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Statement of Focus: 

African American Vernacular or Ebonics has been a much debated topic within the educational 

world, both by scholars within and not within the African American community. Being a teacher of the 

English language, I have found that students often reach adulthood with the idea that the personal 

la guage that the  use at ho e is o g, a d that I a  the e to tea h the  the ight  way; however, I 

believe that language is fluid and there is no right and wrong. I also believe that Ebonics has all the 

ele e ts of la guage. Whe  alue is gi e  to a pe so s ati e la guage a d the  a e allo ed to use 

that language when appropriate in the writing process and in order to help them understand the 

po e  la guage that I a  hi ed to tea h the , it leads to a st o ge  u de sta di g a d app e iatio . 

I  usi g a pe so s ati e la guage to tea h the  a othe  la guage, tea hi g e o es o e of a 

constructivist strategy. Also bringing in literature by people of color helps readers to make a connection 

to what they are reading because they seem themselves and why they should write within the texts. By 

using four different research papers composed during my course of study, I create plans to move past 

the research into creating practical applications for this knowledge in the college composition 

classroom. This portfolio will focus on three key parts: the elements of Ebonics that make it a language 

and worthy of recognition in an educational setting; various representations of works by African 

Americans, including Modernist writers, that can be read in a composition course; and the healing or 

therapeutic qualities of writing that can be explored in various assignments for a first year college 

student.  
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Abstract: 

The first source E o i s: The Fou datio  of U de sta di g  was written for a Graduate Studies in 

English Language course, and it covers the history and current presence of African American Vernacular 

within the English language today. The purpose of the paper is to explain Ebonics with the hope that it 

can help lead to better understanding among educators, parents, and students and contribute to social 

and political change. 
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Ebonics: The Foundation of Understanding 

Slang, Black English, Black Vernacular, Ebonics, African American Vernacular English, and a host 

of other titles are used to describe a language primarily spoken by Black Americans. Whether these 

terms are accurate or really capture the true essence of the language is not fully relevant because these 

terms, like the language itself, is fluid and ever changing. However, the need to define and identify is 

within human nature, so in order to understand Ebonics or African American Vernacular and the people 

who speak it, one must understand the history and the current presence of the language. This higher 

understanding of the language could lead to a change in the educational system, and ultimately social 

and political change, but one must first understand these facts about Ebonics: It is a language, not a 

dialect, directly influenced by several other languages, primarily the Niger Congo African language and 

English; it is a language with a rich history and its pronunciations, morphology, syntax, vocabulary and 

rhetorical devices are still in prevalent use today.   

Ebonics is language, not slang or a dialect. At least, this is the general conscious among most 

black scholars. However, what Ebonics is exactly can be explained in different ways. One author speaks 

about the presence of African American Vernacular (AAV) and the criticism that surrounds its usage. 

Rosina Lippi-G ee , autho  of  the essa , What We Talk a out Whe  We Talk a out E o i s: Wh  

Defi itio s Matte ,  talks a out ho  she is hesita t to all E o i s the term used by most linguists, 

Af i a  A e i a  Ve a ula , Li guists all Af i a  A e i a  e a ula  E glish a a iet  of E glish to 

a oid the ideologi al uag i e a ou d te s like la guage  a d diale t.  We use e a ula  ith 

less uncertainty, because the e is little pejo ati e alue atta hed to it  . “he sa s, she also eje ts 

te s like sla g  a d ja go  as des ipti el  i a u ate a d egati e .  I  he  essa , Lippi G ee  

attempts to provide her own view of what these words mean and what term would be most 

appropriate. 
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The autho  sa s, Af i a  A e i a  Ve a ula  E glish is, i  sho t, a fu tio al spoke  la guage 

hi h depe ds o  st u tu ed a iatio  to la e  so ial ea i g i to dis ou se ,  a d I  li guisti  

terms, we can look at issues of pronunciation and intonation (phonetics and phonology), the ways in 

which words are constructed (morphology), sentence order (syntax), lexicon (vocabulary, which would 

i lude sla g , a d heto i al de i es .  This e a ula  has a  ha a teristics that make it a 

language and not just a dialect or slang. 

Lippi-Green also brings to our attention the negative atmosphere that surrounds the discussion 

of Ebonics usage in the classroom. However, she reminds us that this language is not used only in 

poo e  la k o u ities , ut o  o asio , it is used  p o i e t a d su essful Af i a  

A e i a s i  pu li  fo u s  su h as Op ah Wi f e , Cla e e Tho as a d ‘e e e d Jesse Ja kso  . 

Even though, opponents such as Jesse Jackson have spoken against its usage (8). Ebonics is something 

that is deepl  e g ai ed ithi  the su o s ious of the ultu e, a d is a disti t ha a te isti  of ei g 

Bla k  i  A e i a. “he sa s that although, The g eate  Af i a  A e i a  o u it  see s to a ept 

the inevita ilit  of li guisti  assi ilatio  to ai st ea  U.“. E glish i  e tai  setti gs…the e is also 

deep u happi ess a out this e essit  i  a  ua te s  . “he e i ds us that to ake t o 

statements: I acknowledge that my home language is viable and adequate, and I acknowledge that my 

home language will never be accepted, is to set up a  u esol ed o fli t  .  He e is he e the issue 

lies when debating about Ebonics. Although, it is recognized within the greater society, Blacks still have 

to recognize that it a  e e  e a epted as a t ue o  o e t  la guage, hi h poses possi le ide tit  

and self-esteem problems for the youth, and adults, of this culture.  

The author concludes her essay pinpointing the importance of defining Ebonics and coming to a 

consensus about its usage. She says that the definitions of African American Vernacular English are as 

fluid as la guage itself, se i g pu poses fa  e o d the o es o  the su fa e….Opi io s a e fo ed  

personal experiences outside the African America  o u it  hi h a e ofte  o e tl  egati e  . 
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“he poi ts out that It a ot e de ied that so e of the ost s o ful a d egati e iti is  of Af i a  

A e i a  Ve a ula  speake s o es f o  othe  Af i a  A e i a s.   

So, the issue remains about changing the minds of not only those surrounding cultures, but also the 

minds of many of its users. Perhaps, the first step is to educate the naysayers about the nuances of the 

language and its relevancy. Then, we could more forward as a community in order to use Ebonics as a 

stepping stool to learning Standard English in the classroom. 

 Yet, there is still controversy on what term to use. S hola s de ate the use of the te  Bla k 

E glish  itself a d defe d the a gu e t that E o i s is the o e app op iate term of the African 

American language.  E ie “ ith a d Ka e  C ozie  i  the essa , E o i s is ot Bla k E glish,  de ou e 

the usage of the te  ased off e tai  fa ts. Fi st, the  i fo  us that,  The featu es of the la guage of 

Black or African Americans, i.e., United States slave descendants of West and Niger-Congo African origin, 

has ee  e og ized, des i ed a d dis ussed fo  se e al de ades  ; ho e e , the  i g out this 

common assumption about the term Black English:  

Presuming, inherentl ,  the e  use of the o d E glish  that the la guage of sla e 

des e da ts of Af i a  o igi  is a a ia t of E glish , the i fe e e is also ade that, 

ei g a diale t of E glish, the e is a ge eti  ki ship et ee  Bla k E glish  a d the 

Germanic language family to which English belongs. The fact is, from a comparative or 

dia h o i , I.e. histo i al li guisti  pe spe ti e, i  te s of the ase  f o  hi h the 

g a ati al featu es of Bla k E glish de i es, othi g ould e fu the  f o  the t uth.  

(110) 

This is where their exploration of the term Black English begins as they attempt to educate the reader 

about what they feel the language should really be called. 

 The  e og ize that the e is a ple de ate o  the issue of hethe  Bla k E glish  e e ged as 

a result of a pidgin/creole hybridization process as opposed to being the result of African slaves being 
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taught Old E glish, a  talk.  The autho s e plai  that, the p e- s o eptualizatio  of Bla k 

English was that the base from which the featu es of Bla k E glish  de i es is E glish  . I  o de  to 

egi  to e gage i  this de ate, the autho s pose a uestio  a out the fo atio  of la guage: ho  is it 

known that English is a West Germanic language? That is, by what criteria was it discerned and decided 

that English is related to or akin to German and belongs to the West Germanic family of the Indo-

Eu opea  la guages?,   a d as this dete i atio  ased o  g a a  ules, o a ula , 

histo i al o igi s o  hat?  . 

 To point to the answer, they quote L.R. Palmer who states in Descriptive and Comparative 

Linguistics: A Critical introduction  that i  o pa ati e a d histo i al li guisti s, la guages a e 

ot o side ed to e elated e el  e ause the  sha e o a ula ies. What constitutes the most 

e tai  e ide e of elatio ship is ese la e of g a ati al st u tu e  td. i  “ ith a d C ozie  

. Ho e e , this a s e  leads the autho s to ask et a othe  uestio , hat p e isel  is ea t  

the o d g a a  o  g a ati al st u tu e  td. i  “ ith a d C ozie  ? 

 I  o de  to a s e  this uestio , the  uote O G ad , Do o osk  a d A off ho i  the te t 

Contemporary Linguistics: An Introduction (1993) offer their definition of grammar:  

Since all languages are spoken, they must have phonetic and phonological systems: 

since they all have words and sentences, they also must have a morphology and a 

syntax: and since these words and sentences have systematic meanings, there obviously 

must be semantic principles as well. As these are the very things that make up a 

g a a , it follo s that all hu a  la guages ha e this t pe of s ste   td. i  “ ith 

and Crozier 110).   

This stands as a good definition of grammar by linguistics, according to the Smith and Crozier. The 

autho s sa , lea l , if it is ased o  a ite ia of o ti uit  i  the ules of g a a  that E glish is 

defi ed a d lassified as ei g a Ge a i  la guage  , a d that it sta ds to easo  that Bla k 



  Armstrong 9 

E glish  ould e defi ed a d lassified as eing a dialect of English because there is continuity in the 

g a a  of Bla k E glish  a d the E glish of o -Bla ks  .  

Ho e e , the  a gue this e ide e does ot do u e t the e iste e of a si gle Bla k diale t i  

the African diaspora [movement of people from Africa to predominately America, Europe and the 

Middle East]  that has been formed on an English phonetic, phonological, morphological, syntactical and 

se a ti  ase i.e. g a a  .  “ ith a d C ozie  ad ise us that a iti al a al sis of the g a a  

of the so- alled Bla k E glish  diale t a d the E glish spoke   the Eu opea s a d Eu o-A e i a s  do 

not have similar grammar (111). They argue that the evidence shows the opposite and that throughout 

the diaspora there was a lot of borrowing from English, other European words, and the  grammar of the 

Niger-Co go des e da ts; the  sa , the e is o e pi i al e ide e that Bla k E glish  e e  e e  

e isted.   “o, the te  Bla k E glish is p o le ati  i  this ight e ause the fa ts sho  that 

grammatically it is not the same, but that there has been extensive borrowing. The plot thickens as 

Smith and Crozier continue to break down the elements of the language and argue for the term Ebonics. 

 A othe  h pothesis the  ust dispel is that, it is ot o ti uit  i  the ules of g a a  ut 

athe  the et olog  a d o ti uit  of the le i o  that is the ele a t ite ia a d asis fo  defi i g 

a d lassif i g la guages as ei g elated  . The autho s state that, Clea l , if it is the dominant 

lexicon and not the grammar of the hybrid dialect that is the criteria for establishing familial kinship, and 

the ulk of the o a ula  of Bla k E glish  has ee  o o ed o  adopted f o  the E glish la guage 

sto k, the Bla k E glish  is i  fa t a diale t of E glish  .  I  o de  to ou te  this a gu e t the 

authors ask a simple question, why the double standard? They admonish this fact:  

It is universally accepted fact that the English language has borrowed the bulk of its 

lexicon from the Romance or Latin language family. Yet, the English language is not 

classified as being a Latin or Romance language. As shown in the dictionary definition 

a o e, E glish is lassified as a Ge a i  la guage.   
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This does bring up a good point about language and forms another solid reasoning for their argument. It 

also sets up the eade  fo  the autho s e t lai s,  If  the use of o a ula  to lassif  the la guage 

of Af i a  A e i as as ei g a diale t of E glish is fu da e tall  i o g ue t…If the dominant lexifier of 

the E glish la guage is a tuall  Lati  a d F e h…the  the do i a t le i o  of Bla k E glish  is Lati  

a d F e h  . “ ith a d C ozie  o lude that, o  the asis of g a a  o  the et olog  of the 

lexicon African American speech a ot e lassified as a  E glish diale t at all  .  

 The issue posed  the ph ase Bla k E glish  is ot o e ted to g a a  o  et olog , ad ise 

the autho s, ut o  the use of the o d Bla k  i  its defi itio , si e the e a e diffe e es i  how 

Bla k  is pe ei ed a d defi ed “ ith a d C ozie  .  A o di g to Ha iso  & T a asso, a  

defi itio  of Bla k E glish is losel  ou d to the p o le  of defi i g Bla k ess  td. i  “ ith a d 

Crozier 111).  After this final point, the authors are able to move into the term, Ebonics.  

 The term Ebonics was coined in January 1973, by Dr. Robert L. Williams, a Professor of 

Ps holog  at Washi gto  U i e sit  i  “t. Louis Missou i.  The et olog  of the o d E o i s  is a 

o pou d of t o o ds: E o  hi h ea s Bla k  a d pho i s  hi h ea s sou ds.  The Te  

E o i s ea s lite all  Bla k “ou ds.  “ ith a d C ozie  . A o di g to Willia s, E o i s efe s to 

the li guisti  a d pa a-linguistic features, which on a concentric continuum, represent the language 

and communicative competence of West and Niger-Congo African , Caribbean, and United States slave 

descendants of Niger-Co go Af i a  o igi   td. i  “ ith a d C ozie  . It also i ludes the o -

verbal sounds, cues, and gestures etc., which are systematically used in the process of communication 

 Af i a  A e i a  people  td. i  “ ith a d C ozie  .  This gi es e  ea i g to the te , a 

meaning not so heavily misconstrued with negative connotations, but more representative of the 

people who use the language. 

“ ith & C ozie tea h us that E o i s does ot follo  the ules of E glish g a a …Bla k 

hild e  e og ize a  E glish o ds ut do ot o p ehe d E glish g a a . The autho s 
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explai  that seg egatio  a d po e t  a e ot the oot ause  of this li ited E glish p ofi ie .  

Although, it does contribute to the limited exposure the child has with the language and its idioms, the 

origin of the grammar differences are from Africa (Smith and Crozier 113). Once the authors define the 

term Ebonics for us and explain the root causes for the language, we are brought to the this strong 

o lusio ,  E o i s is ot a diale t of E glish  ,  o  is E o i s... The Af i a aizatio  of A e i an 

E glish.  [It] is a  Af i a  ased la guage ith Eu opea  o ds  , a d  although these t o te s 

a  e used i te ha gea l  th oughout this essa , E o i s is ot Bla k E glish  a d …the appellatio  

Bla k E glish  is ot a s o  fo  the o d E o i s  .  

Other authors support the notion of the origins of Ebonics or African American English as being 

West African and not just American English. They also support the fact that it is indeed a language and 

not a dialect.  O e autho , Wa e O Neil, i  the essa , If E o i s Is t a La guage, The  Tell Me, What 

Is? (pace Ja es Bald i , ,  uses the te s Af i a -American English (AAE) in place of Ebonics. He 

sa s, AAE is histo i all  de i ed f o  e tai  West Af i a  la guages as ell as f o  English. West 

Af i a  g a ati al st u tu es a e supe fi iall  asked  E glish o ds  . 

O Neil also suppo ts the fa t that AAE is i deed a la guage  p o idi g this e pla atio , 

Co o se se defi itio  of la guage…lies i  the uip that a la guage is a dialect with an army and a 

navy---or a school system. This definition suggests, correctly, that languages are defined politically not 

s ie tifi all  .  The o lusio  o  a s hool s ste  adds a  i te esti g fo us: 

AAE is clearly a language since—though lacking an army or a navy—it does have one 

school system, or at least its school board, solidly behind it. Thus, a way of speaking 

becomes a language by declaration—as is usually the case: A way of speaking is a 

language if you say it is. It is a legitimate language if it has the force of community 

consensus behind it---a s hool oa d esolutio , sa  -42) 
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The school board he is referring to is the Oakland School district. In 1996, Oakland attempted to fix the 

problems they were having with failing working class, underclass background students. They came up 

ith i e e o e datio s, i ludi g e  ite ia to ide tif , assess a d ad it ou ge s to “pe ial 

Education and Gifted and Talented Education classes; improved parental and community involvement; 

i eased fu di g ; a d stepped up effo ts to hi e Af i a  A e i a  tea he s a d staff e e s . The 

recommendations that dealt with recognizing Ebonics led to a media frenzy (Rickford and Rickford 164). 

Joh  ‘i kfo d, i  a  i te ie , Holdi g o  to a Langauge of Our Own: An Interview with Linguist 

Joh  ‘i kfo d   espo ds he  asked a out the histo i al o igi s of Bla k diale t that, O e positio  

a gues…the  esse tiall  a ui ed the diale t of hites ho e e he e at the ti e. The othe  positio  is 

that he  sla es fi st a e o e  he e, the  a uisitio  of E glish as ot as st aightfo a d  . He 

goes o  to sa  that I  fa t, sla es e e ofte  sepa ated f o  odels of E glish usage, a d i  the ou se 

of acquiring English, developed first a pidgin and then a creole language—a mixed, simplified variety of 

E glish st o gl  i flue ed  thei  o  ati e la guages  . His o lusio  is that o e, a  ie  the 

result as a language problem, or [one] can view it as language creativity, because it is a creative 

espo se to a la guage lea i g situatio  .  ‘i kfo d adds et a othe  le el of suppo t to the 

argument that the origins for the language are African mixed with English variations. 

The third supporter mentioned in this essay is James Baldwin. I  his essa , If Bla k E glish Is t 

a La guage, The  Tell Me, What Is?,  he gi es his ie  of E o i s a d its alue as a la guage, People 

evolve a language in order to describe and thus control their circumstances or in order not to be 

submerged by a realit  that the  a ot a ti ulate  . He goes o  to sa  to ake this additio al poi t:  

It goes without saying, then, that language is also a political instrument, means, and 

proof of power. It is the most vivid and crucial key to identity: It reveals the private 

identity, and connects one with, or divorces one from, the larger public, or communal 

identity. There have been, and are, times, and places, when to speak a certain language 
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could be dangerous, even fatal. Or, one may speak the same language, but in such a way 

that o e s a te ede ts a e e ealed, o  o e hopes  hidde .   

Baldwin takes this explanation of language and ties it to his own conclusions about Black English and its 

origins. He informs us that there was danger and there was a need: 

Black English is the creation of the Black diaspora. Blacks came to the United States 

hai ed to ea h othe , ut f o  diffe e t t i es: Neithe  ould speak the othe s 

la guage. If t o Bla k people at that itte  hou  of the o ld s histo , had ee  a le to 

speak to each other, the institution of chattel slavery could never have lasted as long as 

it did. Subsequently, the slave was given, under the eye, and the gun, of his master, 

Congo Square, and the Bible—or, in other words, and under these conditions, the slave 

began the formation of the Black church, and it is within this unprecedented tabernacle 

that Black English began to be formed. This was not merely, as in the European example, 

the adoption of a foreign tongue, but an alchemy that transformed ancient elements 

into a new language: A language comes into existence by means of brutal necessity, and 

the ules of the la guage a e di tated  hat the la guage ust o e  td. i  Pe  

and Delpit 69).  

Baldwin eloquently merges the two and provides yet another example of how African American English 

or Ebonics was a language that sprung from something bigger than the people; it was a desperate 

necessity. 

 Finally, there is John R. Rickford, again, and Russell J. Rickford who further support this claim 

and who also brings forward a new term in their book Spoken Soul.  The te , “poke  “oul  as the 

name that Claude Brown, author of Manchild in the Promised Land, oi ed fo  la k talk  . B o  

ould sa  i  a  i te ie  that he a ed elo ue t i  its praise, declaring that the informal speech 

o  e a ula  of a  Af i a  A e i a s possess a p o ou ed l i al ualit  hi h is f e ue tl  
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incompatible to any music other than that ceaselessly and relentlessly driving rhythm that flows from 

poignantly spe t li es  .  Te  ea s late , Bald i  des i ed la k E glish as this passio , this 

skill…this i edi le usi  . This is e  si ila  to the et olog  of E o i s, Bla k sou ds.  The te  

spoke  soul  eite ates the u i ue ha a te isti s of the language. 

 ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d add to the o se sus i  thei  ook stati g, A gu e t that  Af i a  

American English shows creole influences are, like arguments that it shows African influences, made 

almost entirely in relation to its pronunciation and g a a  athe  tha  its o a ula  . The  

poi t out that The e a e so e st iki g o a ula  pa allels et ee  Ca i ea  C eole E glish a d 

Af i a  A e i a  E glish  .  The idea that E o i s o  hate e  o e ould hoose to all it is a 

language closely related to Creole is a reoccurring theme in the attempt to define the language.  

 Rosina Lippi Green describes the atmosphere surrounding the use of Ebonics, and Ernie Smith 

and Karen Crozier redefine the term Ebonics and remind us that Ebonics is truly a language. In addition 

to “ ith a d C ozie , othe  s hola s su h as Wa e O Neil, Joh  a d ‘ussell ‘i kfo d, a d Ja es Bald i  

fu the  o e s u de sta di g of the o igi s, defi itio s a d ha a te isti s of E o i s as ell as oi  a 

e  te , “poke  “oul.   Most ould ag ee that the e iste e of E o i s is i  p e ale t usage, ut to 

what degree? The question is how much influence does African American Vernacular have on the 

language of White Americans or on the vocabulary of English? 

According to Joh  a d ‘ussell ‘i kfo d,  the e est uestio , posed o l  o e  the past fiftee  

years, concerns whether African American English is currently diverging or veering farther from white 

e a ula  a d “ta da d E glish  Spoken Soul 130). This book was published in 2000, so this idea is still 

fairly fresh and whether the language of White and Black Americans are changing and possibly moving 

away from likeness is still left unseen/unknown. The authors contribute part of this shift in the 20
th

 

century to one possible hypothesis.  
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This h pothesis as fi st p ese ted i  the id-1980s by two Philadelphia-based researchers, 

William Labov and Wendell Harris, who began by noting that the black population in that city had 

become increasingly segregated et ee   a d  .  The u e s efle t hite flight to 

the suburbs and the increasing presence within inner cities of blacks and other people of color...and that 

the increasing segregation of blacks and whites was accompanied by increasing divergence of black and 

hite e a ula s  .  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d sa , if this is so, the futu e po te ds a  e e  g eate  

rift between these varieties unless the separate continents of white and black America reverse their 

d ift  .   Although this may indicate some striking racial and language differences that may continue 

to grow, it does not mean that Ebonics has not had an effect on English.  

 Whether, the languages diverge or not, there was and is still a presence of Ebonics within the 

Ame i a  la guage; Ho e e , fi di g these sha ed o ds a  ot e as eas  as looki g the  up  i  

the dictionary.  Fe  L. Joh so  i  the stud  U a k o ledged Af i a  O igi s of U.“. E glish Usage: 

O igi  U k o  a d Othe  Pe ulia  Et ologies  fi ds that O e  the past  so e ea s, the 

few extant and often obscure studies of African influence on U.S. English from earlier in the twentieth 

century became cornerstones for a growing interest in what has come to be known as Africanisms in 

U.“. E glish  . He atte pts to take a a o e  fo us tha  the o e e pa si e p oje t to o e t 

patte s of Af i a  A e i a  dis ou se p ag ati s to a  Af i a  past Asa te,  .  He sa s, the 

pu pose of his esea h is to as e tai  the deg ee to hi h standard, highly regarded dictionaries of 

U.S. English recognize in their etymological entries the work that has been done to trace African origins 

fo  o ds i  the U.“. li guisti  u e  .  This tu s out to e a  i te esti g feat a d dis o e  fo  

the author and his readers.  

 Johnson explains how he conducted his research and what material he used to make his 

o lusio s. He hose  e og iza le ai st ea  E glish test  o ds. The th
 word he chose was 

banana, which originated in West Africa because of its well-known etymology. He also chose two 
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dictionaries, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (AH) and Merria  We ster’s 

Collegiate Dictionary WEB . He hose the  e ause the  a e lo g sta di g a d ell- e og ized  as 

well as commonly used reference sources for college students. Finally, he chose two editions of each 

di tio a : a  the editio  issued ost losel  afte  the  pu li atio  of Vass s ook, a d  the 

ost e e t editio .  He assu ed that it ould take se eral dictionary editions for the impact of 

et ologi al o k o  Af i a  la guage te s to e o e e ide t i  the di tio a ies  . 

Joh so  o ks his a  th ough these sou es a d o ludes that, The et ologi al e t ies fo  

the sample words were remarkably similar for both dictionaries in the two respective time periods, likely 

indicating that the etymologist who work on compiling this information do so from similar sources and 

training, and with similar criteria for both their evidence and purview of sou es  . O e all he fi ds 

that, The ge e al patte  i  these t o ajo  di tio a ies of A e i a  E glish sho s la k of 

recognition for African word origins or—even more surprisingly—Af i a  o d o igi  possi ilities  .  

 This study shows the main issue with being able to pinpoint the recognized usage of certain 

words and their influences within the English language: it is poorly documented. However, according to 

Rickford and Rickford, there are dictionaries that document its usage and there is evidence of this 

shared vocabulary or speech. These autho s lai  that the lai  that E o i s has o di tio a  … is 

i o e t  . The  highlight a fe  of the te ts that ha e ee  i  pu li atio : 

Since 1994 there have been two authoritative guides: Clare e Majo s  page Juba to 

Jive: A Dictionary of African American Slang (a revised, expanded version of his 1970 

Dictionary of Afro-American Slang , a d Ge e a “ ithe a s -page Black Talk: 

Words and Phrases from the Hood to the Amen Corner (a revised and expanded edition 

of which will appear in 2000). There has also been no dearth of shorter, more informal 

glossa ies, f o  I t odu tio  to Co te po a  Ha le ese  i  ‘udolph Fishe s  

novel The Walls of Jerico, through The Ne  Ca  Callo a ’s Hep-ster’s Di tio ar  (1944), 
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to more recent word and phrase books such as A 2 Z: The Book of Rap and Hip Hop 

Slang (1995). Add to this dozens of scholarly articles and a number of book-length 

studies, i ludi g J.L. Dilla d s Lexicon of Black English (1970) and Edith Fol s ru i ’ 

down some lines , a d it s lea  that the e is su sta tial i fo atio  o  the 

o a ula  of “poke  “oul, past a d p ese t.   

Although, the avid reader may not be able to pick up the standard American Heritage or Merriam 

Webster Collegiate Dictionary and find recognition, Rickford and Rickford provide one with a pretty 

hefty list of sources to add to his/her library.   

 Lo e zo Do  Tu e  e ealed i  his esea h i   that afte  ea l  t o de ades of esea h 

…that [Geo gia] Gullah had approximately four thousand words with plausible African sources. Most of 

them were personal names (e.g., Shiyama, f o  a Ko go o d ea i g st e gth,  se u it , ut 

more than two hundred fifty were words used in conversation (e.g., goober, or guba, from ngguba, a 

Ki u du o d ea i g pea ut  td. i  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d .  

Othe  s hola s su h as  Da id Dal , Joseph Hollo a , a d Wi if ed Vass, a d othe s, ha e 

e te ded Tu e s o k i  ega d to Af i a  A e i a  E glish a d A e i a  E glish o e ge e all ,  

td. i  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d . The  a gue that e e  o o  e p essio s su h as jazz, tote (carry), 

okay, and do o e’s thi g have plausible African sources. Africanisms in vocabulary include not only direct 

retentions or borrowings from African languages (goobe/guba), but also loan translations into English of 

African compounds or concepts (cut-eye, bad- outh  td. i  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d . The  sa  that 

e ause loa  t a slatio s pass  as E glish o ds, the  te d to su i e lo ge  tha  di e t loa s  .  

There are many other words that Rickford and Rickford bring to our attention, but the point is 

well made that the borrowing between both languages have been and is great.  Clarence Major reminds 

us that, the process of diffusion is not just normal, but unavoidable: This evolution from private to 

pu li  is ot o l  esse tial to the italit  at the u  of sla g, ut i e ita le  td. i  ‘i kfo d a d 
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‘i kfo d . Majo  la ifies  sa i g, Af i a  A e i a  slang is not only a living language for black 

speakers but for the whole country, as evidenced by its popularity decade after decade since the 

egi i g of A e i a  histo  td. i  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d .  

We have defined Black English and Ebonics and have been made aware of the presence of 

Ebonics in all of our common vocabulary, not just poor African Americans as once believed; now, it is 

good to understand the specific a iatio s of E o i s oth i  p o u iatio  a d g a a . Fi st, let s 

look at the pronunciation and then, work through some of the grammatical features. Mary M. Clark in 

the textbook, The Structure of English for Readers, Writers, and Teachers gives the four main categories 

for pronunciation as substitution sounds, simplification of consonant clusters (help as hep), [r]-dropping, 

and pronunciation of [ I] as [a].  When looking at the types of substitution of sounds, there is the 

substitution of [t] and [d] for initial [th] and [th]: For instance, thing as ting and this as dis.  The other 

substitution of [f] and [v] for final [th] and [th]: For instance, mouth as mouf and bathe as bav (259-260). 

‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d e tio  Claude B o  ho paid ho age to the o u i ati e a d 

ea i gful  sou ds of “poke  “oul. B o  i sisted that it as su h sou ds “oul Vo alizatio s , 

athe  tha  sla g, that ep ese ted the disti ti e ide tit  of the la k e a ula  . B o  oted 

that “poke  “oul is disti guished f o  sla g p i a il   the fa t that the fo e  le ds itself easily to 

conventional English and the latter is diametrically opposed to adaptations within the realm of 

o e tio al E glish,  a d he p o ides this e a ple, Poli e p o ou ed p o lice) is a soul term, 

he eas The Ma  is e el  sla g fo  the sa e thi g.  . 

Claude Brown talks about how it allows any word to be converted to black vernacular; He says, 

The e a e spe ifi  pho eti  t aits  a d that to the soulless ear, the vast majority of these sounds are 

dis issed as i o e t usage of the E glish la guage  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d . Ho e e , to those 

blessed as to have had bestowed upon them at birth the lifetime gift of soul, these are the most 
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communicative a d ea i gful sou ds e e  to fall upo  hu a  ea s: the fa ilia  ah  i stead of 

,  go a  fo  goi g to,  o  fo  ou  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo  . 

In the book, Spoken Soul, the authors explain the difference in sounds that Brown referred to 

such as o ds like ah  fo  ,  ah  fo  I,  a d sahd  fo  side ; The  sa , li guists all a diptho g 

(a two-vowel sequence) involving a glide from an ah-like vowel to an ee-like vowel, is produced as a long 

monophthong (a single vowel) without the glide to ee…this o ophtho gal p o u iatio  is 

ha a te isti  of southe  hite spee h  .  The latte  is i te esti g e ause e see agai  the 

influence that both languages have on each other. In order to explain this and other similarities, they 

inform us that the features of southern white speech were influenced by black language because white 

plantation children would play with slave children, the owner and family often worked alongside slaves 

in the fields, and after the Civil War many worked alongside each other as tenant farmers (100). It would 

make sense that this would be the main reason for the likeness in the languages and also why some 

believe that the returning segregation is causing another distinct shift.  

Now, let us look briefly at grammatical elements of Ebonics. Rickford and Rickford extensively 

outline twelve grammatical features: Plural s and dem; existential it is; absence of third-person singular 

present-tense s; a se e of possessi e s; Invariant be; Zero copula (absence of is or are); been, BEEN; 

done, be done, finna, had, and other tense-aspect markers; negative forms and constructions; 

questions, direct and indirect; pronouns; and additional verbs. The ones covered here include absence 

of third-person singular present tense s, absence of possessi e s, and negative forms and constructions. 

Although this only scratches the surface of the overall grammatical structure, it provides some bases for 

the argument that the language does have grammar.  

Standard English is somewhat fickle because it requires adding an s (or es) to verbs with third-

person singular subjects (he goes) but requires the bare verb (the form with to, as i  to go  fo  all 

othe  su je ts I go,  ou go,  e go,  the  go  ,  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d e plai . Ho e e , I  
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getting rid of third person s, you might think of  AAVE [African American Vernacular English]  as making 

ules of E glish o e egula …; the e  does t ha e spe ial e di gs ith othe  su je ts, so it should t 

with third-person-si gula  su je ts  . The autho s p o ide o te t fo  its usage o  o -usage) by 

sa i g that the te de  of soul speake s to d op the thi d-person singular s was evident in earlier 

studies of working-class folk in New York and Detroit, where s was absent from 56 to 76 percent of the 

ti e  .  

Ne t is the A se e of possessi e   s .  E o i s o  AAVE i di ates possessio  th ough the 

juxtaposition of the two nouns (girl house  athe  tha  ith a   s e di g  . The autho s o e t 

this to a  p idgi  a d eole la guages—produced by fusing and simplifying two or more languages 

when their speakers come in contact—the possesso  o es i ediatel  efo e the thi g possessed  

(112). This is a much more common omission than tossing out the plural s (Rickford and Rickford 112).   

Fi all , the e is Negati e fo s a d o st u tio s.   ai ’t is one that can be used as the 

equivalent of Standard English a  ot, is ’t, are ’t, do ’t, has ’t, and ha e ’t… o t a  to hite 

vernaculars, however, ai ’t a  e used as the e ui ale t of did ’t  i  the AAVE  -123). For 

e a ple, He ai ’t go o [=did t go a ] fu the  tha  thi d o  fou th g ade  . 

A othe  o o l  dis ussed featu e is the dou le egati e, i  hi h a egati e verb such as 

ai ’t or do ’t or as ’t is used with a negative noun or pronoun such as o…lad , either, or nothing 

i stead of “ta da d E glish e ui ale ts a d…lad ,  eithe ,  o  a thi g.  The autho s a gue that 

o t a  to hat pu ists ofte  allege, double negatives are virtually never interpreted as 

positi es…,e e   “ta da d E glish speake s….—a  o e tha  the  thought this i  Chau e s o  

“hakespea e s ti e, he  dou le egati es e e used e e  i  lite a  B itish E glish  . Fo  

example in Chau e s, efe i g to the F ia , The  nas no man nowher so i tuous,  a d i  “hakespea e, 

I cannot go no further (Shakespeare, As you Like it, a t  s e e   ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d . 
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Ebonics has been defined, shown to be prevalent within the English language, and shown to 

have pronunciation and grammatical structure. The influence and its relevancy cannot be ignored and 

we must think about the implications this has for teachers and society. In essence, teachers are dealing 

with students who are bi-lingual.  According to Arnetha F. Ball and Ted Lardner, authors of African 

American Literacies Unleashed: Vernacular English and the Composition Classroom, we need to change 

the status uo. We eed to u lea  ou  o  a is  if that s hat s i ol ed. We eed to remedy our 

knowledge deficits regarding AAVE. We need to transform attitudes in order to transform our 

p a ti e ii .  It is a tall o de , ut it is also doa le.  

In order to begin doing so, they outline these specific steps for changing the face of education 

and approaching the diversity of the classroom: 1) Knowledge: This includes having a knowledge of the 

linguistics and rhetorical patterns for African American Vernacular English; of the culture and 

community of all students, particularly African Americans; of the student as a person and of race theory 

and power relations 2) Self-reflection: Once a teacher is more knowledgeable, he/she can reflect on 

thei  o  p ejudi es, thei  tea hi g st les a d its effe ts a d thei  elatio ship to those po er 

elatio s.   Pe so al a d p ofessio al/ lass oo  ha ge: Follo i g self-reflection, the teacher will be 

a le to gi e atte tio  to uildi g a se se of effi a  a d positi e opti is  a d oti ate the  to eate 

teaching practices that reflect these attitudes  Ball a d La d e  xvii). 

Accepting Ebonics as a valid language and incorporating its usage in the classroom is not saying 

that one should ignore or reject Standard English. This is the power language and as Fredrick Douglass 

said, e ust ot o l  master Standard English but also to learn it in its highest form... For in the 

academics and courthouses and legislatures and business places where policies are made and 

implemented, it is a graceful a weapon as can be found against injustice, poverty, and dis i i atio  

(qtd. in Rickford and Rickford 227- . A d, es, e ust lea  to use it, too, fo  e jo e t a d 

mastery of literature, philosophy, science, math, and the wide variety of subjects that are conducted 
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and taught in Standard English, in the U ited “tates, a d i easi gl , i  the o ld,  as ell as tea h 

ou  hild e  to do so  td. i  ‘i kfo d a d ‘i kfo d -228).  However, as Douglass entreats us, 

t eati g “poke  “oul like a disease is o a  to add “ta da d E glish to [Af i a  A e i a  stude t s] 

epe toi e  -228). It is also no way to build the esteem and confidence of little African American 

boys and girls who are looking to find their place within the greater American culture. 

The conclusions here are that we need to understand the nature and influences of Ebonics of 

African American Vernacular English in order to bring about change within the classroom, politically and 

socially. It will not come on its own accord. We must lay the foundation, by allowing there to be a 

continuous movement to explore, share, and discern the language and each other.  
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Reflection (Research to Practice): 

Understanding the elements of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) helps English Composition 

teachers to recognize code-switching and teach Standard English (SE) lessons directly related to it as well 

as look for ways to be more inclusive. 

Practical ways to be inclusive: 

 Do not refer to language as being either right or wrong 

 Include various texts in readings that use AAVE and SE.  

 Allow for low stake assignments that do not reduce points for grammar errors 

 During grammar lessons show examples of informal language, including AAVE,  and how they 

change to Standard English 

 Like othe  o positio  stude ts, AAE [o  AAVE] speake s eed to ead a efull  , ite 
frequently, address different audiences for meaningful purposes, study models of writing in 

progress and in print, collaborate with peers, confer with the teacher, and, of course, devote 

ti e to p e iti g, d afti g a d e isi g  ‘edd a d We  -74).  

 Emphasize differences between AAVE and SE, especially if you are able to code-switch smoothly 

(Redd and Webb 83-84).  

 Tea he s a  sta t ith thei  dail  lesso  pla i g,  aki g e pli it fo  the sel es thei  
substantive goals, participation goals, and affective goals for each class session. Each of these 

aspects contributes substantially to classroom success for the students. Next, teachers must 

a ti ulate fo  the sel es thei  k o ledge a out thei  stude ts  ultu al p a ti es a d thei  
thought s about their own sense of efficacy and reflective optimism concerning their students. 

These categories are interlinked  Ball a d La d e  .  
 There are twelve categories that tea he s a  i itiate a d o ito  as the  efle t o , a al ze, 

a d t a sfo  thei  lass oo s a d tea hi g p a ti es  Ball a d La d e : 
o Affect: 

 Readjust attitudes: reimagine the possibilities for AAVE speaking in the 

classroom and realize prejudice and bias (146). 

 Confront racial insecurities and prejudices (149) 

 Create a space for affect in the classroom: create a place of feeling for students 

(150). 

 Hold high expectations and communicate them (153) 

o Participation 

 Create opportunities for students to play multiple roles in the classroom (155) 

 Reconceptualize the writing conference: address specific student issues by 

eati g a d a i , free flowing exchange of ideas between students and 

tea he s  .  
 Position students as informed interpreters (without trying to make them the 

ep ese tati e fo  la k oi e  .  
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 Recognize, accept, and incorporate varied oral and written discourse patterns 

(168). 

 Reassess approaches to assessment (170). 

 Seek nurturing professional collaborations that model and support effective 

teaching (173). 

The most important thing I have learned is to be true to myself, and not try to overcompensate, but 

think about how I can be inclusive of all cultures. It becomes my personal responsibility to think about 

my teaching pedagogy and bias in order to create a more inclusive learning environment that is 

beneficial to all students, not just AAVE speakers.  

 

Sources: 

Ball, Arnetha F. and Ted Lardner. African American Literacies Unlashed: Vernacular English and the 

Composition Classroom. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2005. Print. 

Redd, Teresa M. and Karen Schuster Webb. African American English: What a Writing Teacher Should 

Know. Urbana, Illinois: National Council of Teachers of English, 2005. Print.  
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Abstract:  

F ee Withi  Ou sel es  was written for an American Modernism course and deals mostly with Jane 

Too e s Cane and a few of Langston Hughes poems. Both men wrote during the African American 

literary Modernist period. Toomer was a man of mixed race who wrote about his black ancestry and 

experiences, and Hughes was a black man who wrote about his own experiences in both African 

American Vernacular English and Standard English.  They both attempted to create a new image for 

African Americans, often referred to as the New Negro and depicted their experiences in order to 

interpret the world and to redefine the black experience. Through their personal accounts and literary 

talent, they displayed the complexities of race in a society that was largely uncaring; however, by 

creating these new images, they, especially Hughes, hoped to encourage pride and confidence in the 

Afri a  A e i a  o u it , hi h ould allo  the  to e a le to li e f ee ithi .  
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Free Within Ourselves 

The New Negro concept was not an accident. It was as Darwin Turner stated it in the 

i t odu tio  of Jea  Too e s o el, Cane, meticulously designed and promoted by Afro-American 

s hola s  xviii). During the 20
th

 century, according to Turner, many scholars and historians such as 

W.E.B Du ois a d Ca te  Woodso , sought to e ou age p ide  esea hi g Bla k histo  i  the 

United States and in Africa to refute the allegations that the African American race had bred only slaves 

a d sa ages i apa le of o t i uti g to i ilizatio  td. i  Too e  xviii).  This idea that African 

American needed to be redefined socially infiltrated a  autho s o ks su h as La gsto  Hughes 

poet  a d Ja e Too e s o el e tio ed a o e. The African American literary modernist movement 

strove to interpret the world and redefine the black experience; writers of this movement would use 

their American experience to display the complexities of being black, or passing as white, in a largely 

uncaring  and unseeing society. 

Just before the inception of the Modernist movement, America had experienced some severe 

blows, including a World War. Also up until this point,  African Americans had experienced multiple 

levels of discrimination and racism. According to The Literature Network website, the Modernist 

o e e t sta ted sho tl , after the beginning of the twentieth century through roughly 1965. In broad 

terms, the period was marked by sudden and unexpected breaks with traditional ways of viewing and 

interacting with the world. Experimentation and individualism became virtues, where in the past they 

were often heartily discouraged.  This e  a  of thi ki g spread throughout America as people 

st uggled fo  pea e a d sta ilit . The A e i a  Lite atu e -  i t odu tio  to the Norton 

Anthology explains that people looked to the Soviet Union, the Communist movement, and even moved 

abroad or within the boundaries of the United States. African Americans would also begin to migrate to 

cities, particularly Harlem, New York (5, 7). Everyone was on a quest to find some sort of political or 

social change, including African Americans who began to ask questions such as ho, e a tl , as t ul  
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A e i a ,  a d hethe  a t should e gage itself i  politi al a d so ial st uggle  , . These ha ges 

would eventually lead more and more contributors to the major ideas of the day and lend way to 

various discussions on issues of gender and race for all Americans. 

Before, during, and ultimately, after this movement, experiences of racism and the struggle for 

equality would be prevalent in a society mostly concerned with its own issues; the larger society was not 

concerned with those seen to be inferior.  Although, laws would change, hearts and beliefs remained 

unchanged:  

For centuries, the status of African Americans kept as inferior. In 1865, the United States 

government ended all forms of slavery; in 1954, segregated schools were dismantled; 

and in 1964, the Civil Rights Act guaranteed broad citizen protections that the legal 

underpinnings for treating African Americans as equal and acceptable were secured [6]. 

However, legal ending of slavery only terminated the economic aspects; the social facet 

of slavery could not be erased in the society just through the courts. Consequently, the 

focus of White society on maintaining rigid control over Blacks has continued [7]. 

A e i a  Lite atu e -  

This fact that African Americans still could not gain footing or recognition in their own home land would 

lead to many believing that something must be done to change not just laws, but hearts and minds. 

 From this void, up would spring various writers and artists who would leave their mark on the 

world. Besides Toomer and Hughes, artist like Aaron Douglas and writer Sarah Wright would become 

representations of black life and experience. Aaron Douglas an illustrator and painter would paint 

various works during the Harlem Renaissance that would become features in many African American 

periodicals such as The New Negro, Crisis, and Opportunity: Journal of Negro Life (Hartel). In Herbert 

Ha tel s e ie  of, Aaron Douglas: African American Modernist,  a book by Susan Earle on his works, it 

becomes known to the reader that he was hailed as being a great modernist a tist, hose st le applied 
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brilliantly to depicting the lives and history of African A e i a s  Ha tel .  Douglas o k as i flue ed 

by various styles such as Cubism and African tribal scripture, and his work would become for many a 

symbol of black identity. 

Sarah Wright, the author of This Child’s Go a Li e  ote, The Lo e  East “ide: A 

‘e i th of Wo ld Visio  o  a  e pe ie e that she had in New York in the 1960s. She speaks of how her 

and her colleagues in the Harlem Writers Guild met to read and discuss their works. She divulges that 

thei  goal as to seek t uth, justi e, a d a o ld ope  to lo e  W ight  a d that the  eated a type of 

Ha le  ‘e aissa e, reverberating to the rising struggles of the Civil Rights and Black Liberation 

Mo e e ts a ou d the ou t  W ight . This autho  gi es a pe so al a ou t of ho  Fidel Cast o, a 

symbol for his work with the Cuban revolution came to Harlem and how he sat with Malcolm. She felt 

this experience brought something very important to light about the issues of her community and 

increased her desire to influence change through her work: 

But what remained for me, what has always remained, as I see so many of our youth 

deprived of any chance of life, as I am confronted by the ugly swamp of poverty in our 

communities, the ever more insolent racism, the upsurge of murderous hate, the 

rampant and still growing unemployment and hopelessness, the death that increasingly 

comes too soon--what remains of Fidel's visit is a social vision immersed so deep in my 

heart it can never be dislodged (Wright). 

Regular people dealing with insatiable problems created a movement to address these issues in full 

light. Whites and blacks created a movement to change hearts and minds. 

  The asi  the es of hu a  life a e the ide tit  of self, the atu e of ealit , [a d] the 

possibility of knowledge. Changes in philosophical paradigms often signal or reflect radical change in the 

a  the hu a  a d the eal a e o ei ed,  o te ds A d ea N e i  he  a ti le, It s ot Philosoph  

. N e goes o  to poi t out that i tual ealities, possi le o lds a d a tifi ial i tellige es e e ise 
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analytic philosophers to e ise a d e pa d thei  logisti  a d s ie tist assu ptio s  a d that o e 

adial a d o e histo i all  sig ifi a t…a e the e isio s that the ite s e ie ed he e e isio  f o  

e pe ie es as Asia , Af i a  A e i a , o  Hispa i  o e  . The a ious texts that she refers to 

are written by women authors such as Trinh T Minh-ha, Patricia Hill Collins, Gloria Anzaldea, Regina 

Harrison, Maria Lugones and Elizabeth Spellman. Each of the texts attempts to bring about new thought 

on the social experience for women and race. 

 Pat i ia Hill Colli s o k Black Feminist Thought was among those texts reviewed by Nye. 

Colli s te t as itte  o e i g the la k e pe ie e, ut o e losel  the fe ale la k e pe ie e. 

“he as o e ed ith ho  Af i a  A e ican women can understand their situation, express it in 

ea i gful te s, a d o st u t k o ledge e essa  fo  sol i g p o le s i  the la k o u it  

(Nye 110). Collins agreed that knowledge of multiple cultures is necessary, but that the source of this 

k o ledge should e uestio ed a d alte ed. “he p oposed othe  sou es of k o ledge: pe so al 

interviews, popular music and fiction, conversation, dialogue. Instead of constructing theory out of his 

o  he  o  lea  a d disti t ideas  N e . This ew method and new techniques would help to 

alle iate ste eot pes a d idge the dista e et ee  theo  a d o ete e pe ie e, a d i ti ate 

dialogue et ee  alte ate a d o fli ti g pe spe ti es  N e .  I  this a , Colli s ought up a d 

reiterates the need to dialogue and to have accurate depictions of the African American experience.  

 Aaron Douglas, Sarah Wright, and Patrica Hill Collins are only a tiny part of the spectrum. They 

were not the only ones to think about and contribute in their own way to the thought of Modernist 

composition and art. Many more African Americans and whites would become known for their 

contributions. Among them would also be Jean Toomer and Langston Hughes.  Brian Reed reviewed 

three texts by Geoffrey Jacques, Michal Golston and Walton Muyumba.  Reed found that most of 

toda s Af i a  A e i a ists a d ode ists agree (1) that black literature and culture played a crucial 

role within the global story of modernism and (2) that literary modernism helped shape the course and 
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character of twentieth-century African American writing  , hi h is h  a al zi g su h o ks 

becomes important to understanding the time period.   

The te t, A Cha ge i  the Weathe : Mode ist I agi atio , Af i a  A e i a  I agi a   

Jacques would give his view of writers such as Toomer and Hughes, who he says have had the tendency 

to e ated as se o d tie  a d a gi al  .  He a gues that the esults of thei  iti g a d the 

writings of others were profound to the movement:  

from 1875 to , o e a  t a e the de elop e t of a  Af i a  A e i a  I agi a ,  

a collocation of modes of cultural expression—including jazz, blues, dialect poetry, and 

black minstrelsy—that enabled white and nonwhite Americans to encounter one 

another and engage in complex acts of racialized self-fashioning. This Imaginary, he 

asse ts, late  e o es o stituti e of ode ist ide tit  itself. (qtd. in Reed 208) 

His beliefs in the connection between Modernist writing and the African American cultural images were 

ot the o l  thi gs e plo ed i  ‘eed s e ie . He also looked at Mi hael Golsto s ‘h th  a d ‘a e 

i  Mode ist Poet  a d “ ie e,  he e Golsto  del ed i to a ialized dis ou se  i  the poeti s of 

a o i al high ode is .  He also ote a out ‘h th i s,  hi h is based on the postulate that 

rhythm is a fundamental and organic periodicity linking the human body, language, history, landscape, 

and culture   a d I  this s ste , a  i di idual s sense of rhythm . . . originates in the blood,  and it 

betrays the racial Meta olis  shared with his or her ancestors and recorded in the tempo  of their 

language and music  td. i  ‘eed .  Fi all ,  he e ie s Mu u a i  his essa  The “hado  a d 

the A t: Bla k I telle tual P a ti e  a d ho  he ould fo us o  ha o izi g Mode ist a d Af i a  

A e i a  studies,  i ludi g ithi  his o k eliefs su h as ideas a d eliefs a e tools fo  opi g ith 

so ial ealities  a d that philosophe s should a igate li ed e pe ie e hile a k o ledgi g the 

contingency of all things  td. i  ‘eed . All th ee of these autho s fou d that e tai  ha a te isti s 
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of African American literature would greatly contribute to the common thought and dialogueof the 

time.  

One such author who would contribute his literary work to this discussion of race was Jean 

Toomer. Toomer never knew his father, Nathan Toomer, who was the son of a wealthy plantation 

owner in Georgia. His mother was Nina Pinchback, the daughter of a tyrannical and possessive father, 

who his father managed to court and impregnate before her father was able to end it (Turner xi). This 

union would produce in him mixed blood, but, perhaps due to the rejection by his father, Toomer would 

regularly associate with his white side and often remained neutral on issues of race (Turner xi). While 

li i g egula l  ith Af o A e i a s late  i  life, he ega  to e g oss hi self ith a ial atte s  a d 

du i g these ea s f o   to  Too e  p o a l  i e sed hi self i  Af o-American 

consciousness more deeply than he had during any earlier period, more in fact than he ever would 

agai  Tu e  xv).  Toomer writes about his new point of view: 

From my own point of view I am naturally and inevitably an American. I have strived for 

a spiritual fustion analogous to the fact of racial intermingling. Without denying a single 

element in me, with no desire to subdue one to the other, I have sought to let them 

function as complements. I have tried to let them live in harmony. Within the last two or 

three years, however, my growing need for artistic expression has pulled me deeper and 

deeper into the Negro group. And as my powers of receptivity increased, I found myself 

loving it in a way that I could never love the other. It has stimulated and fertized 

whatever creative tale t I a  o tai  ithi  e….No , I a ot o ei e of self as 

aloof and separated. My point of view has not changed; it has been deepened, it has 

widened. (qtd. in Turner xvi)  

Eventually, the fictional work Cane would be born and it would become a lite a  aste pie e  of the 

Ha le  o  Ne  Neg o  ‘e aissa e. Too e s o k ould help i  the ause to a ake  a  i te est a d 
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u de sta di g of Bla k ultu e a d people. Too e  felt that i  this a  his a t [ ould] aid i  gi i g the 

Neg o to hi self  Turner xix). Basically, he wished to redefine the African American social image.  

 Too e s Cane includes multiple genres of writing including short stories, poems, and even a 

play at the very end and the work has three distinct parts. The first part, acco di g to Too e s 

biography in The Norton Anthology: American Literature,  is set i  a u al pa t of Geo gia a d depi ts a 

black community based in the rhythms of cotton culture, charged with sexual desire, and menaced by 

hite iole e   The se o d pa t depi ts la k life i  Washi gto  D.C, a d Chi ago, the fast pa ed 

u a  hi es of o e  a d a itio ,  a d the thi d pa t is auto iog aphi al a d des i es a  Af i a  

American intellectual [named Kabnis who is] teaching in the South, trying to put down roots in an 

u fa ilia  setti g that he st uggles to e og ize as the sou e of his o  a tisti  a itio  . All 

three of these parts join together to give one encompassing view of black life in the South before 

desegregation, black life during the Harlem Renaissance, and black life for one who returns to the South, 

post desegregation.   

 There are two particular works that one can analyze in order to see the differences in the life of 

a  Af i a  A e i a  du i g t o diffe e t ti e pe iods: Blood Bu i g Moo ,  hi h is the last sho t 

sto  of the fi st pa t a d “e e th “t eet,  a poe  that i t odu es the se o d pa t of Too e s o k. 

Both sta d adja e t to ea h othe , et the  depi t t o e  diffe e t i ages. The fi st o k is Blood 

Bu i g Moo .  This sho t sto  a ates the a ial o fli t et ee  the t o lo e s of Louisa s,  a light 

skin woman: Tom Burwell, a black man who worked in the Georgia fields of her neighborhood in the 

segregated South, and Bob Stone, a young white man who she worked for. When Tom catches word 

that Bo  is i to his gal  Too e  , he goes i to a  i ediate age. U fo tu atel , at the sa e ti e 

that Tom goes to confront Louisa about it and loses heart in accusing her, Bob makes his way to see her 

in the night, where he also hears from bystanders of Louisa having another lover. Both in a frenzy over 

thei  lo e fo  Louisa, e d up i  a fist fight hi h is fi alized ith To  slashi g Bo s e k. O e o d 
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akes it a k to Bo s hite f ie ds, a o  hu ts To  do  a d u s hi  o  a stake o e  a ell, t o 

deaths fo  a goda  igge  Too e  .  

I  o t ast, is the poe , “e e th “t eet,  it sta ts out ith the te  u ,  ut it efe s to 

o e  [ u i g] the po ket  Too e  . P esu a l , the po ket is that of the Ne  Negro of the 

Harlem Renaissance. This poem starts and ends with the same poem about money burning pockets, 

bootleggers, and whizzing Cadillacs. It also depicts, in a very disjointed way different elements of the 

new way of life with jazz, Prohibition and bus  it  life the e te  of hat happe s o  “e e th “t eet  

in Washington, D.C. The two varying forms and strikingly different themes are only held together by one 

si gula  o d, u ,  a d the fa t that the  a e t o sides to o e a e s life e pe ie e.  

E uall  i po ta t, is hat these o ks ep ese t of that life. Fi st, ith Blood Bu i g Moo ,  

the e is the issue of a e a d a e o fli t pa ti ula l  i  the use of the o d igge  hi h is used 

predominantly within the text even when Bob is speaking of his love interest, Louisa, and in the 

confrontation between Bob and Tom, which is the only clearly white and black confrontation in Cane.  

Whe  the a ato  is the guidi g oi e i  the sho t sto , the o d Neg o  is used to i di ate a pe so  

of color. It is not until the very end when the mob is hanging Tom does the narrator turn and use the 

o d igge .  P e ious to that poi t, the o d igge  is used app o i atel   ti es, ostl  i  

dialogue and in a short verse that repeats near the beginning, near the middle and at the end of the 

sho t sto : ‘ed igge  oo . “i e !/Blood- u i g oo . “i e ! Co e out that fa t  doo  

(Toomer 29, 31, and 35).  This word, although seemingly common speech between Tom, Bob and the 

white mob, also highlights so e i te esti g o pli atio s ega di g a e. Fo  i sta e, Bo s use of the 

word shows his struggle with being in love with a black woman. While thinking about Louisa, he says, 

“he as lo el —in her way. Nigger way. What way was that? Damned if he knew. Must k o . He d 

k o  he  lo g e ough to k o . Was the e so ethi g a out igge s that ou ould t k o ?  Too e  

. I  fa t, the eade s p ese e i  his p i ate thought e eals that he is also the o e ho uses the 
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te  igge  the ost. He alo e uses the term about 10 of the 22 times in a span of one paragraph, 

where he struggles with his understanding of the black race and his love of black woman.   

Also, there is the obvious physical confrontation between the two race icons: the black male and 

the white male. For years, the conflict between these two races has clashed and led to deadly 

circumstances. Both males struggle with the issues of their day and now they both feel the need to fight 

over a woman, who really is neither white nor black, but both. Their characters are symbolic of some 

real problems that exist in society as a whole: The black man wishing to keep what he deems to be his 

his gal , the hite a  ha i g hu a  feeli gs to a ds a othe  hu a  ho happe s to e of a 

different race and knowi g his fa il  just o t u de sta d, a d the eithe  hite o  la k fe ale 

who is largely silent within this text but who probably struggles with her own issues as a mixed girl living 

du i g that ti e. Fo  a i ed a e pe so , the  k o  the  a e la k  by white terms, but they are 

often ostracized (sometimes overly idolized) in the black community for being half white. It can be hard 

for someone of mixed race to find their own identity within the larger picture of race; perhaps this is 

Too e s st uggle as well depicted somehow within the context of this text. Toomer seems to use the 

te  igge  a d the o ious o f o tatio  et ee  the la k a d hite ales to highlight so e e  

thought-provoking ideas on race. 

“o I a  asha ed fo  the la k poet ho sa s, I a t to e a poet, ot a Neg o poet,  as though 

his o  a ial o ld e e ot as i te esti g as a  othe  o ld,  iti izes La gsto  Hughes i  his essa , 

the Neg o A tist a d the ‘a ial Mou tai .  He o ti ues, I a  asha ed, too, fo  the olo ed artist 

who runs from the painting of Negro faces to the painting of sunsets after the manner of the 

academicians because he fears the strange un- hite ess of his o  featu es.  Fi all , he o te ds that 

a  a tist ust e f ee to hoose hat he does, e tainly, but he must also never be afraid to do what 

he ight hoose  . Langston Hughes did not bite his tongue when it came to black artist 

maintaining stereotypical views of African Americans in their art all in the name of entertainment. He 
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praised authors like Jean Toomer for writing Cane a d Aa o  Douglas fo  d a i g st a ge la k 

fantasies caus[ing] the smug Negro middle class to turn from their white, respectable, ordinary books 

a d pape s to at h a gli e  of thei  o  eaut  e ause  this a , e uild ou  te ples fo  

to o o , st o g as e k o  ho , a d e sta d o  top of the ou tai , f ee ithi  ou sel es  -

350).  This was the goal for the Modernist writer, and this was the goal for this African American 

Modernist writer. 

Hughes had a several poems which illustrate how he wished to change the image of the black 

A e i a  a d sti  the hea ts of hites a d la ks alike. O e of his a  poe s is alled I, Too  a d 

a othe  is Mulatto.  Both of these ha e thei  o  disti t st le a d essage. I  I, Too,  Hughes 

des i es the s e e of a da ke  othe  ho has ee  se t to the eat i  the kit he  li es -3).  The 

a  does ot get upset; he eats a d g o s st o g  e ause to o o , he sa s, he ill e at the ta le 

(Hughes 8, . He sa s, the  ould t tell hi  to eat i  the kit he  agai  e ause the  ould see his 

eaut  a d e asha ed  e ause he is a  A e i a  Hughes -18). This simple plot is not showing a 

man who is dejected and incomplete, but a man who knows his worth and his beauty.  

 Also in this poem, the voice of the male narrator is prominent, direct and free from African 

A e i a  Ve a ula . He is ot a ge ed, ut full of o fide e that late , No od ll da e/sa  to 

e,/ Eat i  the kit he ,  Hughes -13). The significant lines of the poem both precede and conclude 

this st o g sta d fo  e ual ights a d t eat e t: I, too, si g A e i a  a d I, too, a  A e i a.  The 

shift f o  si g  to a  is etapho i al of the dualit  of the Af i a  A e i a  ultu e a d a response 

to o e of Walt Whit a s poe s; Hughes a k o ledged fi di g i spi atio  fo  his iti g i  the o k 

of white American poets who preceded him. Like Walt Whitman he heard America singing, and he 

asserted his right to sing America back  No to  . During this time period, jazz and other forms of 

music were popular among many and blacks were becoming well known in the areas of music, but just 

as they were becoming more popular, the fact that they were also citizens becomes more necessary for 
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others to understand. After the Africans diaspora to this land and years of toil on it, this land was indeed 

their homes. Generation after generation had passed through it and many had been born on its soil. The 

ti e of se di g [ la ks] to the kit he  eeded to be turned over to something new. When, Hughes 

said To o o ,/ I ll e at the ta le  Hughes -9), Tomorrow refers to the metaphorical tomorrow 

where injustices are eradicated and the table is the metaphorical place where everyone could sit 

together as equals, as Americans.  

Mulatto  is a poe  that also illust ates the dile a of a a , ut ot of the da ke  othe . 

The o ds, I a  ou  so , hite a  sta t out the poe  Hughes li e  a d i ediatel  defi es the 

a s eth i it , a ulatto  o  a  of i ed a e. With the a kd op of Geo gia s atu e, the e is ief 

i te uptio s of dialogue as the hite a  espo ds, You a e  so !/Like hell!  Hughes -6) and as 

othe s sa , Na , ou ai t  othe / Nigge s ai t  othe /Not e e /Nigge s ai t my 

othe s….Git o  a k the e i  the ight/You ai t hite  Hughes -30,37-38). Their voices go 

u heeded a d the little ello / asta d o  -  still lai s at the e d, I a  ou  so , hite a !  

The central plot of this poem deals more closely with the concerns and problems for those of mixed race 

and the issue of acceptance. There are shifting narrators all with strong, dominant voices within the 

poem. There is African American Vernacular and every day speech, which is also different from the 

previous poem, but common for many of Hughes poems during that time. These voices represent the 

many conflicting voices of the era, an era where it was hard to be black or even partially black. 

There is much to say about the metaphors located in this poem as it relates to the African 

American experience for those of mixed blood. The backdrop of the Georgia landscape at night is 

sig ifi a t to this. O e etapho  see s to e ith the efe e e full of sta ts.  The e a e a ouple of 

places within the poem where Hughes uses this ph ase The “outhe  ight/Full of sta s/G eat ig 

ello  sta ts  -10, 31- . The o  is also k o  as a little ello /Basta d o  -45). Both the 

sta s a d the o  a e the sa e olo  a d hat s o e…the e a e a  of the  i  the “outh. These 
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ight sta s  a e s atte [ed] e e he e  , et, the  see  to la gel  ig o ed  ai st ea  

culture. These yellow boys, although plentiful, struggle to belong in the landscape of the night. Where all 

these ello  asta d o s  o e f o  is also p e ale t i  the poe : O, s eet as ea th/dusk da k 

odies/gi e s eet i th/to little ello  asta d o s  -36).  Black mother earth or just black mothers 

give birth to these boys in the South, only to find that they will not be accepted. In fact, even the scent 

of pi e that Hughes keeps efe e i g see s sig ifi a t i  this igge  ight   e ause o  a  a 

pine trees have hung dark bodies, often under the cloak of night. However, although this yellow boy is 

the hite a s so , he will never be accepted as such. These reoccurring themes in his work are 

disjoi ted, hi h is o o  to the eak a a  f o  t aditio  of Mode ist te ts, ut the highl  

political and social stance of this poem can be seen with close analysis.  

Ca e, I, Too,  a d Mulatto  deal ith a ious spe t u s of a e fo  those of da k o  i ed 

race and deal with the painful issues of belonging, acceptance, conflict, and renaissance. Each work 

addresses these issues in its own style, unique from anything the general public was used to and then 

tu s the eade s i d i side out. The eade  is left ith a disti t feeli g that the e is a essage ithi  

the words, and in some cases, that the author is even speaking that message to him/her directly. These 

new images dance around in his/her mind; hopefully, leading to new ideas about race and leading to 

changed hearts. The Modernist writer would do this to their reader with the intent to promote social 

change and positive images starting with the individual, and the Modernist writer, in the case of the 

African American, would create new images of the black experience in America in order to construct 

te ples fo  to o o , st o g as e k o  ho  i  o de  to sta d o  top of the ou tai , f ee ithi  

ou sel es  Hughes 9-350).  The freedom of pride and confidence would now be able to stand out. 
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Reflection (From Research to Practice):  

 This essay allowed me to really understand a few works by Jane Toomer and Langston Hughes, 

and their placement within the larger context of the Harlem Renaissance movement. These works also 

demonstrate writing for identity, which is a useful concept to teach and a great writing strategy in a 

composition classroom. 

Lesson Plan:  

Title: Historical Modernist Texts and African American Identity 

 

Objectives: 

 

 First year college students will have the opportunity to read excerpts of texts and poetry 

in order to understand elements of the literary movement during the Modernist time 

period. 

 Students will examine how Toomer, a mixed author, and Hughes, an African American 

author illustrate characteristics associated with their race and the race of others.  

 Students will examine texts that use African American Vernacular English 

 Students will write their own multi-genre narrative, which will incorporate Modernist 

strategies and personal experience. 

Materials Needed: 

 Teacher created description sheet for the Modernist Movement 

 Cane by Jane Toomer 

 Document camera or overhead copies of a section from Cane. 

 I, Too  a d Mulatto   La gsto  Hughes 

Lesson: 

Day One:  

 Define and provide characteristics of Modernist writing 

 Show students copies of the section from Cane and discuss the structure (or lack 

thereof) 

 Read pre-chosen excerpts of Cane and discuss terminology, how he illustrates racial 

conflict between blacks and whites, and how he illustrates his own intrepetation of race. 

Day Two: 

 Read the poems by Langston Hughes 
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 Have students break out into pairs with predetermined, teacher created discussion 

questions related to his use of AAVE, his portrayal of blacks and mulattos. 

 In their pairs, have students discuss their own view of race. Have students answer 

questions such as where do they see themselves within their community? Do they feel 

represented in texts and in media? 

 Have students share main discussion points from their small groups. 

 Revisit characteristics of modernist texts and have students determine layout for their 

narrative essay.  

Assessment: 

 

 Formative: discussion responses 

 Post: multi-genre narrative, which will incorporate Modernist strategies and personal 

experience. 

 

Source: 

 N/A 
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Abstract:  

The third work To e Co ti ued  was written for a Black Literary Traditions course and focuses on 

another writer, Paul L. Dunbar, and the idea that he used his poetry as propaganda or to further a cause. 

He spreads his ideas about slavery and the New Negro in an attempt to show the beauty of the African 

American Vernacular, which he used in many of his works; to show the humanity of the black individual; 

and to show the cruelty of oppression.  
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To be Continued 

 Propaganda:  Ideas, facts, or allegations spread deliberately to further one's cause or to damage 

an opposing cause. This is the definition as presented by the online Merriam Webster Dictionary. It 

suggests that there was and is a movement of people who wish to further a cause. It suggests that there 

as a d is a  idea that th ough this ethod of deli e ate sp eadi g of ideas, fa ts, o  allegatio s,  a 

change can be made possible. Paul L. Dunbar was a man who followed his calling to write. It can argued 

that he wrote for many reasons; however, if one thing is certain his poetry spread ideas about the slave 

and the New Negro that live on to this day.  

 Paul Laurence Dunbar was born Ju e ,  to f ee sla es f o  Ke tu k  Paul Lau e e 

Du a , so his k o ledge of sla e  a  ha e ee  se o d ha d, ut his k o ledge of a is  a d 

i justi e still at the fo ef o t. Du a  ould use his pa e t s e pe ie es to guide his writing, and he 

wasted no time in pursing and perfecting this art because by the age of 18, he had published various 

works and he was the editor for the Dayton Tattler, a short lived black newspaper, written by his 

lass ate O ille W ight Paul Lau e e Du a .  When Dunbar moved to Chicago looking for work, 

he met F ede i k Douglass ho ould e oted as alli g hi  the ost p o isi g ou g a  i  

A e i a.  Dunbar wrote in both Standard English and dialect, however,  it was the latter that would gain 

him the most literary attention and critique. As Douglass became ill, he would continue to write, and he 

would write all the way up to his death in February 9, 1906, at the age of thirty-th ee Paul Lau e e 

Dunbar). This man knew the Black male experience. He lived for the purpose of writing a d…sp eading 

ideas, which is how he came to be du ed as the ost p o isi g ou g a  i  A e i a.  The question 

remains, however: Why was Dunbar the most promising? How was his life s o k something of promise 

to others? 

 The idea of using art such as paintings, photographs and literature as a means of propaganda is 

not necessarily a new thing. It seems to be a cultural phenomenon that people have used through the 
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generations; however, it came to the forefront for African Americans during the Harlem Renaissance of 

the 1920s when scholars such as W.E.B Dubois and Alain Locke would discuss the purpose of African 

American art. Locke felt strongly about whether art should be used in this way and he proposed the 

following argument in 1928 against it:  

My chief objection to propaganda, apart from its besetting sin of monotony and 

disproportion, is that it perpetuates the position of group inferiority even in crying out 

against it. For it leaves and speaks under the shadow of a dominant majority whom it 

harangues, cajoles, threatens or supplicates. It is too extroverted for balance or poise or 

inner dignity and self-respect. Art in the best sense is rooted in self-expression and 

whether naive or sophisticated is self-contained. In our spiritual growth genius and 

talent must more and more choose the role of group expression, or even at times the 

role of free individualistic expression, ⎯ in a word must choose art and put aside 

p opaga da. A t o  P opaga da  

Locke felt that art should just be art,to be allowed to speak for itself and to be expressed in many ways, 

not just as a means to push forward a cause. He felt that art alone could not counter the injustices of the 

world in which they lived, and that what needed to replace propaganda was a free and open discussion 

(Locke). 

However, Dubois felt that there was a common goal for most African Americans and that was to 

e o e a full-fledged  A e i a  ith e ual ights and opportunities to pursuing the ideals of the 

American dream. He built o  this idea i  his spee h, C ite ia of Neg o A t,    defi i g this ideal 

of what African American want as this: to li e  i  a o ld he e e  k o , he e e  eate, he e 

they realize themselves and where they enjoy life. It is that sort of a world we want to create for 

ou sel es a d fo  all A e i a  Du ois . He speaks of ho  this fuels the Af i a  A e i a : We la k folk 

may help for we have within us as a race new stirrings; stirrings of the beginning of a new appreciation 
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of joy, of a new desi e to eate, of a e  ill to e  Du ois , and he reminds the listerners that 

although this desire exists and has been largely ignored, it is gaining recognition, although not enough. 

He asks, suppose the o l  Neg o ho su i ed so e e tu ies he e was the Negro painted by white 

Americans in the novels and essays they have written. What would people in a hundred years say of 

la k A e i a s?  a d then his message becomes clearer:  

Thus it is the bounden duty of black America to begin this great work of the creation of 

Beauty, of the preservation of Beauty, of the realization of Beauty, and we must use in 

this work all the methods that men have used before. And what have been the tools of 

the artist in times gone by? First of all, he has used the Truth -- not for the sake of truth, 

not as a scientist seeking truth, but as one upon whom Truth eternally thrusts itself as 

the highest handmaid of imagination, as the one great vehicle of universal 

understanding. Again artists have used Goodness -- goodness in all its aspects of justice, 

honor and right -- not for sake of an ethical sanction but as the one true method of 

gaining sympathy and human interest. (emphasis added Dubois) 

“eek a t to fu the  the ause of gai i g s path  a d hu a  i te est , to eate a new vision of the 

African American.  Ultimately, he says the two cannot be separated. You cannot have one without the 

othe , Thus all A t is p opaga da a d e e  ust e, despite the aili g of the pu ists. I sta d i  utte  

shamelessness and say that whatever art I have for writing has been used always for propaganda for 

gai i g the ight of la k folk to lo e a d e jo  Du ois . His ideas a e lea , a d if o e follo s i  this 

thought that art cannot be separated from propaganda, and that the African American must rewrite his 

image for the world, then one can understand the objective of Paul L. Dunbar, whether Dunbar realized 

his work as a tool for propaganda or not. 

 Whether Dunbar realized it or not, his life work became and is a signifier of the African 

American. When one reads his work, they are inclined to believe the circumstances and the truths 
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behind the rhyme, the flow, and the language. So, every piece can be dissected to find its root, and its 

ep ese tatio , a d this ep ese tatio , this idea, fa t o  allegatio  ould fu the  his ause, a d 

eventually over time chip away a bit at the opposition. He had many poems that dealt with the slave 

situatio , i ludi g The Hau ted Oak,   A  A te ellu  “e o ,  A ou ta ilit ,   

a d “ path  . He also had o ks su h as The Miss Ma  B itto   a d Ha iet Bee he  

“to e    hi h p ese ted a o a  figure a d i flue e, The Colo ed “oldie ,   hi h 

addressed the woes of soldiers who fought for freedom. Dunbar would not live to see the Harlem 

‘e aissa e du i g hi h ti e the te , the Ne  Neg o,  ould e oi ed, ut his o k ould set the 

stage for others such as Dubois to further the African American experience toward cultural 

development.  

 Fi st, the e is the The Hau ted Oak,  hi h as pu lished i   i  his ook Lyrics of Love and 

Laughter. The poe  is a out the l hi g of a  i o e t a  fo  a i e u e ealed, They'd charged 

hi  ith the old, old i e,/ A d set hi  fast i  jail  Dunbar lines 13-14); although, one can assume it 

was for rape, a crime for which many black males were hung during that time. The mob, which included 

a doctor, a judge and a minister, lied to have him removed from jail, and he ended up being hung from 

tree.  The perspective of the poem seems to come from two sources: someone in the presence of the 

tree and from the tree itself:  

Pray why are you so bare, so bare, 

Oh, bough of the old oak-tree; 

And why, when I go through the shade you throw, 

Runs a shudder over me? (1-4) 

Compared to later in the poem, when it the point of view seems to be from the tree: 

I feel the rope against my bark, 

And the weight of him in my grain, 
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I feel in the throe of his final woe 

The touch of my own last pain. 

 

And never more shall leaves come forth 

On a bough that bears the ban; 

I am burned with dread, I am dried and dead, 

From the curse of a guiltless man. (49-56) 

The d ead a d ho o  of a guiltless a  ei g hu g o  so ethi g that usuall  ep ese t life a d 

growth and radiance is significant. What did this say about the slave experience? This spoke of the 

realities of injustice. This spoke of the perseverance of hatred that knew no economic or social lines. The 

poem presented the problem without any reserve and evokes strong emotion. 

 I  A  A te ellu  “e o ,  Du a  takes o  the oi e of the people. I  this poe , the oi e is 

of a preacher living pre-Civil War. He is telling his congregation about the story of Moses from the Bible: 

Now ole Pher'oh, down in Egypt, 

Was de wuss man evah bo'n, 

An' he had de Hebrew chillun 

Down dah wukin' in his co'n; 

'Twell de Lawd got tiahed o' his foolin', 

An' sez he: "I'll let him know-- 

Look hyeah, Moses, go tell Pher'oh 

Fu' to let dem chillun go." (9-16) 

In thick dialect, he tells his congregation the story, being sure to emphasize that he is not referring to 

thei  u e t situatio , ut o l  to the sto  of the Bi le: But fu' feah so e o e istakes e,/I ill 

pause right hyeah to say,/Dat I'm still a-preachin' ancient,/I ain't talkin' 'bout to-da  -42). However, 
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when speaking to his listeners, he refers to their situation of being in the wilderness (2), he speaks about 

how the goodness of the Lord is never changing and was not just meant for the children of Israel (45-

48), ho  the Lo d s i te tio  as fo  e e  o e of his hild e  to e f ee -70 ), how Moses is coming 

(75-76), and he finally even refers to them as children (92), just as the Biblical story refers the people of 

Is ael as He e  hillu  . The p ea he  eing sure to point out along the way, he is still talking 

a out the s iptu e, Dat I'  talki ' ' out ouah f eedo / I  a Bi leisti  a  -74) creates a clear 

connection between the slave experience to a Biblical story, which says volumes about what it means to 

be slave and a slave owner. The preacher asks his people to read between the lines. Who exactly is a 

slave ut o e othe  tha  God s hose  people and places the slave owner on the side of Pharaoh, a 

people destined to be destroyed by God for not allowing freedom. So, although this is not in the voice of 

Dunbar, it is indeed a reflection of an idea, an idea that upsets the current view of our historical 

knowledge.  

 Who is to be held accountable for the actions of slaves when things occur out of necessity? This 

is a uestio  that is aised  Du a s poe  A ou ta ilit  . Usi g diale t a d the oi e of a 

slave, he starts the poem with his narrator addressing his audience. The narrator tells the reader, Folks 

ain't got no right to censuah othah folks a out de  ha its  . I  othe  o ds, o o e has a ight to 

judge anyone. Then, he speaks of God and what He has created from mountains to alleys to individual 

people ith si ila ities a d diffe e es a d good a d ad a tio s, We cain't he'p ouah likes an' islikes, 

ef we'se bad we ain't to blame./Ef we'se good, we need n't show off, case you bet it ain't ouah doin'/ 

We gits into su'ttain channels dat e jes' ai 't he'p pu'sui '  -9). Because of the structure of things, 

the narrator (gender unk o  tells us, Nothin's done er evah happens, 'dout hit's somefin' dat's 

i te ded  .  E e thi g happe s fo  a  i te ded easo , a d thus he sets the stage fo  h  he has 

take  o e of his aste s hi ke s, Viney, go put on de kittle, I got one o' mastah's chickens  .  

When it is put into this context, who is accountable? God, the slave owner or the slave? The question 
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also arises for what is this person held accountable for? For creating a variety of people and 

circumstances, for perpetuating suffering or for stealing? The depths of this poem reveal the futility of 

ot taki g a  a ou ta ilit  fo  o e s a tio s Is it o e o g to steal o  hold sla es? , a d the le els 

of ingrained injustice that lead to a man feeling the need to explain his actions in a way that leaves no 

one to blame, neither the slave nor his master. This creates a stark difference of view from a society that 

feels every individual is accountable for his actions.  

 Perhaps instead, Dunbar wishes to evoke, by influencing perception, a feeling of sympathy for 

his people. He ote t o sepa ate poe s alled “ path ,  o e i   a d o e i  , oth e uall  

compelling, but the latter may be the better known one because contemporary writer Maya Angelou 

based her own poem and of autobiography of the same name,  I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings , off of 

it (allpoetry.com . The  pu li atio  of “ path  tells the sto  of a a ato  ho is s patheti  

ith the plight of a aged i d.  He des i es the aki g of sp i g ith su  o  the upla d slopes,  

i d sti [i g] soft th ough the sp i gi g g ass,  a d  the first bird sings and the first bud opens  -3; 

, a d he o t asts that ith the lo e i d that beats his wing/ Till its blood is red on the cruel bars  

(8-9). How can one not be sympathetic to the plight of something or someone helpless and caged? A 

ei g ho has ee  aged fo  so lo g that his s a s a e old, And a pain still throbs in the old, old scars/ 

And they pulse again with a keener sting  -13). The narrato s g ief a d suffe i g is so g eat that his 

o  la e t sho s he is e patheti  to the pai  a d suffe i g of the i d, I k o  h  the aged i d 

si gs, ah e  . 

 The caged bird is a metaphor for the mentally or physically enslaved, the slave and the supposed 

free one who faces other restrictions and oppressions. The voice who illustrates the image of the bird 

does so ith so u h e phati  e otio , o e a  p a ti all  e isio  the i d as he is flu g up a d to 

Hea e  , up a d to ha ge, i p o e e t and opportunities, a much better vision of life.  
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 Dunbar was not just concerned with the depiction of the slave and the  improvement of life for 

African American males, but he was just as enthralled in understanding the position of the woman of his 

race. According to the Berea College Magazine,  Dr.  Mary E. Britton, class of 1874, fought—as a 

teacher, journalist, civil rights activist, and as the first female African American physician to practice in 

Lexington, Kentucky  fo  the e ualit  of oppo tu it  for African Americans. Dunbar was moved by her 

a d o st u ted a poe  a ou d he  alled To Miss Ma  B itto .   

He precedes his poem with a quick explanation of the situation that arouse and for which Miss 

Britton was present: the passage of a separate coa h ill. He ad itted that her action was heroic/ 

though it proved to be without avail” (4-5). Then, he switches to the colorful language of black soul to 

capture the essence of her ideas and her prayer: 

God of the right, arise 

And let thy pow'r prevail; 

Too long thy children mourn 

In labor and travail. 

Oh, speed the happy day 

When waiting ones may see 

The glory-bringing birth 

Of our real liberty! (1-8) 

The desire for liberty is a noble and common cause for any activist, and Dunbar portrayed it within the 

layout of these lines, even likening her ideas to his own: “Give us to lead our cause/More noble souls 

like hers” (16-17). He did not say “they,” he said “our.” He also uses words like “us” because her cause 

was his cause as well, and he felt to write about how more women like her were needed:  

The memory of whose deed 

Each feeling bosom stirs; 

Whose fearless voice and strong 

Rose to defend her race, 
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Roused Justice from her sleep, 

Drove Prejudice from place. (18-23) 

Dunbar’s intention was to also drive “prejudice from place” by writing in such a way to depict the life, 

love and essence of those his oppressors failed to fully understand, the lives of the unnamed and the 

named such as Miss Britton. He did not limit his poetry to only people of color, but his propaganda/his 

slogan was all the same: justice for all.  

 So, to come across a poem for Harriet Beecher Stowe, a white woman, may at first come as a 

surprise, especially if one is claiming that Dunbar writes about the plight of blacks in order to improve 

the status or image of blacks. However, what is more important is that Stowe was a civil rights activist 

and author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a novel that made an “emotional portrayal of the impact of slavery, 

particularly on families and children, [and that] captured the nation's attention” (“Harriet Beecher 

Stowe”).  Stowe held similar beliefs to Dunbar’s own beliefs and just as the call to right wrongs and 

create justice has no gender barrier neither does the color line. This woman, as Dunbar knew was an 

asset to the cause, “She told the story, and the whole world wept/At wrongs and cruelties it had not 

known/But for this fearless woman's voice alone./She spoke to consciences that long had slept” (1-4). 

He recognized her “Command and prophecy” (7) and how at “At one stroke she gave/A race to freedom 

and herself to fame” (13-14). One can argue whether freedom has been truly won, but to him, at that 

time, this was probably another momentous breakthrough in reaching true equality. So, to capture it 

with the stroke of hisown pen, gave it immortal meaning to be passed from hand to hand and heart to 

heart.  

 The African American was not just to be seen as someone to be sympathetic for, but as 

someone who fought hard for his freedom and his or her opportunity. So, the slave’s free spirit survived 

the “haunted oak,” made a way through his or her own Egypt, and adjusted to the chains and cages of 

oppression while yearning to be let free…and when it was time to fight, the soldiers showed up, “I 

would sing a song heroic/Of those noble sons of Ham,/Of the gallant colored soldiers/Who fought for 

Uncle Sam!” ( “The Colored Soldiers” 5-8). Dunbar patriotically and proudly pronounced the influence 

and participation of the African American soldiers in the Civil War. He does not bite his tongue when 

declaring their valiant acts as they had to fight alongside those who “scorned them” (9):  
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And like hounds unleashed and eager 

For the life blood of the prey, 

Sprung they forth and bore them bravely 

In the thickest of the fray. 

And where'er the fight was hottest,-- 

Where the bullets fastest fell, 

There they pressed unblanched and fearless 

At the very mouth of hell (25-32) 

These men having already faced terror at home faced the equally disturbing devastations of war with 

fea less ess a d esol e, They were foremost in the fight/Of the attles of the f ee  -40). Dunbar 

illustrated this ambition in such a way as to remind his white readers, who he addresses directly, what 

the  oth fought a d died fo , a d ho  their blood with yours commingling/Has made rich the 

“outhe  soil  -68). Even going so far as to allude to the colored soldiers being likened to the 

religious beliefs of Jesus dying for sinners si , For their blood has cleansed completely/Every blot of 

“la e 's sha e  -76). They, blacks and whites, fought and they died for the cause. 

 Dunbar knew he had to write for many audiences, so his poetry spanned a wide board of topics. 

As Trudier Harris, autho  of Af i a  A e i a  P otest Poet  ote, he as kee l  a a e of the 

poverty of blacks after slavery; indeed, he started a night school to assist some in developing reading 

skills,  a d his o  life as filled ith the k o ledge of hat his parents endured and what he also had 

to li e du i g the ti e of Ji  C o  la s. Du a  said that so e people…thi k Neg oes should e aids 

a d oot la ks, ut I a  dete i ed that the  shall ot ake e ials out of all of us  td. i  Ha is .  

So, why would he not depict the ideas and images of the slave and their decedents? He, presumably, felt 

that k o ledge of a d s path  to a ds the Af i a  A e i a  ould e the leadi g fo e i  i spi i g 
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eade s i to ette  t eat e t of la ks afte  sla e  Ha is), and other great African American writers 

would follow this ideology.  

 Du a s lite atu e ould e a o g the oi es of dis ou se o  i e ualit  a d justi e, a d ith 

his voice, he has opened eyes and ears to the music of Black language, the humanity of the Black soul, 

and the cruelty of oppression. During the 1980s, a literary theory called New Historicism showcased the 

ideas of a man named Michel Foucault. Foucault believed that our knowledge of ourselves and others is 

created through the powerful social structures that are set into place by those with power. He believes 

that truth, morality, and meaning are created through discourse  td. i  Co e . Du a  ished to 

redefine the truths that powerful structures were continuing to put into place about the African 

American, and he used his poetry to do so. One can debate whether his mission was achieved or is a 

su ess i  toda s e tu , ut that ould take o  a e  halle ge ette  left fo  a othe  da . What is 

certain is that Paul L. Dunbar was an artist, a literary genius who used his pen, his head and his heart to 

make a giant leap into the world of change and possibility, and he left a mark that can never be erased 

and that will continue into generations to come.    
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Reflection (From Research to Practice):  

 Paul L. Dunbar lived in Dayton, Ohio for some time, so he is a local writer, which will give 

students something to identify with e ause he is f o  Ohio, the ho eto  of  u e t s hools. He 

was influential during the Harlem Renaissance literary movement and used AAVE and Standard English. 

His works also represent American literature which makes study of them relevant for an American 

Literature course. 

Lesson Plan:  

Title: The Harlem Renaissance and Writing for a Purpose 

 

Objectives: 

 

 First year college students will examine the argument of art being used as propaganda 

as debated between W.E.B Dubois and Alain Locke during the Harlem Renaissance 

 Students will have the opportunity to read two of Paul L. Dunbar poems related to 

inequality and justice.  

 Students will examine Dunbar use of African American Vernacular English and Standard 

English and how it relates to rhetorical situation, specifically audience and purpose. 

 Students will write their own poem regarding an issue of inequality or injustice. 

Materials Needed: 

  Haunted Oak,  A ou ta ilit  a d Sympathy   La gsto  Hughes 

 Power Point demonstration for background information 

Lesson: 

Day One:  

 P ese t a i i le tu e o  the Ha le  ‘e aissa e s main objectives, the definition of 

p opaga da, a d the ai  poi ts f o  Alai  Lo ke s essa  A t o  P opaga da  a d 
W.E.B Du ois essa , C ite ia of A t  

 Read each of the three poems by Langston Hughes and discuss his use of language and 

the effects it creates, discuss the perceived purpose of switching back and forth 

between AAVE and SE, discuss why using one over the other may be more or less 

effective, and discuss audience.  

 Each student drafts their own poem related to a social/political issue related to 

inequality and injustice. 
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Day Two (half of class): 

 Have a few students read poems and discuss effective strategies for meeting purpose 

and appealing to audience 

 Collect and provide individual comments. 

Assessment: 

 

 Formative: discussion responses 

 Post: poem on an issue of inequality or injustice 

Source: 

 N/A 
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Abstract:  

The final work W ite it Out  was written for a Graduate Seminar in American Literature and delves into 

the idea of writing as therapy. I talk about how writing can be used to help a person define or redefine 

the self.  Usi g esea h f o  a ious sou es, i ludi g Ja es Pe e ake , ho studies iti g 

therapy, I explored how therapeutic writing e hi its itself i  a  diffe e t ite s  o ks, espe iall  i  

Af i a  A e i a  o ds. Pe e ake s ideas a out ite s i teg ati g feeli gs i to thei  iti g a d 

Louis De“al o s ideas that o e should ot allo  ou  oi es to e sile ed o  allo  othe s to speak for our 

experiences are a part of the foundation that make this type of therapy effective. I cover topics such as 

the propaganda versus art movement of the Harlem Renaissance, black feminist thought and how 

literature influences thought.  
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Write it Out 

Wate  the ap , a t the ap , ph si al the ap …We li e i  a o ld he e heali g a d the ap  is 

necessary. One type of therapy is sometimes underrepresented: writing therapy.  Yet, one can argue 

that this type of therapy is conducted every day as millions of people write in their journals, publish 

ooks a d ite poet . The easo s fo  iti g a e u e ous, ut o e su h easo  is to help edefi e 

the self.   In America, there are many different cultures, including the African American culture, which 

uses writing to try to find themselves and their identity within their culture and the larger society; In the 

end, this can bring healing to not only the writer(s), but the readers.  

The Research of Writing Therapy: 

 Bob Sadowski, Public Relations and Social Media Manager of ACCO Brands, says in his blog, 

Jou ali g: The ap  fo  the Clutte ed Mi d  that a  fa ous people kept jou als, like ‘alph Waldo 

Emerson, Ronald Reagan, and Kurt Cobain. He highlights the benefits  as the  de-cluttering the brain and 

allowing it to focus on a singular topic;  providing clarity to your daily and long term goals, so you can 

adjust or adapt;  retaining your ideas on paper, so you organize and/or develop them later; recording 

your log of activities, so you can reference later; expressing yourself in a constructive manner and not 

keepi g it ottled up  i side; a d ela i g ou  i d a d od  e ause putti g ou  thoughts a d 

ideas down on paper and keeping them organized simply makes you feel better and in return reduces 

stress levels.  

A othe  p opo e t fo  this t pe of the ap , Ma k “isso , ote a log alled, What is W iti g 

The ap ,  a d defi es it as e p essi e iti g a d its value in processing life experience, particularly 

t au a a d t a sitio …W iti g the ap  is used both in the clinical setting by trained professionals and in 

o e pe so al fo u s. Pa ti ipa ts a e e ou aged to ite a out thei  deepest thoughts a d feeli gs  

ega di g a pa ti ula  su je t e.g. thei  ill ess, e e t loss, life t a sitio .   He states, ‘esea h esults 

a e othi g ut i p essi e.   



  Armstrong 61 

Unlike Sadowski, Sisson delves into explaining more of the physical, not just practical, benefits of 

Writing Therapy. He lists that it has been shown to increase both the working memory connect, which is 

how we hold and connect information in our minds, and academic performance of college students ; has 

allo ed fo  ette  lu g fu tio  a d di i ished disease a ti it  i  asth a a d heu atoid a th itis 

patients; has shown lower cortisol levels and improved mood in individuals diagnosed with Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder;  has shown a decrease in symptom severity and enhanced sense of control 

over their condition in patients with IBS (irritable bowel syndrome) ; and has shown benefits for cancer 

patients in areas such as fewer physical symptoms, fewer  medical visits and improved quality of life. He 

edits these e efits to ha i g gi e  la guage to t au ati  e pe ie es, [ hi h]… i  a se se o tai ed 

thei  pote . The h o i  st ess the e i du ed--and the corresponding physiological impact like 

weakened immune function, systemic inflammation, hormonal imbalance, and impaired cardiovascular 

function—di i ishes.   

Although his claims may seem farfetched to some, there is a Professor of Psychology at the 

University of Texas, who is well-known for his current research, James Pennebaker. He has authored and 

oautho ed fi e ooks a d o e tha   a ti les fo usi g o  the i d-body connection, including the 

long and short term effects of trauma on physi al a d e tal health  Ki g a d Holde . He e ei es a  

ongoing from the ongoing grant he receives from the National Institutes of Health and the National 

“ ie e Fou datio , hi h he used to esea h the effe t that e p essi g a d ot e p essi g  o e s 

ea tio  to t au a has o  o e s health su se ue t to the t au a  Ki g a d Holde . I  a  i te ie  

with Pennebaker, Dennis King and Janice Holden spoke with him about his research on writing therapy.  

The i te ie  as titled, Dis losu e of T au a a d Psychosomatic Health: an Interview with 

Ja es W. Pe e ake ,   a d Ki g a d Holde  i ui ed a out the o lusio s he ade afte  a  i itial 

e pe i e t. Pe e ake  fou d that pa ti ipa ts i  the e pe i e tal g oup had a sig ifi a t de ease 

in their visits to thei  ph si ia s.  Late , he  he t ied the sa e te h i ue ith ollege stude ts, he 
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fou d that si pl  iti g a out u e t e otio all  ha ged topi s of pe so al ele a e had u h the 

same effect. For example, when students were asked to write about getting adjusted to college, not only 

did thei  health i p o e, thei  g ade poi t a e ages also i p o ed i  the follo i g se este  Ki g a d 

Holden).  So, the influence of this type of therapy is far-reaching and well-documented. 

Pennebaker also found that i  o de  fo  the iti g to e effe ti e, o e eeded to i teg ate 

thei  feeli gs,  i to the e pe ie e. He e o e ded that people ite he  the  eed to, a d ot 

e essa il  e e  da .  He said, Whe   life falls apa t, hi h happe s t o o  th ee times a year, then 

I ite. I ight ite fo  o e ight, o  fo  t o o  th ee ights i  a o  Ki g a d Holde . This is 

so ethi g that a  e easil  e plo ed i to so eo e s s hedule, espe iall  fo  the pe so s g eate  

health.  

Pennebaker shared with the interviewers how this created a specific interest in him as far as 

dis o e i g h  iti g a d la guage  ake a diffe e e. He said that, e ha e o pa ed people 

who wrote about traumatic experiences with those who expressed their reactions through dance and 

fou d that la guage appa e tl  pla s a iti al ole i  p o essi g the t au a  Ki g a d Holde . He 

spe ulates that, O e of the iti al aspe ts a  e that so eho  i  the p o ess of iti g do  thei  

deepest thoughts and feelings about the experience, people get to organize the experience in a very 

e otio al a .  “o, the i t i ate o e tio  et ee  la guage a d ph si al a d e tal health has 

been created, a connection that cannot so easily be denied. King, also a counselor, had to agree with 

Penne ake , sa i g that he fou d that “o e lie ts a e good at e p essi g e otio s, a d the  the  

integrate the experience in a cognitive way and move on toward resolution of the problem and progress 

to a d a solutio .  The latte  of his o e ts a e pe haps the most relevant and important. The 

writing in and of itself is helpful, but it is nothing without a progression towards action. Pennebaker 

e i ds us that iti g a  i g a  i di idual pe so al i sight a d i p o ed health, ut it is ot a 
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substitute fo  a tio …People should ot use iti g as a su stitute fo  a ha ge i  thei  e i o e t  

(King and Holden).  

Testimonies about Writing Therapy: 

W iti g has helped e heal. W iti g has ha ged  life. W iti g has sa ed  life   is ho  

Louise DeSalvo, Ph.d. phrased using writing therapy on a more personal, less clinical level, in her book, 

Writing as a Way of Healing.  “he efle ts o  ho  ofte  she has stu led upo  a  ad issio  that, fo  

this autho , ithout iti g, life just ould t e o th li ing, that writing has given purpose and 

ea i g to life?  . “he o fesses that the ti es [ e e] too u e ous to e e e . : 

hile I e ee  eadi g the o ds of Ali e Walke , Ja es Bald i , Vi gi ia Woolf, 

Elizabeth Bishop, Anais Nin, Alice James, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Henry Miller, D.H. 

Lawrence, Djuna Barnes, Toni Morrison, Isabel Allende, Alice James, Dorothy Allison, 

Kenzaburo O e , countless contemporary memoirists—the list goes on. These writers 

describe how they have consciously used the writing of their artistic works to help them 

heal from the thorny experiences of their lives, especially from dislocation, violence, 

racism, homophobia, anti-“e itis , ape, politi al pe se utio , i est, loss, ill esss.   

Her discovery led her to the exploration of the themes that she reiterates within her book, and she uses 

the voices of many authors, including the ones listed above, to show the importance of writing and the 

therapeutic benefits of it.  

Henry Miller, an author, once admitted in a published letter in the Art and Outrage that, The 

o e I ote. The o e I e a e a hu a  ei g  td. i  De“al o . Ja ai a Ki aid i  My Brother 

stated, I e a e a ite  out of despe atio …Whe  I as ou g, ou ge  tha  I a  o , I sta ted to 

ite a out  o  life a d I a e to see that this a t sa ed  life  td. i  De“al o . Both autho s 

found some sort of refuge and self-discovery in iti g. Afte  De“al o sha es Ke za u o Oe s 

experiences during the writing of his memoir, A Healing Family, in which he talks about his mentally ill 
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so  Hika i, she o ludes that th ough iti g, o e de elops a  ethi al sta e that a epta e is the 

most iti al a d u ial alue i  life  , a d that It is e essa  fo  us to t ust a d a k o ledge a d 

oe ist ith othe  people despite diffi ult i u sta es.  Fo  e a  a ept ou sel es o l  if e ha e 

learned to accept others, we can empathize with others and treat them well only if we confront our 

a guish  . “he sa s, This, the , is the fou datio  of li i g a  ethi al life  De“al o .  “o, the 

process of writing has yet another effect. It also provides the writer with the ability to build empathy 

and trust.  

Susan Gordon Lydon, author of The Knitting Sutra adds this to the dis ussio , We ite, ot to 

create works of art, but to build character, develop integrity, discipline, judgment, balance, order, 

restraint, and other valued inner attributes. Through writing, we develop self-mastery, which 

o t i utes to ou  e otio al a d spi itual g o th. W iti g,  she sa s, the , e o es the tea he  

De“al o   . F o  p a ti al, to ph si al, to ethi al, to e otio al a d to spi itual, iti g the apy 

provides the writer with an added benefit. He/she is able to redefine themselves and build character 

and good health, but how are they able to define themselves in the eyes of others who read their 

o ks? Ho  does this t pe of iti g the ap  lite ature influence the reader? 

Literatures Influence on the Reader: 

He  Mille  i  his essa , The  e e Ali e a d The  “poke to Me  speaks a out his o  lo e of 

eadi g. He sa s, ‘eadi g... o e ts us to othe s; e lea  e e ot alo e i  ou  e pe ie es o  

suffe i g. A d e ause e tell othe s a out ou  eadi g, e fo ge li ks ith othe  people. A ook is ot 

o l  a f ie d,  he sa s, it akes f ie ds fo  ou.  ‘eadi g, a o di g to Mille , offe s us 

opportunities to connect to others, to engage in deeply meaningful conversations. This breaks down our 

se se of isolatio ; it gi es us ea i g a d pu pose  td. i  De“al o . Just as the iti g of a pie e is 

the apeuti  fo  the ite , it i pa ts so ethi g to the eade  as ell.  De“al o adds, We [the reader] 

a  e pe ie e app e iatio , hu ilit , g atitude, a d a se se of o u it .… We learn that we are not 
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alo e  , .  A ook, a fa o ite poe , a e oi  of so eo e else s e pe ie es a  e o e ou  

companion and be the best friend we cuddle up next to at our loneliest moments; the friend who 

reminds us that as difficult as life may be, we are never alone in our struggle.  

In turn, this can encourage the reader to write his own stories. By finding other writers who can 

e o e o e s e to s o  odels for writing, Alice Walker, an African American author, states, one is 

provided with certain unmistakable benefits:  

Fi di g e to s a d odels…p o ides a histo i al u de pi i g  fo  ou  e pe ie e. B  

finding them, we ensure our connection with the past, we provide ourselves with self-

chosen forebears, and we see our lives as a continuation of their experience. If we 

ourselves feel unparented, if we feel we are outsiders or adrift in the world, if we are 

experiencing special challenges in our life, finding appropriate mentors and models can 

be a comforting emotional experience. As Walker remarks, it can enable us to save our 

li es  td. i  De“al o -125). 

These are profound and well-known experiences for some. Many writers can point to some person, 

author or book that initiated their love for writing. They can attest to finding comfort in their writing and 

some level of necessity in getting their ink and heartfelt expression on the page. 

 Mark Sisson in his blog, also talks about this added value to writing that can come 

th ough eadi g. He sa s, Just as e lea  th ough the le s of othe s  tales, e gai  i sight  

o posi g ou  o ,  a d that I  the ou se of a lifeti e, ho e e , telli g ou  sto ies a  help us 

discover our passion, navigate o pli ated pat hes a d ulti atel  defi e ou  lega  “isso .  The 

o ds, e defi e ou  lega  a e i po ta t he e e ause this is a pa t of the ite s ide tit .  This is 

how the writer will be remembered and how the writer will be known to all. But first, the writer must 

read and learn from others to determine his position within the whole schematic and build his legacy. 
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W iti g testi o , to e su e, ea s that e tell ou  sto ies,  sa s Louise De“al o,  But it also 

means that we no longer allow ourselves to be silenced or allow others to speak for our experience. 

Writing to heal, then, and making that writing public, as I see it, is the most important emotional, 

ps hologi al, a tisti , a d politi al p oje t of ou  ti e  .  A politi al p oject? Yes, this is not so 

unbelievable. Literature changes outlook and builds a forum for discussion and understanding. The 

political realm would indeed be influenced by the majority views of humanity. 

I  a  i te ie   Melissa Ha t alled, E te i g the dream of a Memoir: Iconic Writer-Teacher 

Natalie Gold e g Fi ds Value i  Fas i ati g W iti g a out O di a  Li es , Gold e g efe s to ho  

lite atu e is politi al. “he sa s, I thi k e e thi g is politi al. W iti g o es people; it i flue es the . 

When two people get togethe , it s a out po e . W iti g is so eti es a out pla i g agai st people. 

What I ea  is that ou ite so ethi g, people ead it, the e i pa ted  it. “o ight the e, e ha e 

politi s.  “he adds, We suffe  e ause of ou  politi s, a d it s i po ta t fo  ite s to e a a e of it  

(qtd. in Hart).  There was once a movement to ban books and even today, we can see that censorship is 

a big deal in many political arenas. To control the flow of information, to control the influences of 

literature is not a new idea. So, of course, when the channels are flooded with different voices, the more 

i fo atio  ill flo  et ee  people a d the o e ideas ill e pla ed agai st  the eade . A d ith 

knowledge, can come political and social change. 

Readi g a ite s sto  is ot al a s a pleasa t e pe ie e. Pe e ake  talks a out the i itial 

u de  effe t  ph asi g, ot his  that t au ati  iti g has o  the liste e , i  his o se atio s, the 

counselor. He said that when one learns to deal with hat the  a e hea i g, the  a  o e past it,  

experience is that coping with upsetting experiences is a learned art. When I first began to read the 

essays in our study groups, I was shocked and got miserably depressed. Now, after thousands of those 

essa s, I feel e patheti  a out the , ut I do ot thi k a out the  afte  eadi g the  Ki g a d 

Holde .  He e plai s that i  his i d, he has see  the  efo e  a d de eloped e tai  ki ds of 
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structures to deal with them and have thought about them and talked a d itte  a out the  Ki g 

and Holden).  The key to what he is saying is the latter. The experiences he hears become a part of his 

knowledge base, he is empathetic and he can talk and write about them without feeling depressed. 

Relating this to the whole of society, we can conclude that after the initial shock, discussion and 

communication can follow. In the future, the experiences of those who wrote about them will be 

e e e ed fo  its ho o  a d a  e a oided, so that histo  does ot epeat hi self.   

Pe e ake  ould p o a l  ag ee e ause he e a ks i  the i te ie  that e all eed to 

understand our world. It is the thing that underlies reality more than anything else. It is not really 

confession we are dealing with; it is our need to understa d a d to e a ohe e t pe so  Ki g a d 

Holde .  Pe e ake s fu the  ela o ates o  his defi itio  of ei g ohe e t:  

 By coherent, I mean that you act, think, and feel in a coherent manner. Stress results 

from thinking one way and acting another. In humans, there seems to be a need for a 

unified self. I believe that this need for coherence or cohesiveness touches more than 

clinical or counseling situations; it involves psychology, the immune system, brain wave 

activity, brain structure and cognitive dynamics. It is related to social dynamics, social 

psychology, developmental psychology and personality. You could almost view it as a 

field. Language plays an important role in building coherence. (King and Holen) 

The situations that he mentions such as social dynamics and personality are key to producing change. 

O e this uildi g  of ohe e e a d sha i g of la guage o u s, the  the e a  e heali g fo  

conflicted race relations and other social issues. 

I po ta e of Lite atu e  is a  a ti le  Ma ali Oak, and he quotes C.S. Lewis, a British scholar 

a d o elist as sa i g, Lite atu e adds to ealit , it does ot si pl  des i e it. It e i hes the e essa  

competencies that daily life requires and provides; and in this respect, it irrigates the deserts that our 

li es ha e al ead  e o e.  Oak e pa ds o  this, Yes, lite atu e is ot e el  a depi tio  of ealit ; it is 
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rather a value-addition. Literary works are portrayals of the thinking patterns and social norms prevalent 

in society. They are a depi tio  of the diffe e t fa ets of o o  a s life.   Agai , e a e e i ded 

of the significance of literature and the value it adds to life. We can also see how literature both shows 

the thi ki g patte s a d so ial o s  of the ti e pe iod a d ho  th ough ea h i di idual s depi tio  

of hat o o  life is to hi /he , e a  i flue e those sa e o s. 

Ma ali Oak suggests that th ough eadi g su h g eat lite a  a d poeti  o ks, that o e 

understands life. They help a person take a closer look at the different facets of life. In many ways, it can 

ha ge o e s pe spe ti e to a ds life,  a d that the li es of illia t a hie e s a d i di iduals, ho 

have made a valuable contribution to society, are sketched in their biographies. These works give the 

reade s a  i sight i to the li es of these e i e t people, hile also se i g as a i le of ideals.  These 

ooks, poe s, a d e oi s e o e the guidepost to a d e to s a d odels  fo  ou  li es. The  

become the windows to our understanding.  He puts it pe fe tl  he  he sa s, Lite atu e, is defi itel , 

u h o e tha  its lite a  ea i g, hi h defi es it as a  a uai ta e to lette s . It, i  fa t, la s the 

fou datio  of a  e i hed life; it adds life  to li i g.   

African American Writing-- The Harlem Renaissance (Propaganda versus Art): 

During the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, many began to contribute to the debate of 

whether African American literature should focus on political propaganda  -- information, ideas, or 

rumors deliberately spread widely to help or harm a person, group, movement, institution, nation, et .,  

as defined by the online resource, dictionary.com.--or should focus on just being another form of art. 

Three major scholars have contributed to this debate, Richard Wright, Alain Locke and W.E.B. Dubois. In 

the essa , Bluep i t fo  Neg o Lite atu e   ‘i ha d W ight, he states that Neg o iti g o  the 

hole has ee  the oi e of the edu ated Neg o pleadi g ith hite A e i a,  a d that ‘a el  has the 

best of this writing been add essed to the Neg o hi self, his eeds, his suffe i gs, a d aspi atio s  

W ight .  He sa s that th ough isdi e tio  Neg o ite s ha e ee  fa  ette  to othe s that [sic] they 
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ha e ee  to the sel es  W ight . This e ou aged hi  to all o  ite s during the Harlem 

Renaissance period to pursue a different goal, a proposed agenda that mirrors the argument for 

propaganda over art: 

One of the great tasks of Negro writers of the future will be to show the Negro to 

hi self…E e  sho t sto , o el, poe  and play should carry within its lines, implied or 

explicit, a sense of the oppression of the Negro people, the danger of war, of fascism, of 

the threatened destruction of culture and civilization; and, too, the faith and necessity 

to uild a e  o ld….they are being called upon to do no less than create values by 

which their race is to struggle, live and dive. They are being called upon to furnish moral 

sanctions for action, to give a meaning to blighted lives, and to supply motives for mass 

movements of illio s of people.  W ight    

He argues for the deliberate spreading of values and morals. He calls for a search to identity and healing 

for the African American. 

 Wright believes that if writers mix their feelings and their experiences in their prose, elements 

of writing therapy, they can ignite meaningful change for the life of the African American. Wright says, 

It ea s that i  the li es of Neg o ite s ust e fou d those ate ials a d e pe ie es hi h ill 

create in them a meaningful and significa t pi tu e of the o ld toda .  He ad ises us that the the e 

for Negro writers will emerge when they have begun to feel the meaning of the history of their race as 

though the  i  o e lifeti e had li ed it the sel es th oughout all the lo g e tu ies  W ight).  He 

proposes that African American writing explore the African American experience and problems, so that 

a plan of action can be determined from the criticism. 

Ho e e , he sa s,  the Neg o ite s should e e  feel that thei  goal has ee  ea hed; always ahead 

should be the sense of areas of experience to be conquered; problems to be framed, pondered and 

solved; always in them should reside the sense of becoming. And out of this sense will, should, grow the 
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eed fo  iti is  W ight .  He, like ost readers and writers, understood the effects of literature and 

proposed it be used for the promotion of black identity. 

 Alai  Lo ke, autho  of A t o  P opaga da  does ot ag ee ith the idea of usi g lite atu e as 

art, but his opinions are just as noteworthy:  

Apa t f o  [p opaga da s] esetti g si  of o oto  a d disp opo tio , is that it 

perpetuates the position of group inferiority even in crying out against it. For it leaves 

and speaks under the shadow of a dominant majority whom it harangues, cajoles, 

threatens or supplicates. It is too extroverted for balance or poise or inner dignity and 

self-respect. Art in the best sense is rooted in self-expression and whether naïve or 

sophisticated is self-contained. In our spiritual growth genius and talent must more and 

more choose the role of group expression, or even at times the role of free 

individualistic expression, --i  a o d ust hoose a t a d put aside p opaga da  .  

It is true that to some degree taking on a stance against something acknowledges the existence of the 

other. For instance, to be an atheist, does it not assume that there is indeed a God or something to 

which the person would not believe in? So here, he seems to propose that by using literature as 

propaganda, one is still setting up a dichotomy between the superior and the inferior, which takes away 

f o  t ue e p essio  a d li its dig it  a d self- espe t.  

 I stead Lo ke sa s, The se se of i fe io it  ust e i e l  o pe sated, self-conviction must 

supplant self-justification and in the dignity of this attitude a convinced minority must confront a 

o des e di g ajo it . A t a ot o pletel  a o plish this, ut I elie e it a  lead the a  .  

So, he shifts the focus from the focus of propaganda to the focus of crafting one s a t o  self-expression. 

What the autho  hooses to e p ess  a  the  e used to halle ge the ajo it s attitudes a d eliefs. 

Either way, the use of writing is still for organizing thought, for infusing emotions into the life story and 

for presenting it to the broader audience. 
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I  the essa , C ite ia of Neg o A t   W.E.B. Du Bois, he see s to a t to oll a t a d 

p opaga da togethe  i  o de  to sho  the a  the t o age das o k ith ea h othe . Lo ke sa s, I a  

one who tells the truth and exposes evil and seeks with Beauty and for Beauty to set the world right. 

That somehow, somewhere eternal and perfect Beauty sits above Truth and Right I can conceive, but 

he e a d o  a d the o ld i  hi h I o k the  a e fo  e u sepa ated a d i sepa a le  par.11).  

Instead of arguing for one purpose over another, he argues that they are intricately attached.  The 

eaut  of a t fo  a t s sake ala es pe fe tl  ith t uth a d alue. 

 DuBois also speaks of the experiences that surround the African American individual and how 

this sha e tu ed to p ide  a  e i teg ated i to sto ies. He sa s,  The e has o e to us …a ealizatio  

of that past, of which for long years we have been ashamed, for which we have apologized. We thought 

nothing could come out of that past which we wanted to remember; which we wanted to hand down to 

ou  hild e  pa . . The , “udde l , this sa e past is taki g o  fo , olo , a d ealit , a d i  a half 

shamefaced way we are beginning to be proud of it. We are remembering that the romance of the 

world did not die and lie forgotten in the Middle Age [sic]; that is you want romance to deal with you 

ust ha e it he e a d o  a d i  ou  o  ha ds  pa . . He p o ou es that, toda  the e is 

coming to both the realization that the work of the black man is not always inferior. Interesting stories 

o e to us  pa . .  These sto ies of a  a ie t past a e ot fo gotte , ut e o e lite atu e o  

works of art that in turn become beacons of hope, understanding and identity for the writer and 

eade s. The  e o e the Af i a  A e i a s sto . 

DuBois tells us that the oude  dut  of la k A e i a to egi  this g eat o k of the eatio  

of Beaut , of the p ese atio  of Beaut , of the ealizatio  of Beaut ,  and one must use the tools of 

artists before him such as truth, goodness, right and justice (par. 27-28). He advises us that the writer is 

f ee, ut his f eedo  is e e  ou ded  T uth a d Justi e; a d sla e  o l  dogs hi  he  he is 

denied the right to tell the T uth o  e og ize a  ideal of Justi e  pa  . The e is al a s the hu a  
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need to seek justice and when one is not allowed to speak that truth, then there is not and cannot be 

f eedo .  His fi al o lusio  is that A t is p opaga da a d e e  must be, despite the wailing of the 

pu ists  pa . .  

Whatever the agenda, whether propaganda or art, Richard Wright, Alain Locke and W.E.B. 

Dubois would all agree with the basis of writing and how some form of writing redefines the identities of 

African Americans in both the eyes of the oppressive majority and the eyes of others within the minority 

culture.  

Black Feminist Thought 

African American women, although of the same race, have their own experiences, which are 

onl  k o  th ough the e es of a i o it  o a . I  the essa , Defi i g Bla k Fe i ist Thought   

Pat i ia Hill Colli s, she p oposes that The lega  of st uggle o stitutes o e of se e al o e the es of a 

Bla k o e s sta dpoi t.   “he speaks of o e  like Maria W. Stewart, who wish to replace 

de ig ated i ages of Bla k o a hood ith self-defi ed i ages  Colli s .  The oti atio  ehi d this 

movement being an obvious one:  

Many African American women have grasped this connection between what one does 

a d ho  o e thi ks….‘uth “ha s, a Bla k i e -city resident, points out how variations 

i  e s a d o e s e pe ie es lead to diffe e es i  pe spe ti e, the i d of the 

a  a d the i d of the o a  is the sa e  she otes, ut this usi ess of li i g 

akes o e  use thei  i ds i  a s that e  do  e e  ha e to thi k a out.   

(qtd. in Collins) 

Who can speak for women, but women? No one group, race, gender or individual is called to speak for 

everyone, but it is important for all the voices of the world be heard. In order to influence the thoughts 

a d a tio s of othe s, o e s ideas eed to e ep ese ted a d u de stood. Pe haps this is h  the 

o e tio  et ee  e pe ie e a d o s ious ess that shapes the e e da  li es of all Af i a  
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American women pe ades the o ks of Bla k o e  a ti ists a d s hola s  Colli s . As e e  a  a d 

woman have a need carve their identity out of the landscape of competing cultures. 

Ha ah Nelso  otes, I ha e g o  to o a hood i  a o ld he e the sa e  ou a e, the 

adde  ou a e ade to appea  td. i  Colli s . Nelso  ealizes that those ho o t ol the s hools, 

media, and other cultural institutions of society prevail in establishing their viewpoint as superior to 

othe s  Colli s .  To ou te  this ie , la k women wish to redefine themselves in the minds of others 

a d eate a o e u ified isio , Take  togethe , the ideas of A a Julia Coope , Pauli Mu a , Bell 

Hooks, Ali e Walke , Fa ie Lou Ha e , a d othe  Bla k o e  i telle tuals  i  o de  to a s e  the 

uestio  What is Bla k fe i is ?,   a d he  thei  o ks a e ead, the eade  fi ds i he e t i  thei  

words and deeds is a definition of Black feminism as a process of self-conscious struggle that empowers 

women and men to actualize a humanist vision of o u it  Colli s .  

 I  The Ma k of )o a: ‘eadi g Bet ee  the Li es of Lege d a d Lega   A  duCille, the 

autho  ee a i es the phe o e o  alled Hu sto is  o  the elief that )o a Neale Hu sto  i itiated 

the Af i a  A e i a  o e s lite a  t aditio . “he i fo s us that De ades efo e Op ah s Book 

lu , la k o e  e e ot o l  eadi g, the  e e eadi g ea h othe   duCille . The poet a d 

o elist “he le  A e Willia s speaks of he  fi st e ou te  ith  Hu sto s o k, espe iall  he  she 

read Their Eyes Were Watching God. “he sa s, she e a e )o a Neale s fo  life ; fo , i  the spee h of 

he  ha a te s,  she ites, I hea d  o  ou t  oi e a d sa  i  the he oi e so ethi g of  o  

ou t  self.  td. i  duCille . The ulti ate goal of literature: to connect with the reader and establish a 

sense of ethos between the two. The effects of literature continues to reverberate among us. 

African Americans Writers (Alice Walker, James Baldwin, Toni Morrison, and Ralph Ellison): 

Writing therapy is silently prominent in the works of writers, whether they write for the purpose 

of p opaga da, a t, o  to displa  o e s e pe ie es. Lite atu e i flue es thought a d ho  o e is 

viewed in the world. Writers such as Alice Walker, James Baldwin, Toni Morrison, and Ralph Ellison have 
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ee  iti g fo  ea s ith these thoughts i  thei  su o s ious.  I  the Biog aph  of Ali e Walke  

(1944- , the u k o  autho  e lighte s us ith ho  Walke  used iti g as the ap , B  he  se io  

year, Walker was suffering from extreme depression, most likely related to her having become 

p eg a t. “he o side ed o itti g sui ide a d at ti es kept a azo  lade u de  he  pillo .  It 

o ti ues sa i g, she also ote se e al olu es of poet  i  effo ts to e plai  her feelings. With a 

f ie d s help, she p o u ed a safe a o tio . While e o e i g, Walke  ote a sho t sto  aptl  title To 

Hell ith D i g.  A di e t li k is ade he e. 

Late , a o di g to the iog aph , Walke  e a e o e politi all  a ti e i  he  itings. Her 

nonfiction book A thi g We Lo e Ca  Be Sa ed: A Writer’s A ti is  (1997) contains many essays 

i spi ed  he  politi al a ti is ,  hi h i luded a ti ities i  the i il ights o e e t, the a ti-

nuclear movement, the environment movement, the o e s o e e t, a d the o e e t to 

p ote t i dige ous peoples.   These ele e ts ha a te isti  of the the es ithi  this essa : fo  

instance, the African American pervasive agenda of art as propaganda. Her writing eloquently houses 

her ideas that call out fo  ha ge a d a tio . The iog aph  sa s, He  o k still po e full  a ti ulates 

a  o te po a  issues i ol i g ge de  a d a e elatio s i  the U ited “tates.   The , the e is the 

the e of iti g the ap . A sig ifi a t featu e of Ali e Walke s writing is her openness to exposing 

pe so al e pe ie es,  lai s the iog aph , a d a  o e tio s a  e ade et ee  Walke s 

own life and her characters, and her emotional intimacy with her creations breathes life into her work 

for each new reader.  This is a e efit to the eade , ut at the ti e of he  stit hi g the pie es togethe , 

a benefit to herself and her sanity.  

Of ou se, as e tio ed a o e, the e is the the e of the o e s o e e t that Ali e Walke  

also fits into nicely. In her essay, I  “ea h of Ou  Mothe s Ga de s: The C eati it  of Bla k Wo e  i  

the “outh  she ago izes o e  the lost tale t a d f eedo  of e p essio  of the o e  that a e 

before her, our mothers and grandmothers, but she calls the woman writer to action sayi g, But this is 
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not the end of the story, for all the young women-our mothers and grandmothers, ourselves-have not 

pe ished i  the ilde ess,  she sa s, A d if e ask ou sel es h , a d sea h fo  a d fi d the a s e , 

we will know beyond all efforts to erase it from our minds, just exactly who, and of what, we Black 

A e i a  o e  a e  Walke . “he e i ds he  eade s that ou  othe s a d g a d othe s ha e, 

more often than not anonymously, handed on the creative spark, the seed of the flower they 

themsel es e e  hoped to see: o  like a sealed lette  the  ould ot plai l  ead  a d she feels, 

Guided   he itage of a lo e of eaut  a d a espe t fo  st e gth-i  sea h of  othe s ga de , I 

fou d  o  Walke . Agai , as if  desig , she pa s tribute to the benefits of creativity and finding 

o e s ide tit . 

Ja es Bald i  W ote a out ‘a e a d Ide tit  i  A e i a  is a  i fo ati e a ti le  “hi le  

Griffith and Steve Ember. The writers give us insight into his work by explaining that he too wrote about 

his experiences in his collections. For instance, the difficulty he had with his own step-father shows up in 

his book, Go tell it on the Mountain. There was also the theme of Christianity and the church which was 

familiar to him. Gio a i’s Roo  was published in 1956 about a white man in Parish who loved an Italian 

man and an American woman. Baldwin was a homosexual and his former religion and society did not 

accept this. It was difficult for him to accept himself and he wrote about it through is fictional 

sto telli g. G iffith a d E e  sa , His e pe t sto telli g i gs histo  to life.   His e pe t sto telli g 

also brings realism, empathy, understanding and healing.  

I  , Bald i s essa s a d o e ta  e e pu lished i  the ook Notes of a Native Son.  

The o e tato s sa , He ote a out so ial, politi al a d ultu al issues fa i g la k people i  

America. He also told of his experience as a black man in Europe. Critics praised the book for clearly 

dealing with one of the most troubli g issues of that ti e: a is  G iffith a d E e . Bald i  said his 

age da as to sho  that lo e is the o l  a  fo  A e i a ot to dest o  itself  G iffith a d E e , 

a d C iti s sa  his u ge t a i g that e ust lea  to a ept o e a othe s differences is still 
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i po ta t toda .   The  p aised hi  fo  ho estl  a d a el  e a i i g a e elatio s a d ide tit  i  

the U ited “tates  G iffith a d E e . Th ough a t, he sought politi al a d so ial ha ge. 

The evidence of this theory are presented in multiple places by multiple writers. Cecil Brown in 

his, I te ie  ith To i Mo iso ,  uotes Mo iso  as sa i g, Bla k iti g has to a  that u de  of 

othe  people s desi es, ot a tisti  desi es ut so ial desi es; it s al a s pe ei ed as o king out 

so e od s else s age da. No othe  lite atu e has that eight.   I  additio , she adds he  o  ie s o  

iti g  sa i g, The e a e se e al a s to ite. The e e lots of a s to ite.  The e s sa otage, 

agent-provocateur. There are lots of ways to destabilize racism, and protest novels are only one way. 

Ma e the e the est a , a d a e the  a e t. I  ot i te ested i  that  td. i  B o . “he 

i stead sa s she is i te ested i  la k eade s a d e.  Addi g that, she thi ks that he  ou 

o sta tl  fo us o  the Nazi, ou gi e hi  o e po e  tha  he should ha e. That s hat o f o tatio  

i  a t so eti es does. It s like aski g a jazz usi ia  to pla  his usi  so hite people ill like it.  td. 

in Brown). Her words sounding strikingly si ila  to that of Alai  Lo ke s, e og izi g that too u h fo us 

on propaganda skews the boundaries of power and inferiority. 

‘alph Elliso s Biog aph  highlights his ost ell-k o  o k the Invisible Man [which] 

surfaced as a piece of art that cut across a ial ou da ies to speak to a t uth deepe  tha  ski  olo .   

His desi e to ot e k o  as a la k ite , ut si pl  as a g eat ite ,  also sou ded a lot like the 

sta e of Alai  Lo ke s a t o e  p opaga da pie e. Ho e e , this ould e a sta e that would alienate 

a  la k A e i a s, ho had hoped that Elliso  ould use his status to fu the  the ause of i il 

ights.   The iog aph  e p esses that Othe  iti s elie e that his positio  as a o e t o e—that 

Invisible Man is a great work precisely because it reaches beyond the parameters of ideology to grasp at 

u i e sal t uths.  Elliso  is uoted as sa i g Too u h has ee  itte  a out a ial ide tit  i stead of 

what kind of literature is produced. Literature is colorblind, and it should be read and judged in a larger 

f a e o k.  Ho e e  it is ead, the ai  ele e t of fi di g ide tit , pu pose a d t uth still plagues the 
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iti g of his o ks a d othe s. Elliso  e e  said it as ot a  auto iog aphi al o el; it as a o el 

about the search for identity. He was also clear that it was not a so- alled la k  o el o  Neg o, the 

te  he p efe ed ; it as a o el a out hu a it .   Ti e agazi e ote afte  his death i  , that 

this o el sought to eak past the a ial ou da ies that Americans were so obsessed with, to speak 

to u i e sal t uths i stead. This is ot a self-help or self-hate ook; it is a plea fo  o o  su i al  

‘alph Elliso . 

His iog aph  epo ts that C iti s p aised the a ati e oi e, hi h oke a a  f o  the 

d u eat of a ial politi s a d ideolog  that a  e pe ted f o  i o it  ite s.   The , the 

iog aph  poi ts to this a s o e ts:  I as kee l  a a e, as I ead this ook, of a sig ifi a t ki d 

of i depe de e i  the iti g,  ote “aul Bello , the Jewish writer who also wrestled with questions 

of a ial ide tit  i  his o k. Fo  the e is a a  fo  Neg o o elists to go at thei  p o le s, just as the e 

are Jewish or Italian ways. Mr. Ellison has not adopted a minority tone. If he had done so, he would have 

failed to establish a true- iddle of o s ious ess fo  e e o e.  Elliso s o k, like a  othe  ite s, 

extends past the racial lines and connects to people of all backgrounds and experiences. Ultimately, 

writing therapy is not for one, but for all. 

Pe haps Bello s o ds a e the thought that o e should e d this pape  o . Fo  although the 

writings of African Americans have been therapeutic and purpose driven in exploring identity through 

art and propaganda, the interpretation of this literature is for everyone. For everyone to understand, 

empathize and connect with, so that each individual can write out a small place for oneself within the 

American world of literature and art.  
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Reflection (From Research to Practice):  

 Writing as therapy is a newly emerging, yet compelling idea. It recognizes a connection between 

language/writing and health. Many ideas presented within this paper led me to understand how mini 

writing assignments or how topics created for larger writing projects within a course, whether it be a 

General Education or American Literature course, ould e e efi ial to stude t s health and provide 

opportunities for problem solving. Addressing these types of real world issues for a student, may even 

lead to better student retention.  

Lesson Plan:  

Title: Writing to Problem Solve Real Situations 

 

Objectives: 

 

 First year college students will keep journals in order to understand the connection 

between writing, thinking and healing.  

 Students will hear various excerpts of texts where authors of various backgrounds write 

about their feelings and issues.  

 Students will think critically about ways to solve problems and write out solutions. 

Materials Needed: 

  Preselected excerpts such as A Healing Family by Kenzaburo Oe, Go Tell it on the 

Mountain and Gio a i’s Roo  by James Baldwin, or Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison. 

 Computer lab with Word 

Lesson: 

Day One (near the beginning of the semester):  

 Have students write for 15 minutes about an issue that is going on in their personal 

lives. Ensure them this will not be collected, but students should date it and keep it in a 

folder or notebook. 

 Read t o o  th ee e e pts f o  a ious te ts. Dis uss hat feeli gs the autho s  ote 
about and what feelings were stirred up in his/her listeners.  

 Verbally present information about the power  and influence of language, including its 

healing qualities; the importance of reading how others deal with personal issues; the 

importance of engaging in meaningful discussion with someone we can trust and who 

can remain somewhat nonbiased like a close friend, family member or counselor; and 

the u de  effe t  as outlined by James Pennebaker. 
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 Advise students they are to write 4 additional journal entries between now and mid-

semester. They should write out about the problem(s) they are having and write out 

possible solutions.  

 Advise students they will type up one of the entries. The submission will not include a 

heading/name, will not include possible solutions, and must be typed on a half sheet of 

paper single spaced. 

Day Two (mid-semester): 

 Prior to this class, remind students to type up entry. Students will fold and place entries 

into a box. Credit will be given to each student who is seen placing their entry into the 

box. 

 Arrange class chairs into a circle and pull out one entry at a time. As a class, discuss 

possible solutions to each. 

 When finished, have students write a one-two page reflection on the entire process, 

either within or outside of class.  

Assessment: 

 

 Formative: discussion responses 

 Post: one-two page reflection 

Source: 

 N/A 
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Final Statement:  

 The understanding of Ebonics by the classroom teacher, the integration of African American 

texts in a meaningful way, and the recognition that writing is also therapeutic has its place within the 

composition classroom. This type of progressive, yet much needed way of thinking, allows students, 

particularly African American students who are leading in school dropout rates to see their experiences 

in academic writing and see positive representation of their culture through the writings of others. 

Although there is much research to help support this point, I will point to one article by Vanessa Hunn, 

Af i a  A e i a  “tude t ‘ete tio , a d Tea  Based Lea i g: A ‘e ie  of the Lite atu e a d 
‘e o e datio  fo  ‘ete tio  at P edo i atel  White I stitutio s,  which she published in the Journal 

of Black Studies. She explains that at certain Kentucky schools, African Americans comprised of 

approximately 12% of the school population, but only 6% of the students received bachelors and 

masters/specialist degrees and 8% of doctoral degrees conferred by Kentucky Universities (Hunn 302). 

She goes on to review the data associated with this retention statistic. She found that many students did 

not feel like they belonged. Her research is compelling, but the main point here is to show that there is a 

direct correlation between feelings of belonging and retention. Students will become more engaged if 

there is a feeling of acceptance and community within their classrooms, even on a college campus. The 

students need for these feelings is not diminished because they are adults. They will be encouraged to 

think about their own identity because of the reinforcement from their education.  

Using the plethora of research that was conducted over the course of my study, new ideas 

about lesson planning have come to fruition and in time, the hope is that more of the same will 

subconsciously and consciously fuse itself within my own teaching.  
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