately defeated in this game, according to 

Mechling, is the fact he “has none of the real power of the Elephant” (287).  Even more 

importantly, this episode reveals that Wright is not an unrelenting believer in his trickster 

powers – more often than not, as demonstrated above, he is the victim of other people’s tricks 

and only occasionally benefits from his own tricks performed on others. 

The role of a trickster suits Malcolm X perhaps even more than some other 

autobiographers discussed here, because it brings with it laughter and a clear sense of victory.  

                                                 
119 For more on this, see Gates, Jr.’s study The Signifying Monkey:  A Theory of African-American Literary 
Criticism (1988). 
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The most memorable is the scene in which X tricks the U.S. army into believing that he is too 

crazy and too dangerous to join World War II.  X himself describes the event as a 

performance and a “spiel” (Autobiography 195):  “The day I went down there, I costumed like 

an actor.  With my wild zoot suit I wore the yellow knob-toe shoes, and I frizzed my hair up 

into a reddish bush of conk” (Autobiography 194).  Malcolm X eventually outsmarts the 

military officials by seemingly fulfilling their worst racial/racist fears when he presents 

himself as a militant black man “who can’t wait to get in that brown” (Autobiography 194) 

and asks to be “sent down South [. . .] [to] organize them nigger soldiers” (Autobiography 

196).  X manages to evade the draft – this time to the Korean War – one more time.  The 

officials seem to believe X’s lie that he “thought ex-convicts weren’t supposed to register” 

and so he escapes the punishment for his not enlisting in the first place (Autobiography 301).  

Moreover, X is never forced to actually join the U.S. army in fighting the Korean War due to 

his admission to being a Black Muslim.  The fear of the army that he might spread a 

“dangerous” Muslim doctrine among the soldiers is clearly implicit in its decision to free him 

from the mobilization responsibility.  The whites again are outwitted through their own dread 

of hearing the truth about themselves and their treatment of African Americans.  We learn 

from X that the discussion concerning his enlistment stops at a point when he explains to the 

officials why he is a “’conscientious objector’” to the war:  “I told them that when the white 

man asked me to go off somewhere and fight and maybe die to preserve the way the white 

man treated the black man in America, then my conscience made me object” (301). 

Probably the most humorous trick X acts out takes place while he is working as a 

“sandwich man on the ‘Yankee Clipper’ to New York” (Autobiography 157).  A drunk white 

soldier approaches X on the train, saying:  “’I’m going to fight you, nigger’” (Autobiography 

163).  X manages to avoid the fight, in addition to making a fool out of the soldier when he 

convinces him that it is necessary that the soldier take off all of his clothes, if he wants to 
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fight X.  X reminisces:  “I was able to keep that cracker stripping off clothes until he stood 

there drunk with nothing on from his pants up, and the whole car was laughing at him” 

(Autobiography 163).  What is attractive to Malcolm X about trickster behavior is that it 

makes use of the mental, rather than physical, force to whip the white man.  His success at 

outsmarting white people is especially gratifying to him, because he is convinced that “most 

whites don’t give a Negro credit for having sense enough to fool them – or nerve enough” 

(Autobiography 192).  X’s successful evasion of the police arrest, as well as his ingenuity in 

continuing to make money on marijuana business during his Detroit Red days (“Nobody had 

ever heard of a traveling reefer peddler”), can be understood as yet another form of 

tricksterism (Autobiography 192).  X does not question the morality of his actions, because, in 

his eyes, the American police are not really the protectors of justice, but rather the 

perpetrators of racism and thus enemies to be outsmarted. 

Davis adopts a similar attitude to the American state like X and therefore does not 

hesitate to play tricks on its representatives.  During her trip to Cuba, where she is traveling as 

a member of the Communist delegation, Davis’s passport gets stolen.  She knows that, if she 

admits the real reason of her visit to Cuba at the American Embassy in Mexico, her chances 

of getting new traveling documents will decrease to zero.  That is why she puts on the best 

clothes she has and pretends that she is a rich tourist who is about to take the trip “through 

Mexico, Central America and South America for over a year” (Angela 201).  The trick works 

out and Davis obtains her passport in a day’s time.  The implication behind the incident is 

clear – the American state is far from class-blind.  A middle- or upper-middle class person (or 

the one who looks and acts as such at least) is far less likely to arouse any kind of suspicion 

on behalf of the state, regardless of his/her actual “moral record.”  Davis tricks the state once 

again and that at the time of her hiding.  She changes disguises, wearing different kinds of 

wigs, make-up and clothes, sometimes so convincing that she doubts “my own mother could 
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have recognized me” (Angela 10).  Although Davis confesses that she hated her underground 

lifestyle – “the nighttime moves, the veiling of eyes, the whole atmosphere of stealth and 

secretness” – she also recognizes in it her link with her ancestors, the fugitive slaves (Angela 

8).  

The third trick described in Davis’s autobiography is similar to the “princess” story 

narrated by Hurston.  On Davis’s suggestion, Davis and her sister, Fania, pretend, in a shoe 

store in Birmingham, that they are foreign tourists from Martinique.  The shop assistants are 

more than willing to help them, because, as Davis writes, “their delight with the exotic was 

enough to completely, if temporarily, dispel their normal disdain for Black people” (86).  

They are left in the front of the store, rather than led to the back (as was a regular procedure 

with African American customers under Jim Crow) and even the manager is called for to 

assist them.  The whole store, including the passers-by, Davis remembers, were “excited by 

seeing Black people from so far away they could not possibly be a threat” (86).  Davis, 

however, decides to reveal the trick and says the following to the manager:  “’All Black 

people have to do is pretend they come from another country, and you treat us like 

dignitaries’” (Angela 87).  Without this last “punch line,” Davis feels the trick would not 

bring a sufficient sense of victory (however bitter that victory is) over the narrow-mindedness 

and unfairness of Southern whites.  

 

3.4 Incarceration and Resistance 

This subchapter discusses the prison experience of Malcolm X and Angela Davis as 

reflected in their life stories.  My aim is to point to the similarities between the two 

autobiographers’ descriptions and analyses of incarceration and to examine to what extent the 

differences that exist between them are due to the autobiographers’ political allegiances.  This 

section should ultimately shed light on the workings of the American prison system as a site 
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of racial and political repression, but should also demonstrate how an imprisoned human 

being, in particular a politically conscious one, is able to craft out of the prison’s space of 

subjugation a functional field of resistance.  

Unlike Davis, Malcolm X was not imprisoned because of his “subversive” political 

activities and cannot thus be considered a political prisoner in a true sense of the term.  He 

spent his youth as a petty criminal and finally got caught in a house burglary.  And yet, X 

perceives his incarceration as having a strong political subtext.  He spends the first half of his 

autobiography manifesting how the racism of American society (and not his own criminal 

“tendencies”) led him to the life of crime in the ghetto.  As he observes:  “The black prisoner 

[. . .] symbolized white society’s crime of keeping black men oppressed and deprived and 

ignorant, and unable to get decent jobs, turning them into criminals” (Autobiography 263).  X 

perceives the black ghetto as built by whites to prevent African Americans from aspiring “to 

greater things” and to force them to “view everyday living as surviving” (Autobiography 177).  

The implication, of course, is that the same rules of morality cannot and do not apply to 

survival that apply to freer and more comfortable forms of existence.  Therefore, for many 

African Americans crime becomes a necessity, rather than a willed violation of social norms.  

 Malcolm X sees the length of his incarceration as another reflection of American 

racism.  Involved in the house burglaries with Malcolm X was his white lover, Sophia, and 

her sister, in addition to another black man, Shorty.  While the women get low bail and are 

soon free, Malcolm X and Shorty end in prison for much longer than two years which was 

“the average burglary sentence for a first offender” (Autobiography 243).  X is convinced that 

the crime for which they were incarcerated was not so much the burglary as their association 

with white women.  The reaction he repeatedly receives from “court clerks and the bailiffs” 

during his trial is:  “’You had no business with white girls!’” (Autobiography 242).  Through 

the story of his trial, X criticizes the double standard of the American judicial system. Under 
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it, one set of norms is applied to whites and another to blacks (thus the white women are set 

free and Malcolm X and Shorty are put in prison).  X also points to the white society’s fear of 

black men’s threat to white women’s moral (and sexual) purity, since, in white eyes, the black 

man is “contagious” with criminality (and sexual obsession) and prone to “infect” white 

women with it.120 

Malcolm X stresses the differences between the first two (Charleston and Concord) 

and the third prison (Norfolk) in which he was held.  Especially the Charleston State Prison 

weighs heavily on his psyche.  He criticizes the conditions of his cell there which he describes 

as “dirty” and “cramped” and the existence of bars behind which, in X’s opinion, one can 

never be reformed (245).  Charleston, moreover, dehumanizes people by turning them into 

mere numbers which eventually “grew stenciled on your brain” (Autobiography 245).  

Norfolk, on the other hand, as an experimental rehabilitation jail where he gets thanks to his 

sister’s efforts, is described as “a heaven,” since there was “more relative ‘culture’” and the 

conditions in general were better (Autobiography 251).  Norfolk becomes a space of 

tremendous personal growth for Malcolm X.  Here he develops his love for books and 

transforms himself from a relatively ignorant individual to a highly educated one.  As he puts 

it:  “I don’t think anybody ever got more out of going to prison than I did.  In fact, prison 

enabled me to study far more intensively than I would have if [. . .] I had attended some 

college” (275).  Echoing Frederick Douglass’s thoughts about the distinction between mental 

and physical freedom, X admits that although he was physically in bondage, he felt free in 

mind thanks to his studying.  As he explains:  “Months passed without my even thinking 

about being imprisoned.  In fact, up to then, I never had been so truly free in my life” (267; 

italics mine).    

                                                 
120 For more on this white fear of “the black rapist,” see Angela Davis’s Women, Race & Class (1983), pp.  172-
201.  
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The knowledge Malcolm X acquires in Norfolk gives him a feeling of freedom, 

because it makes him more conscious of the nature of his own position in American society 

and at the same time provides him with the ability to resist.  He employs the knowledge 

gained during his incarceration as a political activist condemning American racism and 

advocating African American economic and social separatism.  Unlike the prisons in which 

Davis was held, Norfolk had a huge collection of historic, philosophic and religious books 

given to it by a rich donor.  It is, however, not only the kind of literature that Malcolm X reads 

in prison, but also his own ability to read critically and selectively and use the information to 

the advantage of his own political argumentation that ultimately help him grow into a 

convincing public speaker and a unique race leader.     

After his conversion to the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X makes prison into a space of 

political resistance by disseminating his newly acquired knowledge among the prison’s 

population.  Remembering the success of his attempts to convert other blacks in prison, he 

concludes:  “’The white man is the devil’ is a perfect echo of [. . .] [the] black convict’s 

lifelong experience” (Autobiography 279).  Not only does X try to influence the people inside 

the prison; he also attempts to reach the outside world by writing letters to his former friends 

from the ghetto informing them about the workings of American racism. The prison officials 

become well aware of Malcolm X’s ability to spread politically subversive thoughts among 

the prisoners.  To some extent, Norfolk’s policy of allowing the inmates to grow intellectually 

within its confines turns against itself.  The officials realize X’s ability to create an 

atmosphere of dissent among the prisoners and as a result transfer him back to Charleston.  

Interestingly, he is ultimately let out of prison earlier, X suspects, because of the Charleston 

prison’s desire to get rid of his political “contagiousness.” 

Although kidnapping, conspiracy and murder were listed as reasons for her 

incarceration, Davis tries to prove throughout her life story that these were only a made-up 
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pretext.  In reality, Davis was imprisoned because of her political convictions and activities 

under the Federal Government’s program called COINTELPRO.  Davis presents herself as a 

political prisoner and sees her membership in the Communist Party as the most important 

rationale for her incarceration.  Even if she does not stress race in linkage to her own arrest, 

she makes it the basis of her analysis of the imprisonment of other women she encounters in 

prison.  Not only are most of them non-white, the skin color of a prisoner also has a decisive 

say in who is treated more favorably.  Witnessing the handcuffing procedure in the Marin 

County Jail which involved three prisoners, she notices that only a Black Woman and a 

Chicana woman are handcuffed while “the matrons had done nothing to restrain [. . .] [the 

white woman’s] movements” (Angela 298).  

Davis discovers racist practices in other aspects of the prison system as well.  For 

instance, she explores how the country’s racism contributes to the choice of who, in most 

cases, gets employed as a prison guard.  A lot of the matrons Davis encounters in prison are 

black women.  She learns that they had been driven “by necessity to apply for this kind of 

job” (Angela 44).  First disadvantaged by the society’s racism and sexism in their access to 

well-paid jobs, they are, further, consciously used by the state to dispel the possibility of 

racial (and gender) solidarity among African American women in prison.  As Davis observes:  

“Like their predecessors, the Black overseers, they were guarding their sisters in exchange for 

a few bits of bread” (44).  Not only does Davis point to the historical continuity of racism on 

behalf of the state by comparing her own era with that of slavery times; she also manifests the 

inextricable intertwining of racism and economy in the U.S.  Employing a highly evocative 

language of slavery, Davis also tells the story of being put in a cell next to a white, 

psychologically disturbed, woman who suffered from fantasies of being sexually attacked by 

a black man.  Davis realizes that the placement of the woman next to her was a part of the 

prison’s effort to “break” her through the white woman’s racism (Angela 35).  Davis makes 
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the story of the woman’s psychological illness symbolical of the illness of American society 

at large.  In Davis’s perception, racism is pathological; it is a “plague [that] infects every joint, 

muscle and tissue of social life in this country,” prisons included (Angela 37).     

Like Malcolm X, Davis criticizes the conditions of the cells into which she is placed.  

For instance, she describes her cell in the Santa Clara jail as “subhuman,” since it is extremely 

cold and the leaking toilet leaves the floor covered with water (Angela 324).  Davis, however, 

makes sure to inform the reader that the lack of hygiene in prisons, the insufficiency of space 

and the cold were by far not the worst obstacles she had to struggle against during her 

incarceration.  As a political prisoner, she receives special treatment that often includes her 

isolation from other prisoners as well as a 24-hour surveillance of all her daily activities.  Just 

like X, Davis is conscious of the jailers’ apprehensions of her “contagiousness” as a political 

prisoner and a Communist.  She is frequently placed in a solitary confinement, because 

prisons’ officials “feared the impact the mere presence of a political prisoner would have on 

the other women” (Angela 21). 

  Davis’s effort to shape prison into a site of political resistance is even more self-

conscious than in Malcolm X’s case.  She perceives every act and every moment in prison as 

potentially charged with valuable political energy.  From the very beginning of her 

imprisonment, Davis ponders over the “possibility of collective political activity in jail” 

(Angela 61).  Whenever allowed contact with other prisoners, she becomes their political 

mentor, making them familiar with the Communist ideology and the nature of their own social 

position in the United States.  Conscious of the poor library resources in the prison, she tries 

to disseminate political books, such as George Jackson’s Soledad Brother, as a way to help 

the prisoners become more conscious politically (Angela 52).  Davis also convinces the 

prisoners to become participants in the demonstration that is taking place outside the New 

York House of Detention as a part of the effort to free political prisoners.  Davis’s fellow 
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prisoners end up shouting political slogans and banging on the cell bars as a way to protest the 

injustice of their own and Davis’s incarceration.  Another collective act of resistance that 

Davis ignites is a group hunger strike which starts as her individual reaction to her solitary 

confinement, but is soon joined by other women.  By fasting, both Davis and other prisoners 

“deliberately objectify themselves, turning the institution’s privacy-invading devices back 

upon themselves.  The gaze of the incarcerators is forced to witness a display of fasting bodies 

and the fast’s effects:  weakness, dizziness, scurvy, diarrhea, and eventual immobility” 

(Hileman 63).  Through hunger strike, the prisoners employ the body “as a sign of their 

power” (Hileman 64).   Like X’s, Davis’s presence in the prison awakens and energizes the 

oppositional political consciousness of the prisoners and teaches them how to use that 

consciousness as a means to resist their current status.   

Davis also discusses various forms of resistance that the prisoners have developed 

prior to her arrival.  One of the strategies used by the prisoners (and highly reminiscent of 

slavery) is a communication system called “grapevine” through which prisoners find out the 

information they are often denied by prison officials, such as dates of their trials or transfers 

to other prisons.  Although limited, grapevine is yet an important source of empowerment, 

because it gives the prisoners at least some degree of control over the information connected 

to their own future existence.  Davis is rather critical of the other two strategies of opposition 

that she discovers in prison.  One is the existence of the prison subculture and the other is the 

presence of homosexuality linked with an attempt to create some kind of a family structure 

and family life within prison.  Davis realizes that the prison subculture, with “the rules and 

standards of behavior that come from and are defined by the captives” was designed by 

prisoners as a means to ”shield themselves from the open or covert terror designed to break 

their spirits” (Angela 53).  She, nevertheless, calls it “a resistance of desperation” (53).  What 

Davis sees as problematic about the strategy is that it tries to resist the system from within.  
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As she puts it:  “All its elements are based on an assumption that the prison system will 

continue to survive” (53).  As a Communist, Davis, of course “votes” for the revolution and 

prefers such tactics of resistance that are aimed at overthrowing, rather than just reforming, 

the prison system. 

Similarly, Davis rejects the prisoners’ choice of homosexuality and the attempt to 

create family structures, since she views them as an inappropriate source of resistance.  She 

thinks that such behavior prevents “many of the women from developing their personal 

dissatisfaction with the conditions around them into a political dissatisfaction, because the 

homosexual fantasy provided an easy and attractive channel for escape” (Angela 56).  Davis 

seems not to be willing to accept the possibility that a conscious turn to homosexuality on 

behalf of the prisoners, as well as their ability to emulate family life with each other, can be 

viewed as a form of protest.  She does not analyze it as resistance against the prison’s desire 

to deny prisoners’ emotional and physical satisfaction offered by the family circle and 

intimate relationships with other people.  Davis’s rejection might partly spring from the 

homophobia she does not openly admit and partly from failing to see more intimate areas of 

human life, such as sexuality, as potentially effective and sufficiently “serious” sites of 

political opposition. 

In addition to discussing collective resistance she supported while in prison, Davis 

makes sure to reveal to the reader a number of ways in which she was able to resist as an 

individual.  The effort Davis takes in her autobiography to make the reader familiar with 

different kinds of oppositional behavior has to do with the fact that her book was conjured up 

as a political autobiography, figuring primarily as a pedagogical “tool for advancing political 

struggle” (Perkins xii).  One of the oppositional strategies that Davis deploys, conscious that it 

was prisons’ intent to “convert the [prison] population into specimens in a zoo,” is keeping 

herself mentally active (Angela 53).  In her own words:  “Getting totally involved in my work 
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was a fundamental condition of survival and sanity” (300).  Throughout her incarceration, 

Davis continues in her political writing and while in the Marin County Jail, she publishes the 

anthology of her work, If They Come in the Morning, with the help of Bettina Aptheker.  Not 

only does the work on the book keep Davis mentally alive; it is also expected to have social 

impact once it reaches the reading public.  “We saw the book,” Davis writes, “as an 

instrument through which people could deepen their knowledge of repression, through which 

people could become acquainted with cases of political prisoners” (305).       

Countering the prisons’ intent to “break” Davis emotionally and spiritually, she reacts 

politically by exerting an immense amount of control over her personal emotions, such as 

anger and pain.  Rather than submitting to them, she consciously searches for their more 

effective outlet in a sociopolitical meditation and intervention.  Even the most personal event 

in the autobiography – the death of Jonathan Jackson with whom Davis was in love – is 

handled in a very rational manner.  As Davis reminisces:  “I tried to dispel my blind rage over 

Jonathan’s death in order for my anger to become constructive” (279).  Taking into account 

Davis’s extraordinary ability to discipline her emotional states, it seems absurd that during 

Davis’s trial in California, the prosecution chooses to present as the main motive for her 

“crimes” her uncontrolled passion for Jonathan Jackson.  Davis interprets the prosecution’s 

trial strategy as a reflection of “male chauvinism” (363) and feels solidarity with the female 

jurors who “too had known the experience of being accused because they were women of 

acting irrationally and according to emotions, rather than logic” (Angela 364). 

In addition to the above-mentioned hunger strike, Davis uses her body as a sign of 

power in other ways.  Her Afro, for instance, becomes a statement of racial pride.  The fact 

that the use of natural combs necessary for the upkeep of an Afro is prohibited in prison 

proves that prison officials recognized the hairstyle as a political statement and therefore tried 

hard to limit its occurrence.  Also, Davis makes sure, upon entering court rooms where her 
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trials were held, to always greet the audience by a raised fist which is a gesture denoting black 

power and black solidarity.  Davis uses voice as another source of resistance when she 

participates in the prohibited ritual of good night shouts with other prisoners.  She sees the 

ritual as strengthening a sense of solidarity and togetherness among the prison population. 

To conclude, despite their gender differences and the fact that X develops his political 

consciousness in prison, while Davis gets incarcerated as an already fully formed political 

subject, both use similar rhetoric to criticize prison as an institution of racial oppression.  

Even more significantly, both point to the possibility of transforming the place of 

incarceration and repression into a site of successful social resistance.  The fact that in both 

autobiographies, prison can be read not only on the literal level, but also, as Perkins 

maintains, as a metaphor for American society at large, implies both autobiographers’ faith in 

the eventual achievement of freedom for African Americans by a suitable means of dissidence 

(38). 

 

3.5 Laboring One’s Way into Freedom 

This subchapter discusses labor and the economics of earning money as an activity 

that African Americans have repeatedly tried to use as a way to resist the social position 

accorded them by the white society.  In many cases, the finances they make, as will be seen 

below, enable the autobiographers to realize some of their ambitions (e.g. leave the South, get 

education, etc.).  The experience, however, also reveals to them a peculiar place the capitalist 

American labor market has “reserved” for them, due to their skin color and gender.  In this 

connection, the autobiographers frequently question and deconstruct the myth of the 

Protestant work ethic, which has engulfed American culture from its beginnings until the 

present day, by showing that it never applies equally to all members of the U.S. society.  
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Douglass’s engagement in the process of earning money can be described as 

subversive, because it leads to his obtaining of freedom.  Douglass uses the accumulated 

finances not to buy his liberty, as numerous other slaves have done, but to run away from his 

owner, Mr. Auld.  While in Baltimore, he works as a calker and earns “one dollar and fifty 

cents per day” (Narrative 65).  Having to give his weekly wages to his master, Douglass 

experiences a sense of injustice:  “I contracted for it [the pay]; I earned it; it was to be paid to 

me; it was rightfully my own; yet, upon each returning Saturday night, I was compelled to 

deliver every cent of that money to master Hugh” (Narrative 65).  In other words, Douglass 

resents the feudalistic and “paternalistic ethos” on which the slavery system is based and 

wishes for a more capitalist arrangement conforming to the rules of the contract (Cope 5).121  

He partially achieves his goal, while still enslaved, when he gets the permission from Mr. 

Auld to hire his time.  This enables him to earn the sum his master asks to be given at the end 

of the week and save the rest for himself.122  Douglass admits it was “a hard bargain,” since 

he had to work much more than before, if he was to make any money that he could keep 

(Narrative 67).  Yet, in a true capitalist vein, he also concludes that being  “allowed to bear 

the responsibilities of a freeman” was “a step towards freedom.” (67).  As he remembers:  “I 

bent myself to the work of making money.  I was ready to work at night as well as day, and by 

the most untiring perseverance and industry, I made enough to meet my expenses, and lay up 

a little money every week” (67).     

The accumulated money finally enables Douglass to escape to the North and fulfill his 

dream of becoming his own master.  The described episode manifests Douglass’s belief in the 

Enlightenment ideal of individuals as “’possessive individuals entitled to their own persons, 

                                                 
121 Moreover, Douglass experiences discrimination and abuse at his work place in the Baltimore shipyard.  The 
tension eventually leads to Douglass’s being severely beaten by his white co-workers who perceive him not only 
as subordinate to them, because of his race, but also fear him as an unwanted competition. 
122 Douglass’s activity is not extraordinary.  According to Eugene D. Genovese, the skilled slaves, such as “the 
mechanics and craftsmen [. . .] could ‘hire their own time’ – that is choose their own masters and make their own 
arrangements.  In effect, they could live approximately as did free Negroes, except that they had to surrender a 
large part of their income to their owners” (392). 
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labor, and faculties’” (Stanley, qtd. in Cope 5).  A confirmation of this attitude can also be 

found towards the end of his story where Douglass talks about his first job as a free man:  “It 

was new, dirty, hard work for me; but I went at it with a glad heart and a willing hand [. . .] It 

was the first work the reward of which was to be entirely my own [. . .] I worked [. . .] with a 

pleasure I had never before experienced” (74).  One of Douglass’s aims in putting forth such 

strong advocacy of “the Protestant [work] ethic” is clearly to overturn the stereotype of black 

indolence (Butterfield 235).123  The other, of course, is intertwined with Douglass’s 

Franklinian image of himself as a self-made man (for more, see 1.5).   

Douglass’s heaven-like portrait of the social circumstances in his new Northern home, 

New Bedford, is disturbed by a single sentence.  He describes New Bedford as a place where 

“every thing looked clean, new, and beautiful” and where ex-slaves were “evidently enjoying 

more of the comforts of life, than the average of slaveholders in Maryland” (Narrative 73). 

Right after that, Douglass informs us, briefly and in a seemingly off-hand manner, that, due to 

the color prejudice of the white calkers in New Bedford, he did not manage to get 

employment in his trade and was forced to do worse-paid and less-qualified jobs for a period 

of three years.  Although Douglass tries hard to convince the reader that, as long as he was 

free, he did not really mind doing unskilled work for little money, the ultimate message this 

passage of Narrative conveys is less positive.  Instead of the wished-for landscape of freedom 

for all its subjects, the North, similarly to the South, turns out to be plagued with racism and 

inequality to which African Americans fall victims. 

Like Douglass, Jacobs dreams, in the first part of Incidents, what is essentially, a 

capitalist dream of a home of her own (Cope 11).  She openly admires her father’s (who, like 

Douglass, hired his time) skillfulness and diligence that provides the family with a nice 

“comfortable home” (Incidents 341).  She is equally approving of her grandmother’s industry 

                                                 
123 “The slave narrators,” Butterfield argues, “were able to work with this ethic because, for the Negro, 
individual and racial advancement seemed almost synonymous.  When this ceased to be true, the Protestant ethic 
became one more element in the master culture that had to be resisted” (235).  
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and thrift.  The money Aunt Marthy earns by selling her baked goods to the inhabitants of 

Edenton enables her to support her children and grandchildren and, when possible, buy their 

freedom.  As Jacobs recalls:  “The brave old woman [. . .] toiled on, hoping to rescue her [. . .] 

children.  After a while she succeeded in buying Phillip.  She paid eight hundred dollars, and 

came home with the precious document that secured his freedom” (360).  That Jacobs defines 

freedom not only in terms of physical freedom, but also through the right to free labor and 

ownership can be deduced from her explicitly expressed desire to be situated as Aunt Marthy 

and to have “a home like hers” (Incidents 351).  Thomas B. Lovell reads this desire of 

Jacobs’s as informed by, what he names, “the salutary view of wage labor” (1).124  Among 

other things, Lovell argues, the salutary view in Jacobs’s case entails a deconstruction of a 

strict boundary between the private and the public sphere (for more, see 1.2).  The point that 

Incidents is trying to make in connection with labor is “that outside of a properly organized 

wage system, the practice of the moral principles associated with sentimentalism is 

impossible” (Lovell 2).  

When she reaches the North, Jacobs, like Douglass, is impatient “to go to work and 

earn money,” because she desires to “change the uncertain position” of her children (Incidents 

484).  A connection she makes between “employment and home” here is clear (Lovell 15).  

They are “synonymous, since they represent the same thing:  progress toward self-possession 

and security for her children” (Lovell 15).  Jacobs assumes that the socioeconomic 

configuration of the North will enable her to become a truly free woman whose “toil would 

bring [the deserved] material and moral rewards” (Cope 11).  Soon, however, she expresses 

her ultimate disappointment with the North, in a way more explicit than Douglass.  Like him, 

she finds out that the North is far from being free of color prejudice and that, as a black 

                                                 
124 Whereas in the salutary view, “labor is seen as an organic expression of the self and the primary and 
necessary means of establishing a conception of selfhood” (Lovell 1), the compensatory view “sees labor as 
essential to human survival” (Lovell 28).  For more on this, see Lovell’s article “By Dint of Labor and Economy:  
Harriet Jacobs, Harriet Wilson, and the Salutary View of Wage Labor.” 
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person and a woman, she would be “limited to the most menial and lowest-paid jobs” 

disabling her to “sell her labor for its true value” (Cope 16).  Among all the expressions of 

gratitude that Jacobs, for obvious reasons, bestows onto Mrs. Bruce for whose family she 

works as a nurse, it is necessary to read between the lines to get a sense of Jacobs’s 

disillusionment.  As Virginia Cope has pointed out, Jacobs realizes that her relation to the 

Bruce family, thanks to their purchase of her from the Flints, is not entirely dissimilar from 

slavery’s form of paternalism.  The bill of sale makes “her liberty contingent on a contract she 

did not sign” and obliges her, “by sentimental claims,” to continue working for the Bruces 

(Cope 17).  This, in the words of Cope, ultimately turns Jacobs into a “woman not free but 

freed” – an arrangement clearly better than physical bondage, but still short of Jacobs’s 

original ambitions (17).      

 Jacobs’s wish to write her life story and get it published can be read as another attempt 

on her part to enter the American (literary) market as an equal participant.  Already Incidents’ 

creation phase is paved with difficulties.  Not only does Jacobs have to hide her writing from 

her employers (Mr. Bruce is proslavery), she is also quite disconcerted with the fact that her 

numerous responsibilities as a nurse prevent her from spending as much time on the book as 

she would like.  As she puts it in her correspondence with Amy Post:  “ I have been 

interrupted and called away so often – that I hardly know what I have written [. . .] 

housekeeping and looking after the Children occupy every moment of my time” (Yellin, 

“Correspondence” 264-5).    Although the book ultimately beholds the light of the world, the 

process of its publication (and marketing), as Jean Fagan Yellin informs us, is complicated 

and takes several years (“Introduction” xxiv).  Moreover, it probably brings with it some 

sense of frustration to Jacobs, because it proves to be impossible without a white person’s, 

Lydia Maria Child’s, assistance.  Child edits the book and takes out “the copyright in her 
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name” (Peterson, “Capitalism” 566).125  So even if the eventual publication of Incidents can 

be considered a victory for Jacobs, some of it at least is fraught with bitterness, because it 

demonstrates the elusiveness of (creative) freedom for African Americans, and African 

American women in particular, in the U.S. of the 1850’s and 1860’s.  

 Perhaps even more than other autobiographers discussed here, Wright approaches 

labor in terms of survival.  In his childhood years, work and its financial rewards are 

presented, above all, as a way of evading, or lessening, his own and his family’s hunger.  As 

Wright puts it:  “I had to work because I had to eat” (194), and later:  “My entire salary went 

to feed the eternally hungry stomachs at home” (200).  Wright even keeps an entirely 

unsatisfactory job only because the employers provide him with “enough to eat” (BB 150). 

Only secondly, Black Boy depicts labor (or rather, its financial fruits) as a means of obtaining 

education – it is the money earned by Wright himself that enables him to get through 

elementary education (his family does not have enough money to provide for either the books 

or the clothing).  The necessity to work at such a young age is not described as a condition 

exclusive to Wright.  Other black boys in the community have to hunt for jobs as well, if they 

are to get any schooling at all.  The only difference between them and Wright is that, unlike 

them, he has to fight his grandmother whose religious convictions preclude Wright from 

working on Saturdays, thus further decreasing his chances of earning the much-needed 

money. 

 The various job positions Wright has as a child and a teenager provide him, even more 

than other environments, with a bitter initiation into Jim Crow race relations.  He learns 

quickly that white America has drawn a strict line for African Americans between what, in 

terms of career, “to aspire to and what not to aspire to,” making Wright’s ambition to become 

                                                 
125 Jacobs also experiences disappointment with Harriet Beecher Stowe who offers to include her story in Key to 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  When Jacobs refuses this opportunity, wishing to have a story standing on its own, Stowe 
disrupts all communication with her.   Jacobs, Yellin argues, “felt Stowe had betrayed her as a woman [. . .] and 
threatened her as a writer” (“Introduction” xxi). 
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a writer sound ludicrous (BB 197).  Even more disturbing to Wright than the fact that only 

manual and second-class jobs would be reserved for him, is the whites’ expectations of how a 

black person should behave at a workplace.  Wright gradually realizes that honest work is not 

the most important thing that a white employer requires of a black employee.  More 

significant is the assumption, on behalf of an African American worker, of an “Uncle Tom’s” 

mask of humbleness during all his/her interactions with a white job provider.  Wright likewise 

criticizes the white employers’ treatment of African Americans as if they were animals, thus 

echoing the times of slavery.  At one workplace, he is served molded molasses and a stale 

piece of bread as a reward for his work, at another, with the words that “’a dog bite can’t hurt 

a nigger,’” his boss refuses to get a doctor to treat Wright’s bitten leg (BB 163).  Equally 

painful are the cruel jokes Wright’s white co-workers play on him, either for fun (see the 

Harrison episode) or out of professional rivalry (see the Pease and Reynolds incident).  

Although the overall social situation Wright encounters in the North is somewhat better, the 

job relations, nevertheless, remain tainted with racism and inequality, as best demonstrated by 

Wright’s job at the Chicago medical research institute.  

 In the Jim Crow universe described by Black Boy, labor functions at best as a means of 

survival for African Americans – it does not really enable them to effectively resist their 

subordinate social status.  As long as Wright does honest work at the positions and for the 

wages ascribed to him by whites, he does not manage to leave the South and start his life 

anew.  It is only when he resigns to theft that he gathers enough money to get away.  Wright 

shows that it was not his inborn criminality, but rather Jim Crow social conditions that forced 

him to undertake such steps.  Like Douglass and Jacobs before him, Wright refuses to be 

judged by the laws created by white people.  As he reasons:  “I no longer felt bound by the 

laws which white and black were supposed to obey in common.  I was outside those laws; the 

white people had told me so” (201).  He does not feel guilt towards his white boss at a 
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Memphis movie theater (whom he cheats by reselling the tickets), because, in his own words:  

“I could never do to him what he and his kind had done to me.  Therefore, I reasoned, stealing 

was not a violation of my ethics, but of his” (203).  Wright adds that “in the long run, [.  .] 

[deceit] was not an effective way to alter one’s relationship to one’s environment” (200).126  

Nevertheless, for short-time purposes – quick accumulation of money and departure to the 

North – theft ultimately proves to be a more efficient type of subversion than hard and honest 

work that, due to the economic exploitation of blacks under Jim Crow, could never really get 

one ahead in life. 

 Similarly to Wright, Hurston has to earn the money to pay for her education, because 

after her mother’s death at age ten, her father refuses to continue supporting her financially.  

Although she admits that “there is something about poverty that smells like death,” her 

following description of the jobs she has to take as a means of supporting herself is, on the 

whole, far from being as negative as Wright’s (DT 635).127  The reader even gets the 

impression that Hurston enjoyed being a maid in Mrs. Alice’s family where she made friends 

with the children.  Her job as a lady maid to a singer and actress, Miss M—, is also presented 

as having a positive impact on Hurston’s development.  As she comments on her time with 

Miss M—:  “I had loosened up in every joint and expanded in every direction” (662).  

Hurston also points out that she was flattered by the fact that important politicians made her 

their confidante while she worked as a manicurist at Mr. Robinson’s store in order to finance 

her studies at Howard University.  I suggest that this overly positive attitude to labor be read 

in terms of, what Plant has called, Hurston’s politics of “self-empowerment” (9).128  Rather 

than stressing the negative aspects of her work experience, Hurston focuses on her ability to 

overcome the obstacles and achieve her ambitions.  Work in Dust Tracks (and the finances it 

                                                 
126 Although Wright does not say openly at this point of the autobiography what an effective means of resistance 
for an African American worker might be, the implication (taking into consideration his later Communist 
sensibilities) is that organization into labor unions might be a possible route.     
127 The only exception is the Moncrief episode already discussed in 1.4. 
128 Another reason might be Hurston’s sense of gratefulness to the people who gave her employment. 
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provides) can be interpreted as a source of resistance in a sense that it ultimately enables 

Hurston to receive higher education.  As a result, she becomes an anthropologist and a writer 

– roles hardly imagined, by a white society, for a black woman of Hurston’s time.  

 One has to read between the lines, however, to realize that the nature of individual 

work experiences Hurston had as a child and a teenager was not always optimistic, but also 

representative of race (and gender) relations in the U.S. society of the period.  For instance, 

Hurston reveals that, while staying with Miss M—, she was the only black person in the 

company.  Its members, although friendly, treated her more like a pet than a human being.  As 

Hurston reminisces:  “I was continually stuffed with sweets, nut meats, and soft-drinks” 

(653).  Even if Hurston claims that “none of this had malice in it,” the reader senses behind 

the company members’ behavior an attitude of paternalism and racial superiority (DT 651).129  

One of the most racially charged incidents in the book is connected with Hurston’s job as a 

manicurist.  One day she passively observes a black man thrown out of the store for requiring 

to be provided services on the same basis as white customers.  Hurston admits that, despite 

being black herself, she wanted the man to be thrown out, because he threatened her business.  

Although she perceives the idealism of racial solidarity and social equality as beautiful, she 

considers the rational reaction reflecting the employees’ self-interest instinctive and “human-

like” and thus pardonable (DT 680).  Hurston depicts the problem mainly as a disparity 

between theory/ideals and practice in life, claiming, in effect, that “full belly” generally 

comes before values and principles. In a tone very different from Wright, Hurston ultimately 

criticizes the black man for causing trouble and remains rather neutral on the issue of racial 

segregation that forces African Americans employed in the services to make a given type of 

decisions in the first place.  Finally, although Hurston does not openly complain about it, the 

types of jobs she obtains before her writing and  

                                                 
129 It is possible to argue that Fannie Hurst’s relationship to Hurston was of a similar nature. 
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anthropological career – maid, nurse, waitress, manicurist – attest to her period’s sexist 

division of professions into masculine and feminine, as well as to the inescapability of the 

young Hurston’s submission to it.  

 If one is to understand the politics of labor in The Autobiography of Malcolm X, one 

has to pay close attention to the point of view from which the story is told.  As already 

implied, the voice that narrates the life of Malcolm X is, for the biggest part, that of a Black 

Muslim.  As such, it naturally has to identify with the Nation of Islam’s advocacy of an 

ascetic work ethic (Butterfield 234).  In many respects, as already mentioned above, the 

philosophy of the “’dignity of labor’” is reminiscent of the white Protestant tradition and 

strongly present in Douglass’s Narrative (Butterfield 234).  Where Douglass’s life story 

differs from X’s, however, is in X’s (and the Nation of Islam’s) restricted idea of what kind of 

work is really beneficial to an African American.  Whereas Douglass appreciates any kind of 

labor, as long as he is financially remunerated for it, X, having in sight a long history of the 

economic exploitation of the black community, supports only such work the economic 

benefits of which remain wholly with African Americans.  He openly resents “the white man 

who went home every night with another bag of money drained out of the ghetto” 

(Autobiography 290).  X’s own fascinating work ethic is visible throughout the second half of 

his autobiography.  Due to his responsibilities as the NOI minister, he can rarely afford 

spending time at home with his family and, as Haley tells us, he frequently arrives at their 

“book meetings” very late at night.    

 Taking all of the above into consideration, it is clear why X has to strongly repudiate 

his past life of hustling in Boston and Harlem and retrospectively see them as nothing more 

than a period of degradation and self-hate.  Robin G. Kelley, however, asserts that if X’s 

participation in the hipster subculture is put into a larger historical context, the analysis 

reveals its subversive nature.  It also shows X’s past life of hustle as “the very condition 
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necessary to preach the [. . . ] ideology of the Nation of Islam” later on (El-Beshti 365).  

Kelley is interested in demonstrating how “the zoot suit, the conk, the lindy hop, and the 

language of the ‘hep cat’ [should all be viewed as] signifiers of a culture of opposition among 

black, mostly male, youth” (156).  Most relevant for my purposes in this subchapter, however, 

is Kelley’s discussion of “the hipsters’ laissez-faire attitude towards work” (Kelley 167).  

Thanks to their experience of “racist discrimination in the labor market,” Kelley argues, 

hipsters understood “wage work as exploitative, alienating, and unfulfilling” and thus 

consciously resisted it by privileging “leisure” and “’fast money’ with little or no physical 

labor” (168).  Even if X seemingly accepts wage labor, when he works as a shoeshine boy in 

the Roxbury ballroom or as a barman in Small’s Paradise, he, in reality, uses these places of 

employment as “central loci for [his hustling] operations” (Kelley 168).  All of this, in 

addition to the hipsters’ “anti-accumulation ethic” helps to denaturalize the myth of the 

Protestant work philosophy, “private property, and capitalist relations in general” (Kelley 

168).  However, even if illicit economy, in which X was engaged as a hipster, might prove to 

be a black person’s “more promising field of endeavor for the maintenance of his personal 

integrity than an honest trade,” it, nevertheless, has its serious limitations (Hoyt 110-1).  X’s 

opposition to wage labor via the route of informal economy “enabled him partially to 

penetrate or demystify capitalist relations, but at the same time it led to a physically 

deleterious lifestyle, reinforced his brutal exploitation of women, and ensured his downward 

descent and subsequent prison sentence” (Kelley 172). 

 Despite her middle-class background and a relatively privileged childhood and youth, 

Davis also exposes the mythic nature of the “’work and ye shall be rewarded’ notion” in 

relation to African Americans (Angela 92).  She particularly criticizes the implication 

underlying it which suggests that an individual’s lack of material comfort was a result of 

his/her own deficiencies and failures.  Remembering her elementary school years, she writes:  
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“It didn’t make sense to me that all those who had not ‘made it’ were suffering for their lack 

of desire and the defectiveness of their will to achieve a better life for themselves” (92).  At 

the same time, however, Davis shows how difficult it might be to free oneself from the impact 

of social myths.  Although she, since her childhood years, doubts the reality of “this Booker 

T. Washington syndrome,” she still finds it hard not to model “my own aspirations after 

precisely that ‘work and be rewarded’ principle” (Angela 92).   

 The Marxist and Communist consciousness that Davis acquires later in life helps her 

to approach the relative poverty of the black community analytically, in terms of its economic 

exploitation through capitalism.  Cuban society, where the socialist revolution has already 

taken place, seems to her a location where all the work is “meaningful” (Angela 203).  On the 

faces of cane-cutters, she sees “serenity” which she explains as a result of the fact that “they 

were finished with the politics of class and race, done with the acid bile of outdoing one’s 

neighbor for the sake of materially rising above him” (Angela 203).  According to Davis, the 

workers were “rushing to the fields as to a joyous carnival” (203), because they “knew that 

profits for others were not being squeezed from their sweat and toil” (Angela 208).  Davis’s 

perception of the labor arrangements in Cuba is clearly idealized, as she herself is forced to 

partly admit when a Cuban worker points to her the dangers of romanticizing “something 

which was really nothing more than terribly hard work” (Angela 208).  

 Davis’s struggle to keep her job as a professor at UCLA demonstrates that it is not 

only the black working-class people whose material existence is seriously endangered by the 

racial and class politics of the United States of the time.  It also exposes the fact that the 

supposedly liberal environment of the academy might prove not to be so liberal after all.  

Davis talks “about tons of hate mail which poured into my office at UCLA demanding that I 

be expelled from the university” (Angela 268).  Davis is finally deprived of her tenure at 

UCLA, thus losing the fight for her “right as a Black Woman, as a Communist, as a 
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revolutionary, to hold on to my job” (Angela 255).  Not having a single proof that Davis failed 

in her fulfillment of academic duties, the UCLA Board of Regents lists as a reason for her 

firing the argument that her “political speeches outside the classroom were ‘unbefitting a 

university professor’” (Angela 273).  Rather than stressing the exceptionality of her situation, 

Davis, as a true political autobiographer and a revolutionary, immediately makes a parallel 

between her struggle and that of the Soledad prisoners. 

 At the end of this subchapter, which has dealt with the theme of labor as a source of 

resistance, it remains to be said that to all of the autobiographers discussed above the most 

beneficial and meaningful work of all in the end proves to be the labor aimed at improving the 

life of the African American community.  For Douglass and Jacobs, this is the abolitionist 

work geared toward the termination of slavery in the U.S.  For Wright and Hurston, the 

democratization of the American society with the help of artistic expression is of primary 

importance.  And finally, both X and Davis see as their life work dedicated political 

engagement on behalf of African Americans and their rights. 

 

3.6 Fighters versus Talkers:  Male and Female Resistance Techniques 

 Slave narrative theory has introduced a distinction between physical confrontation as a 

specifically male and “resistant orality” as a specifically female means of resisting slavery and 

its injustices (Mullen 259).130  The following section demonstrates the workings of this 

gender-based difference in slave narratives through the discussion of Douglass’s and Jacobs’s 

life stories.  It then tries to explore the extent to which physical fight can be described as a 

male and impudent speech, or “sass,” as a female tool of protest in later African American 

autobiographies. 

                                                 
130 See, for instance, Warner’s essay “Santa Claus Ain’t a Real Man:  Incidents and Gender.” 
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 Scholars have repeatedly pointed to the centrality of the scene in Narrative where 

Douglass physically defeats his brutal overseer, Covey.  I have pointed to the scene earlier in 

this work when I explored its religious overtones (in Chapter 2) and its relevance to 

Douglass’s presentation of himself as a lonely hero (in Chapter 1).  The episode is memorable 

not only because it proves to be, as Douglass calls it, “the turning-point in my career as a 

slave,” but also because of the dramatic tension which Douglass builds up as he relates it (50).  

The reader learns that the fight lasted “for nearly two hours” and that Douglass was its 

complete victor.  As he puts it:  “I considered him [Covey] as getting entirely the worst end of 

the bargain; for he had drawn no blood from me, but I had from him” (50).  This comment, in 

addition to a somewhat ridiculing and belittling description of Covey as “puffing and blowing 

at a great rate” throughout the scuffle, shows the incident as decisive for the restoration of 

Douglass’s manhood “through physical domination” (Ferguson 311).  Viewed through the 

lens of the Covey fight, “physical force is both redemptive and regenerative” for Douglass, 

because by its means he is, both bodily and mentally, “reborn” (Bryant 30). 

 In contrast to Douglass, Jacobs uses not physical, but “verbal blows” as a major mode 

of her resistance against her master – a skill she learns from her grandmother (Johnson 37).  

As Jacobs tells us, Aunt Marthy’s “scorching rebukes” proved to be an effective source of 

protection both for herself and her granddaughter in their numerous encounters with Dr. Flint 

(362).  Through “sass,” Jacobs “defend[s] her own body against abuse” (Mullen 256), 

“preserves [. . .] [her] self-esteem and increases the psychological distance between herself 

and the master” (Braxton 31).  To Dr. Flint’s question “‘Do you know that I have a right to do 

as I like with you,—that I can kill you, if I please?,’” Jacobs replies:  “‘You have tried to kill 

me, and I wish you had; but you have no right to do as you like with me’” (371).  By saying 

so, the author asserts her independence from her master and her determination to stand up for 

her rights as a woman and a human being.  When Dr. Flint accuses Jacobs of being “criminal” 



 158 

towards him due to her pregnancy with Mr. Sands, Jacobs again sets loose her “runaway 

tongue” (Mullen 253), saying:  “‘I have sinned against God and myself [. . .] but not against 

you’” (Incidents 389).  With a few words she lets Dr. Flint know that she scorns his authority, 

since, in her eyes, he is not justified to consider the morality of her actions.  Jacobs’s victory 

in the verbal warfare against her master gives her a sense of self (as Douglass’s physical 

defeat of Covey gave him).  Since there is, as Johnson argues, a direct connection between 

identity and resistance against unfreedom, Jacobs’s “selfhood is closely tied to her voice, for 

her act of resistance is expressed in that voice” (37).131  

 Black Boy (American Hunger) manifests Wright using a combination of physical force 

and impudent verbal expressions, rather than resorting to just one of these strategies.  Where 

his behavior differs from that of five other autobiographers is in his employment of fight and 

“sass” with the members of the black, rather than the white, community.  For instance, Wright 

uses the power of language to challenge the oppressive authority of his grandmother, as when 

he tells her to “’kiss back there,’” meaning his anus, after she is done bathing him  (BB 41).  

He also “sasses” his classmates at Jim Hill public school when they try to ridicule him on his 

first day there and his headmaster who does not allow Wright to write his own graduation 

speech. When words fail, Wright turns to physical violence in order to protect himself from, 

what he sees as, injustice done to him by his family members.  He threatens Aunt Addie with 

a knife when she attempts to punish him for something he has not done and Uncle Tom with 

razors when he wants to beat him for a reason utterly unclear to Wright.  Although these 

incidents demonstrate Wright’s determination to protest the limitations imposed upon his 

freedom and spontaneous growth, “there is no pleasure in [. . .] [them], or sense of 

achievement, or even ground for self-esteem” (Bryant 205).  “Every fight,” as Jerry H. Bryant 

                                                 
131 Jacobs not only gives a voice to herself, but also to other slaves in her narrative.  “Because she associates the 
slave’s humanity with defiant or subversive speech, resistant behavior, and the ethics of reciprocal relationships, 
as well as with writing and individual autonomy, Jacobs affirms the humanity of the collectivity of slaves as well 
as the successful fugitive and literate narrator” (Mullen 261).  In this respect, her story differs from Douglass’s 
who is the only “vocal” slave in the book, whereas the rest of the slave community remains silent. 
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maintains, “results in intensified bad feelings, resentment, anger, and increased alienation, 

rather than a heightened sense of autonomy or regard for a former competitor” (205).  

Wright’s approach to white authority is marked by neither verbal warfare nor physical 

violence.  A witness to black lynching victims, he realizes the dangers involved for an African 

American in openly challenging the wrongs inflicted by racism.  And yet, even if trying hard 

to appear polite and non-aggressive, he does not entirely escape the accusation of 

impertinence:  one of his bosses, for instance, reproaches him for his looks.  It could be finally 

argued, as Felgar does, that Wright’s most successful “verbal assault” on the white world 

cannot be found in his first-hand encounters with the white people of his childhood, but rather 

in his literary work, including his autobiography (“Understanding” 2). 

 Hurston’s Dust Tracks, unlike Jacobs’s Incidents, does not describe particular 

occasions on which the autobiographer engages in acts of verbal warfare with either whites or 

blacks.  The reader learns about Hurston’s predisposition for a “runaway tongue” from her 

description of her parents’ conflicts over the way Hurston should be brought up.  Whereas 

Hurston’s mother preferred letting her children develop freely and spontaneously, the father 

was afraid, as Hurston says, that “somebody was going to blow me down for my sassy 

tongue” (573).  It is not a coincidence, in my opinion, that the passage coming right after the 

above quote discusses Hurston’s father’s patriarchal attitudes.  By juxtaposing the two, 

Hurston reveals that her father saw “sass” not only as dangerous in terms of Hurston’s 

contacts with the white world, but also perceived it as a threat to his (and other men’s) 

masculine authority.  Hurston implicitly associates impudent speech with “mother-culture,” 

but so does she the usage of the bodily force, thus blurring the gender difference between the 

two  (Sidonie Smith, Subjectivity 116).  Big Sweet, one of the most memorable characters of 

Hurston’s life story, is not only “a powerful word-warrior,” but also “a woman with 

remarkable physical strength” who protects Hurston during her stay in Polk County (Brantley 
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203).  The same goes for Aunt Caroline whose physical power “rivals that of mythic white 

males” (Meisenhelder 166).  As long as impudent speech and physical force react against 

oppression, Hurston considers both to be full-fledged ways of resistance for African American 

women. 

 In the popular mind, Malcolm X is often associated with violence and thus fulfills the 

expectation of the connection between maleness and physical confrontation as a type of 

resistance.  His autobiography, however, demonstrates that it was only during X’s younger, 

hustling years that he really employed the physical, rather than the verbal, way of expressing 

disagreement.  The first half of the autobiography abounds with the stories in which X is just 

about to pull out his gun in order to defend himself from either the police or some Harlem 

criminal, like West Indian Archie.  Such encounters are totally absent from the post-

conversion parts of the story where X never does violence in practical terms (at the most, he 

“talks” it).  The most telling in this respect is the episode where X stands at the head of the 

black mob that is getting ready to protest the beating of an African American man by white 

police officers.  X’s own self-control, as well as the discipline of the group of blacks he 

represents at the moment, stands in stark contrast to the “sheer police brutality” he has come 

to address (Autobiography 336).  Furthermore, when X talks about violence in connection 

with African Americans, it is always in terms of self-defense and not “wanton violence,” a 

fact his critics have frequently failed to recognize (Autobiography 483).  What troubles X 

most is the double standard with which violence is approached in the U.S. society.  As he 

explains:  “When whites had rifles in their homes, the Constitution gave them the right to 

protect their home and themselves.  But when black people even spoke of having rifles in 

their homes, that was ‘ominous’” (478).  It remains to be noted that X does not underrate the 

power of speech; on the contrary, in his post-conversion years, “verbal warfare” (with white 

journalists, in particular) becomes one of his most important tools of resistance.  In many 
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respects, the replies he gives to the questions posed by the white press are often reminiscent of 

“sass.”  For instance, when asked why the NOI trains its members in judo and karate, he 

answers:  “’Why does judo or karate suddenly get so ominous because black men study it?  

Across America, the Boy Scouts, YMCA, even the YWCA, the CYP, PAL – they all teach 

judo!  It’s all right, it’s fine – until black men teach it!’” (Autobiography 343).  So, in an 

interesting sense, physical confrontation and a “runaway tongue” become intertwined in X’s 

autobiography:  X verbally supports the physical self-defense of African Americans.  

 Similarly to Hurston, Davis does not divide “sass” and physical resistance into female 

and male, respectively, types of resistance.  She makes sure to defend herself verbally 

whenever the situation requires it.  The tone of her “verbal blows” reminds one of Jacobs’s 

retorts to Dr. Flint.  For instance, when one of the prison matrons feels it necessary to follow 

Davis to the bathroom, Davis responds:  “Do you think I’m going to flush myself down the 

toilet?” (74).  As a revolutionary, she does not refrain from physical confrontations either.  

When attacked in the New York House of Detention by “the jail’s riot squad,” comprised of 

the male guards, Davis defends herself physically, overturning the stereotype of female bodily 

weakness (Angela 69).  As long as it is possible, she also teaches other female prisoners some 

basic karate.  In addition, taking into account Davis’s Black Power and later Communist 

politics, it is clear that she perceives physical confrontation as one of the necessary avenues 

leading to the fulfillment of her utopian dream of socialist America. 

 The above exploration of six African American autobiographies has shown that the 

slave narrative theory’s distinction between fight and “sass” as a male and a female kind of 

resistance, respectively, has to be reassessed when discussing later black American life 

stories.  Whereas it, on the whole, holds true for Jacobs’s and Douglass’s narratives, it does 

not seem to be unconditionally applicable to Wright’s, Hurston’s, X’s and Davis’s 
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autobiographies; here the authors employ some kind of a combination of physical 

confrontation and “sass” in their lives.     

 

3.7 Conclusion 

 As this chapter has tried to demonstrate, resistance is one of the defining traits of life 

for African Americans that is caused by their subordinate position in the U.S. society.  The 

analyzed autobiographies present it in its numerous forms and degrees of effectiveness.  

Whereas functional literacy plays an important role, above all, in the life stories from the 

slavery period, all the autobiographies without exception note a decisive subversive potential 

of its more complex complement, critical literacy.  The latter can be found not only in the 

autobiographers’ critical social analysis of American race and gender relations and 

suggestions for their improvement, but also in their original and provocative use of language 

and metaphor, their adaptation of white literary genres and their overall literary style.  Making 

use of the African cultural tradition of trickster tales, the autobiographers present themselves 

as performing a role of trickster at some point of their lives.  Except for Wright, who sees the 

subversive ability of trickery as somewhat limited, all the other autobiographers present it as a 

creative and ingenious way to resist oppression.  The authors do not apologize for their 

deceitful behavior, because its aims are honorable – achievement of freedom from bondage or 

exposure of various forms of social injustice, etc.  Davis’s and X’s autobiographies prove that 

even the place of greatest subjugation for African Americans – the prison – can become a 

fruitful field of resistance, if the prisoner is a politically conscious person.  The 

autobiographies present labor as an ambiguous tool of resistance – perhaps only Douglass 

(and to some extent, Malcolm X after conversion) sincerely advocates the “Protestant” work 

ethic; other authors deconstruct it by pointing to its mythic nature.  Wright and X even imply 

that sometimes, due to the economic exploitation of African Americans, illegal actions might 
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prove to be a more efficient means of getting ahead than hard, honest labor.  All the 

autobiographers see as their most meaningful work activities done on behalf of their 

community, either in terms of artistic expression or political engagement (or both).  The 

distinction between physical confrontation and impudent speech as gender-based types of 

resistance holds true in the case of slave narratives, but needs to be reassessed when later 

black autobiographical works are put under exploration.        
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CONCLUSION 

The main conclusion of A Dream Deferred is that African Americans have historically 

believed in the power of autobiography to express their point of view, as far as their social 

position in the American society is concerned, as well the potential of this genre to improve it.  

African American autobiographies clearly reflect their ambition to be more than just works of 

literature – they also intend to serve as an effective complement to the black activist work 

fighting against racism, sexism and classism oriented against blacks in the U.S.  One of the 

strengths of this dissertation can, in the light of the above, be seen in its thematic approach.  

Detecting and tracing the thematic continuity and dominance of the themes of family, religion 

and resistance from the 19th to the second half of the 20th century, A Dream Deferred proves 

the long-term social (and cultural) significance of autobiography for the African American 

community.  Since the spheres of family, religion and resistance seem to be those of the 

biggest oppression and, at the same time, the most effective dissent, it is not surprising that 

African Americans have repeatedly turned to them in the process of crafting their life stories 

as weapons of social reform.132  

The most innovative aspect of this dissertation can be found in its gender-oriented 

approach preceded by a conviction that in order to talk about African American experience in 

the U.S. one has to take into account (in a balanced ratio) both male and female perspectives.  

A Dream Deferred tries to discern gender-based differences between individual 

autobiographies and to search for possible reasons behind them.  Thus, unlike a number of 

feminist theories, which focus exclusively on the works by women authors, or conservative 

criticism, which has often tended to marginalize women’s literary voices, this dissertation 

gives them equal weight and attempts to put them in a conversation with each other.  One of 

the theoretical contributions in this respect, moreover, lies in the dissertation’s testing of the 

                                                 
132 In this respect, the use of feminism and poststructuralism seems to be particularly appropriate as a theoretical 
background for this dissertation, the first due to its sociopolitical orientation and emphasis, the latter due to its 
deconstruction of the strict boundaries between genres. 
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validity of certain slave narrative theory’s gender-related conclusions in case of later black 

American autobiographies (see, in particular, 1.5 and 3.6).   

The quantitative richness of the genre of African American autobiography from its rise 

in the 19th century to the present day is among the main reasons for one of the weak points of 

A Dream Deferred.  In order to defend the dissertation’s thesis, with its obvious spatial 

limitations in mind, it was necessary to make a selection of works (to be thoroughly analyzed 

and compared) out of an extremely large pool of possible choices.  Selections are always 

potentially problematic, even if absolutely necessary.  The question that probably immediately 

rises in the reader’s mind is why, out of many, these very autobiographies, and not others, 

have been picked.  I have tried to explain the reasons behind the works’ list in the 

“Introduction.”  

What remains to be done here is remarking upon the context of other primary works 

that, potentially, could have been used for the purposes of this dissertation.  If the same 

selection criteria as described in the “Introduction” were to be stuck to, antebellum slave 

narratives other than Douglass’s and Jacobs’s could have been explored.  For instance, one 

could use Narrative of William Wells Brown, a Fugitive Slave (1847), Twelve Years a Slave, 

Narrative of Solomon Northrup (1853), Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb, 

an American Slave (1849) or The Story of Mattie J. Jackson (1866) and others.  In the period 

of the Harlem Renaissance, in addition to Wright’s and Hurston’s autobiographies, Langston 

Hughes’s The Big Sea (1940) or Claude McKay’s A Long Way from Home (1937) seem to be 

at disposal.  Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice (1968), Claude Brown’s Manchild in the 

Promised Land (1965), Assata Shakur’s Assata:  An Autobiography (1987) or Elaine Brown’s 

A Taste of Power: A Black Woman’s Story (1992) could all have served as alternatives for 

Malcolm X’s and Davis’s autobiographies.  All of the enumerated works support the 

dissertation’s argument claiming that African Americans have crafted their autobiographies 
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not only as literary works, but also as tools against oppression.  As far as the thesis claiming 

the continuity of the themes of family, religion and resistance is concerned, its validity in 

relation to the above narratives can also be confirmed. The concrete manifestation and 

dominance of the given themes, however, depend on each individual author and text. The 

strongest similarity of “alternative” stories with their originally chosen and analyzed 

counterparts can, for various reasons, be found in case of slave narratives and Black Power 

women’s autobiographies.  One of the possible explanations for this might be the similarity of 

the autobiographers’ experience, the identity of their political conviction and the fact that they 

often signify on each other’s texts. 

What comes below is the summary of some of the main conclusions made in the 

individual chapters of the dissertation – those covering the themes of family, religion and 

resistance.  As the chapter on family argues, African American autobiographers devote a lot 

of attention to maternal and paternal figures in their lives.  Since in the black American 

community, the extended, rather than the nuclear, form of the family is the norm, those 

figures include not only the autobiographers’ mothers and fathers, but also grandmothers and 

grandfathers, surrogate mothers and surrogate fathers, etc.  Whereas female autobiographers 

tend to give tribute to the maternal figures and celebrate their positive influence on the 

authors’ development, male autobiographers frequently describe them as victimized and 

“lacking” in various senses.  The description of paternal figures is less perspicuous and the 

array of impressions the reader gets is quite wide.  The chapter also deals with an important 

phenomenon of double oppression which handicaps African American women and is reflected 

in all of the analyzed autobiographies.  Jacobs, Hurston and Davis, often themselves victims 

of double jeopardy, are very explicit in their rejection and condemnation of it.  Douglass, 

Wright and Malcolm X, on the other hand, reveal their, perhaps subconscious, internalized 

sexism and, at times, participate themselves in the abuse of the other sex.  Finally, the chapter 
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on family tests the extent to which the protagonists of black male autobiographies could be 

designated as lonely isolated heroes and their female counterparts as “selves-in-relation” and 

searches for the reasons behind this (to a large extent valid) distinction. 

The chapter on religion demonstrates the significance of spiritualism in the personal 

lives of the members of the African American community, but also their, rather innovative, 

use of religion as a form of social and political activism.  Even the works of the authors which 

I call the “atheists” seem to be colored by religious rhetoric.  Two of the most strongly atheist 

among the six autobiographers (Wright and Davis), for instance, work with the concepts of 

conversion and sacredness, albeit in contexts different from those purely religious and having 

to do with artistic and/or political growth and identity shaping.  The autobiographers, 

moreover, often allude to the Bible and incorporate elements of religious genres, such as 

jeremiad or sermon, into their texts.  Unlike the portrayal of family, which appears to be 

strongly determined by the autobiographers’ gender, the representation of religion is, one 

could say, gender neutral.  The diversity that exists among the autobiographers can, most 

convincingly, be explained through the differences of character and general philosophical 

outlook. 

Analysis of the various forms of resistance as mirrored in the six life stories under 

exploration is what stands at the core of the third chapter.  This chapter has as it main goal to 

demonstrate African American women and men as actively fighting racism, classism and 

sexism, rather than passively waiting for another oppressive blow.  Literacy, and especially 

critical literacy, plays an important role in the black American community’s dissent as does 

the adaptation of white literary genres, such as a sentimental novel or a Bildungsroman.  In 

their taking on the role of tricksters, the African American autobiographers not only form a 

connection with the black folklore tradition, but also present its subversive qualities.  

Trickster’s deceit is pictured as honorable, because its goals are worthy and upright.   Davis 
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and Malcolm X, in particular, demonstrate in their autobiographies that the American prison 

system can be perceived both as a field of immense repression (political, racial and gender) 

and a space where effective resistance can take place, especially if an incarcerated person is 

politically conscious and prepared for activism.  One of the important conclusions of the 

chapter is that Protestant work ethic is a restricted way of resistance for African Americans, 

being not much more than a tricky social construct.  Gender dimension of resistance is 

discussed as the last part of the given chapter.  The distinction between impudent speech as a 

typically female and physical confrontation as a typically male type of dissent that, more or 

less, seems to be valid in the case of antebellum slave narratives, gets more problematic once 

later black autobiographies are taken into account.   

As already mentioned above, the scope of A Dream Deferred did not allow me to deal 

with the genre of African American autobiography in its entirety.  Further research in this area 

is thus welcome and needed and could, for instance, start with paying closer scholarly 

attention to the, almost wholly, ignored genre of post-bellum slave narratives.  Such research 

could “test” the validity of the main thesis presented here.  It could also answer the following 

questions:  how is the portrait of slavery in post-bellum slave narratives different from the one 

presented in their antebellum counterparts, how is an ex-slave’s (racial and gender) identity 

constructed in the post-bellum accounts, how is an ex-slave’s relationship towards his/her 

own community, as well as the dominant white society, described and what are some gender-

based differences between individual narratives.  In addition to the relatively well-known 

Elizabeth Keckley’s Behind the Scenes (1868), Lucy Delaney’s From the Darkness Cometh 

the Light (1891), Frederick Douglass’s Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1892) and 

Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery (1901), the research could and should include some 

less famous texts (e.g. Friday Jones’s Days of Bondage (1883), Thomas H. Jones’s The 
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Experience of Rev. Thomas H. Jones (1885), Annie L. Burton’s Memories of Childhood’s 

Slavery Days (1909), etc.).   

In addition to the focus on post-bellum slave narratives, systematic attention to the 

contemporary genre of neo-slave narratives is also needed.133  Even if papers and articles by 

individual scholars exist on this topic, neo-slave narratives still await to be dealt with in a 

study that would offer us their thorough literary exploration.  One of the aims of such study 

could, for example, be the exploration of a degree and kind of “signifying” that seems to exist 

between them and their predecessors (antebellum and post-bellum slave narratives). The focus 

on the relationship between fact and fiction in these texts, on the freedoms and potential that 

fiction and post-modern literary techniques make available to the authors of neo-slave 

narratives and on the political dimension of the works in question are also of utmost 

importance.  The research should additionally take into account historical conditions that gave 

rise to the genre of neo-slave narratives and try to trace their reflection in the works 

themselves and in the way they are crafted.  Such texts as Ernest Gaines’s The Autobiography 

of Miss Jane Pittman (1971), Gayl Jones’s Corregidora (1975), Ishmael Reed’s Flight to 

Canada (1976), Charles Johnson’s Oxherding Tale (1982), Sherley Anne Williams’s Dessa 

Rose (1986) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) could be taken into consideration.  Among 

some less well-known works Lucille Clifton’s Generations:  A Memoir (1976) and Barbara 

Chase-Riboud’s Sally Hemings (1979) could be listed and analyzed.  Only when the field of 

post-bellum and neo-slave narratives is devoted due literary attention can we hope to have a 

complex view of the position of African American slaves and ex-slaves in the U.S. society, as 

well as its textual representation by various forms of the distinct genre of black American 

autobiography. 

                                                 
133 Primary works discussed in this dissertation end with the 1970’s.  One could, of course, try to examine the 
cogency of my conclusions on the analysis of more contemporary African American autobiographies, such as 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s Colored People (1994) or Maya Angelou’s five-volume serial autobiography, starting 
with her I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings from 1970.  
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ODLOŽENÝ SEN:  KONTINUITY V AFROAMERICKEJ AUTOBIOGRAFII 
(Resumé in Slovak) 

 
Ako ukazuje veľké množstvo literárnovedných publikácií z nedávnej doby, žáner 

autobiografie je plodným poľom pre literárny výskum a analýzu.  Sčasti toto vychádza z 

pomerne neurčitej nátury a nejednoznačne definovaných hraníc tohto žánru.  Tvrdí sa totiž, že 

veľa autobiografií spája prvky faktu a fikcie a stojí na pomedzí literárnych diel a kultúrnych, 

či historiografických, dokumentov.  Ďalšou dôležitou charakteristikou žánru je, že tým, že sú 

z veľkej časti chápané ako odraz skutočného života a autentických skúseností, a nie 

imaginácie, autobiografie sú obzvlášť úspešné v snahe presvedčiť čitateľov, aby 

autorovi/rozprávačovi uverili, prijali jeho uhol pohľadu na vec a jeho vnímanie okolitého 

sveta.  Táto vlastnosť im, okrem iného, dává silný potenciál, aby slúžili ako zbrane v rôzných 

typoch politických bojov a kampaní.   

V prípade afroamerickej autobiografie toto platí dvojnásobne.  Od jej prvého 

reprezentanta – slave narrative (autobiografického príbehu otroka) – má afroamerická 

autobiografia ústredné postavenie v literárnej tradícii Afroameričanov a ich snahe prežiť a 

zlepšiť svoje rasizmom, sexizmom a triednou hierarchizáciou znevýhodnené postavenie v 

americkej spoločnosti.  Vedomí si spoločenského vplyvu a dopadu tlačeného slova, mnohí 

afroamerickí spisovatelia využili akt publikácie svojich životných príbehov, aby verejnosti 

poskytli vlastnou skúsenosťou podložený obraz toho, čo to znamená byť čierny v Spojených 

štátoch v danom historickom momente tejto krajiny.  Jedným z hlavných cieľov autorov bol, 

cez vykreslenie vlastnej minoritnej skúsenosti, získať čitateľa na stranu boja proti 

predsudkom, rasizmu a fyzickému násiliu namierenému voči čiernemu segmentu americkej 

populácie.   

Vo svojej doktorskej dizertácii sa venujem pozorovaniu tématickej kontinuity v 

afroamerických autobiografiách devätnásteho a dvadsiateho storočia.  Počnúc analýzou dvoch 

pravdepodobne najznámejších amerických slave narratives, totiž Narrative of the Life of 
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Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself (1845) Fredericka Douglassa a 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself (1861) Harriet Jacobs (Lindy Brent),  

pojednávam ďalej o Black Boy (American Hunger) (1953) Richarda Wrighta, Dust Tracks on 

a Road (1943) Zory Neale Hurston,  The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965) Malcolma X 

a napokon o Angela Davis:  An Autobiography (1974) Angely Davis.134  Mojím cieľom je 

ukázať, že najdominantnejšie témy afroamerickej autobiografie boli prítomné už v slave 

narratives a opakovane spracúvané v afroamerických autobiografiách ďalších období.  Sú to 

téma rodiny, náboženstva a odporu (a tie tiež tvoria tri hlavné kapitoly mojej dizertácie).  Ich 

prostredníctvom autori zoznamujú čitateľov s niektorými z najväčších prekážok, ktorým boli 

Afroameričania nútení opakovane čeliť vo svojej snahe o prežitie, ako aj s niektorými 

z najúčinnejších „zbraní“, ktoré vyvinuli, aby uľahčili svoju zložitú situáciu.   

Diferencie v tom, ako knihy napísané v rôznych obdobiach komentujú fenomény 

rodiny, náboženstva a odporu, poukazujú na to, ako s časovým posunom a zmenami 

v spoločenskej klíme Spojených štátov sa vyvíja postavenie Afroameričanov v americkej 

spoločnosti a ich reakcia na tento vývin.  Dizertácia sa tiež snaží odpovedať na otázku, ako sa 

v priebehu desaťročí u Afroameričanov mení ich vnímanie seba samých, ich vlastnej 

komunity i dominantnej belošskej spoločnosti.  Napokon, s využitím diel ako ženských tak 

mužských autorov, poukazujem na niektoré zhody a rozdiely v mužskom a ženskom vnímaní 

menšinovej skúsenosti a, v duchu čierneho feminizmu, ich staviam do vzájomného 

genderového dialógu.  Všetky vyššie uvedené knihy patria do kánonu afroamerickej literatúry.  

Ich výber bol vedomý.  Vychádza z mojej snahy začať vypĺňať medzeru, ktorá v súčasnej 

dobe existuje v českej amerikanistike v oblasti literárnovednej pozornosti venovanej žánru 

afroamerickej autobiografie.  Naviac, aby som mohla obhájiť tézu tejto dizertácie v jej 

                                                 
134 Nasledovné preklady názvov autobiografií sú moje vlastné:  Príbeh Fredericka Douglassa, amerického 
otroka, napísaný ním samým, Príhody zo života Harriet Jacobsovej (Lindy Brentovej), otrokyne, napísané ňou 
samou, Čierny chlapec (Americký hlad), Prašné  stopy na ceste, Autobiografia Malcolma X, Angela Davisová:  
Autobiografia. 
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súčasnej šírke, považovala som za nutné urobiť selekciu diel, ktoré by odrážali afroamerický 

život v jeho relatívnej heterogeneite – časovej, geografickej, genderovej či politickej.  

Vybrané práce reflektujú naviac aj formálnu varietu analyzovaného žánru – sú medzi nimi 

slave narratives, literárne a politické autobiografie.  Za hlavný vedecký prínos tejto dizertácie 

možno považovať prezentáciu žánru v nových konotáciách a novom svetle s dôrazom na jeho 

tématické a genderové aspekty. 

Ako ukazuje kapitola o rodine, autori afroamerickej autobiografie venujú výraznú 

pozornosť materským a otcovským postavám vo svojom živote.  Keďže v černošskej 

komunite normou je skôr rozvetvená než nukleárna rodina, k týmto postavám patria nielen 

otcovia a matky autorov, ale tiež starí rodičia, prípadne náhradní rodičia.  Ženské 

autobiografičky tendujú k oslave materských postáv a ich pozitívneho vplyvu na ich rozvoj, 

mužskí autobiografici ich skôr prezentujú vo svetle viktimizácie a zlyhania.  Vykreslenie 

otcovských figúr je menej zrejmé a jednoliate a odráža celé spektrum dojmov a pocitov.  Prvá 

kapitola dizertácie sa ďalej venuje dôležitému fenoménu dvojitého útlaku, ktorý handicapuje 

afroamerické ženy a je do určitej miery zobrazený vo všetkých analyzovaných 

autobiografiách.  Jacobs, Hurston a Davis, ktoré sú často samy obeťami tohto javu, ho 

explicitne kritizujú a odsudzujú.  Na druhej strane Douglass, Wright a Malcolm X, odhaľujú 

svoj, pravdepodobne podvedomý, internalizovaný sexizmus a čas od času sami aktívne 

participujú v zneužívaní druhého pohlavia.  Kapitola o rodine napokon testuje, do akej miery 

platí tvrdenie (vychádzajúce z teórie slave narratives), že protagonisti mužských 

afroamerických autobiografií múžu byť opísaní ako osamotení hrdinovia, kým ich ženské 

náprotivky ako „ja vo vzťahu“ (self-in-relation).  Snaží sa tiež dopátrať príčin za týmto, do 

veľkej miery platným, rozdielom.  

Kapitola o náboženstve demonštruje význam duchovna v osobných životoch členov 

afroamerickej komunity, ale tiež ich pomerne inovatívne využitie náboženstva ako formy 
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spoločensko-politického aktivizmu.  Dokonca i práce tých autorov, ktorých pre potreby 

dizertácie volám „ateisti“, sa zdajú byť zafarbené náboženskou rétorikou.  Autobiografie 

Wrighta a Davis, ktoré sú spomedzi rozoberaných diel tie najviac ateistické, pracujú napríklad 

s konceptami svätosti a obratu na vieru, i keď v čiste sekulárnych kontextoch spätých 

napríklad s umeleckým a/lebo politickým rastom či formovaním identity.  Autori sa naviac 

často odvolávajú na Bibliu a inkorporujú do autobiografií prvky náboženských žánrov, ako sú 

jeremiáda čí kázeň.  Na rozdiel od portrétu rodiny, ktorý je silne podmienený genderom 

autorov, zobrazenie náboženstva sa zdá byť genderovo neutrálne.  Diverzita medzi dielami 

v tomto ohľade je daná skôr rozdielmi v osobnostiach autorov a ich všeobecným filozofickým 

postojom a náhľadom na svet.    

Jadrom tretej kapitoly je rozbor rôznych foriem odporu odrazených v šiestich 

analyzovaných prácach.  Jej cieľom je ukázať Afroameričanov nie ako pasívne obete, ale ako 

aktívnych bojovníkov proti rasizmu, sexizmu a triednym rozdielom. Gramotnosť, ale hlavne 

kritická gramotnosť, hrá významnú rolu v afroamerickom disente, spolu s adaptáciou 

belošských žánrov, ako sú Bildungsroman či sentimentálny román.  Branie si na seba roly 

figliara (trickster) predstavuje ďalšiu formu afroamerického protestu (a naviac spojku 

s černošskou ľudovou tradíciou).  Figliarsky podvod je prezentovaný ako čestný, keďže jeho 

ciele sú cnostné.  Na príklade autobiografií Davis a Malcolma X sa tretia kapitola ďalej 

venuje rozboru fenoménu uväznenia v afroamerickej autobiografii.  Oba autori popisujú 

americký väzenský sytém ako miesto extrémnej rasovej, genderovej a politickej represie, ale 

zároveň ukazujú, akými cestami sa uväznenému jedincovi môže podariť toto miesto 

pretransformovať na účinné pole odporu.  Jedným z významných záverov kapitoly o odpore 

je, že protestantská pracovná etika je spletitým sociálnym konštruktom, a teda len 

obmedzenou, nepostačujúcou podobou disentu afroamerickej komunity.  Na záver 

pojednávam o genderovej dimenzii protestu.  Zdá sa, že je rozdiel medzi drzou rečou ako 
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typicky ženskou a fyzickou konfrontáciou ako typicky mužskou formou protestu platný len 

v prípade slave narratives.  V neskorších autobiografiách sa táto diferencia problematizuje a 

nie je ju možné bezo zvyšku aplikovať.   

Okrem textuálnych analýz, ktorých závery som zhrnula v stručnosti vyššie, dizertácia 

obsahuje aj teoretický uvod.  Ten pojednáva o základnom vývoji teórie autobiografie.  Dôraz 

je pritom na znakoch, ktoré odlišujú afroamerickú autobiografiu (a jej teóriu) od jej 

mainstreamových belošských náprotivkov.  Najdôležitejšie sa pritom zdajú byť použitie 

autobiograckého „ja“ vo význame rasovo definovaného „my“ (celej afroamerickej komunity), 

ako aj silný a explicitný politický rozmer černošských autobiografií.  Čo sa týka teoretického 

smerovania rozboru jednotlivých textov, z najväčšej časti táto dizertácia vychádza z čierneho 

feminizmu (black feminism).  Konkrétnymi teoretičkami, ktoré vznik tejto dizertácie 

inšpirovali, sú Joanne M. Braxton, Hazel V. Carby, Valerie Smith, Yvonne Johnson, Margo 

Perkins, Angela Davis a bell hooks.135  Braxton ako prvá poukazuje na to, že ženskú 

afroamerickú autobiografiu treba vnímať ako „subsubžáner“ americkej autobiografie, keďže 

sa líši ako od autobiografií bielych amerických mužov a žien, tak i od autobiografií čiernych 

amerických mužov.  Práce Carby, Smith a Johnson pojednávajú hlavne o ženských slave 

narratives a mne sa stali východiskom k analýze, ktorá skúma, do akej miery sú ich závery 

o genderových rozdieloch v rámci slave narrative platné aj u neskorších afroamerických 

autobiografií.  Práca Perkins je nenahraditeľná v oblasti genderového rozboru Civil Rights 

a Black Power hnutí a životných príbehov, ktoré toto obdobie zobrazujú.  hooks ma naopak 

inšpirovala svojím opakovaným volaním po genderovom dialógu medzi Afroameričanmi 

a Afroameričankami.  Okrem čiernej feministickej teórie Odložený sen pracuje aj so 

základnými princípmi postštrukturalizmu, obzvlášť vo svojej snahe demonštrovať, ako 

analyzované texty dekonštruujú konštrukty rasy, genderu či triedy.  Táto dizertácia je vo 

                                                 
135 Pre konkrétne diela pozri Works Cited. 
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veľkej miere inšpirovaná aj knihou The Signifying Monkey (1988) Henryho Louisa Gatesa, 

Jr., ktorá zavádza termín signifying na pomenovanie základného trópu americkej černošskej 

literatúry.  Ja s nim v dizertácii pracujem na poukázanie miery intertexuality, ktorá existuje 

medzi jednotlivými reprezentatami žánru afroamerickej autobiografie. 

Odložený sen prináša množstvo záverov vzťahujúcich sa k pozícii jednotlivých 

Afroameričanov, ale i celej afroamerickej komunity, v americkej spoločnosti od devätnásteho 

do druhej polovice dvadsiateho storočia.  Rozsah práce ale neumožňuje pokrytie žánru 

afroamerickej autobiografie v jeho celistvosti.  Ďalší výskum je preto žiadaný.  Mal by sa 

sústrediť predovšetkým na biele miesta v tomto poli, ku ktorým patria najmä tzv. post-bellum 

slave narratives (príbehy otrokov vydané po skončení americkej občianskej vojny) a neo-

slave narratives (novodobé fiktívne príbehy inšpirované otrokárskym systémom a osudmi 

otrokov v ňom). 
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A DREAM DEFERRED:  CONTINUITIES IN AFRICAN AMERICAN 
AUTOBIOGRAPHIES 

(Resumé in English) 
 

As a great number of recent scholarly publications discussing the given topic shows, 

the genre of autobiography provides a fruitful field for literary research and analysis.  In part, 

this springs from the genre’s rather ambiguous nature and blurred boundaries. A lot of 

autobiographies are claimed to interweave elements of fact and fiction and to stand on the 

verge between literary works and cultural, or historiographical, documents.  Since 

autobiographies are, for the most part, understood as accounts of real life and authentic 

experience, rather than imagination, they are thought to be particularly efficient in persuading 

the reader to believe the author/narrator, accept the author’s/narrator’s point of view and 

his/her perception of the world.  This gives them, in addition to other things, a strong potential 

to serve as tools in the political struggles of various kinds.   

This statement is especially true of the African American autobiography.  Black 

autobiography, from its very first specimen, namely the slave narrative, has played a central 

role in the literary tradition of African Americans.  It has played a crucial part in their attempt 

to survive and fight racism, sexism and “classism” frequently oriented against them in the 

American society.  Being conscious of the social impact of the printed word, many African 

American authors have used the act of publishing their life stories in order to provide the 

public with a true picture of what it means to be black in the USA at a given point of this 

country’s history.  Through their depiction of the first-hand minority experience, the authors’ 

aim was to win the reader for their struggle against the prejudice, racism and physical 

violence aimed at the black segment of the American population. 

In my doctoral thesis, I examine the continuity of certain thematic elements in the 

African American autobiographies of the nineteenth and the twentieth century.  Starting with 

the analysis of the two most famous American slave narratives, namely Frederick Douglass’s 
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Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself (1845) 

and Harriet Jacobs’s (or Linda Brent’s) Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by 

Herself (1861), I then move towards more recent black autobiographical works.  The 

examination focuses on Richard Wright’s Black Boy (American Hunger) (1953), Zora Neale 

Hurston’s Dust Tracks on a Road (1943), Malcolm X’s The Autobiography of Malcolm X  

(1965) and Angela Davis’s Angela Davis:  An Autobiography (1974).  It is my aim to show 

that the most dominant themes present in the African American autobiography were 

established already in slave narratives and repeatedly employed in subsequent black 

autobiographies of the USA.  These are the themes of family, religion and resistance.  

Through their depiction, the authors make the reader familiar with some of the biggest 

obstacles African Americans continuously had to face in their fight for survival and some of 

the most efficient “tools” they developed and made use of in order to alleviate their difficult 

situation.  The differences in the way family, religion and resistance are commented upon by 

the black authors living and writing in several different eras shows how, with the passing of 

time and the change of the social climate in the U.S., the position of a black person in 

America developed and how his/her reactions to this development evolved.  I also try to 

answer the question of in what way African American’s perception of himself/herself, of 

his/her own community, as well as the dominant white society, transformed throughout 

decades.  Finally, by using the works written by both men and women writers, I point to some 

of the parallels and/or differences in the male and female perspectives of the minority 

experience and, in the black feminist vein, place them in a gender dialogue with each other.  

All of the autobiographies analyzed in A Dream Deferred belong to the canon of 

African American literature.  The choice of the classics for the purposes of this dissertation 

was intended, because the field of African American autobiography is almost wholly 

untouched in the context of Czech American Studies and the real need thus existed to start 
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eliminating it.  In order to be able to pose the main thesis of the dissertation in its current 

width, it was necessary to select such works which depicted the lives of African Americans in 

their relative heterogeneity – temporal, spatial, political, gender-related, etc.  As their list 

demonstrates, the life stories in question also reflect the formal variety of the genre of black 

autobiography, including slave narratives, literary and political autobiographies.   One of the 

main contributions of A Dream Deferred to the scholarly discourse on African American 

autobiography can be seen in its attempt to present the genre in new connotations and a new 

light, stressing above all its thematic and gender dimensions.   

As the chapter on family argues, African American autobiographers devote a lot of 

attention to maternal and paternal figures in their lives.  Since in the black American 

community, the extended, rather than the nuclear, form of the family is the norm, those 

figures include not only the autobiographers’ mothers and fathers, but also grandmothers and 

grandfathers, surrogate mothers and surrogate fathers, etc.  Whereas female autobiographers 

tend to give tribute to the maternal figures and celebrate their positive influence on the 

authors’ development, male autobiographers frequently describe them as victimized and 

“lacking” in various senses.  The description of paternal figures is less perspicuous and the 

array of impressions the reader gets is quite wide.  The chapter also deals with an important 

phenomenon of double oppression which handicaps African American women and is reflected 

in all of the analyzed autobiographies.  Jacobs, Hurston and Davis, often themselves victims 

of double jeopardy, are very explicit in their rejection and condemnation of it.  Douglass, 

Wright and Malcolm X, on the other hand, reveal their, perhaps subconscious, internalized 

sexism and, at times, participate themselves in the abuse of the other sex.  Finally, the chapter 

on family tests the extent to which the protagonists of black male autobiographies could be 

designated as lonely isolated heroes and their female counterparts as “selves-in-relation” and 

searches for the reasons behind this (to a large extent valid) distinction. 
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The chapter on religion demonstrates the significance of spiritualism in the personal 

lives of the members of the African American community, but also their, rather innovative, 

use of religion as a form of social and political activism.  Even the works of the authors which 

I call the “atheists” seem to be colored by religious rhetoric.  Two of the most strongly atheist 

among the six autobiographers (Wright and Davis), for instance, work with the concepts of 

conversion and sacredness, albeit in contexts different from those purely religious and having 

to do with artistic and/or political growth and identity shaping.  The autobiographers, 

moreover, often allude to the Bible and incorporate elements of religious genres, such as 

jeremiad or sermon, into their texts.  Unlike the portrayal of family, which appears to be 

strongly determined by the autobiographers’ gender, the representation of religion is, one 

could say, gender neutral.  The diversity that exists among the autobiographers can, most 

convincingly, be explained through the differences of character and general philosophical 

outlook. 

Analysis of the various forms of resistance as mirrored in the six life stories under 

exploration is what stands at the core of the third chapter.  This chapter has as it main goal to 

demonstrate African American women and men as actively fighting racism, classism and 

sexism, rather than passively waiting for another oppressive blow.  Literacy, and especially 

critical literacy, plays an important role in the black American community’s dissent as does 

the adaptation of white literary genres, such as a sentimental novel or a Bildungsroman.  In 

their taking on the role of tricksters, the African American autobiographers not only form a 

connection with the black folklore tradition, but also present its subversive qualities.  

Trickster’s deceit is pictured as honorable, because its goals are worthy and upright.  Davis 

and Malcolm X, in particular, demonstrate in their autobiographies that the American prison 

system can be perceived both as a field of immense repression (political, racial and gender), 

but also as a space where effective resistance can take place, especially if an incarcerated 
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person is politically conscious and prepared for activism.  One of the important conclusions of 

the chapter is that Protestant work ethic is a restricted way of resistance for African 

Americans, being not much more than a tricky social construct.  Gender dimension of 

resistance is discussed as the last part of the given chapter.  The distinction between impudent 

speech as a typically female and physical confrontation as a typically male type of dissent 

that, more or less, seems to be valid in the case of antebellum slave narratives, gets more 

problematic once later black autobiographies are taken into account.   

  In addition to the textual analyses, the dissertation also includes a general theoretical 

introduction.  This outlines some basic developments in the theory of autobiography as a 

genre and stresses the features that distinguish African American autobiography (and its 

theory) from its mainstream (read white American) counterparts.  As far as the latter 

distinction is concerned, the focus is, above all, on the use of the autobiographical “I” in 

African American autobiographies to refer to the racially defined “we” – the whole of the 

black community – and the crafting of individual autobiographies to include a strong and 

explicit political dimension.  The textual analyses in this dissertation are grounded, above all, 

in black feminist theory.  The concrete theoreticians who inspired the production of A Dream 

Deferred are Joanne M. Braxton, Hazel V. Carby, Valerie Smith, Yvonne Johnson, Margo 

Perkins, Angela Davis and bell hooks.136  Braxton, among the first, points to the necessity of 

perceiving African American female autobiography as a genre within genre, due to its 

diferences from both white American autobiography and black American male autobiography.  

The works of Carby, Smith and Johnson, which deal, above all, with women’s slave 

narratives, became a starting point for my own analysis of the extent to which their 

conclusions (linked with slave narratives) are valid in case of later African American 

autobiographies.  Perkins’s book is invaluable in terms of its gender analysis of the Civil 

                                                 
136 For particular works, see Works Cited. 
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Rights and Black Power eras, as well as the life stories which depict these two periods.  

hooks, on the other hand, inspired me with her repeated call for the open gender dialogue 

between African American women and men.  In addition to black feminist theories, A Dream 

Deferred also works with some of the main tenets of post-structuralism.  It repeatedly 

demonstrates the way in which the analyzed texts aim at deconstructing such social constructs 

as race, gender and class.  Strongly influenced by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s The Signifying 

Monkey (1988), the dissertation applies Gates, Jr.’s concept of “signifying”137 to show a 

degree of intertextuality that seems to exist between the individual specimens of the genre of 

black American autobiography. 

A Dream Deferred brings a series of conclusions about the position of individual 

African Americans and the entire African American community in American society from the 

19th to the second half of the 20th century.  Its scope, however, does not permit for the 

“coverage” of the genre of black autobiography in its totality.  Further research in the field is, 

thus, called for.  It should focus, in particular, on such blind spots within the given genre as 

post-bellum and neo-slave narratives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
137 Signifying, according to Gates, Jr.  is the basic trope of African American literature. 
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