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Abstract 

The African American autobiography holds a position of priority amongst the different forms of African 

American literature. The reason for this assertion is that not only was it one of the earliest forms of 

written expression by African Americans, but it has over the years remained a genre that powerfully 

speaks of the common experiences, as well as the expression of identity among the African American 

community. This article begins by discussing the African American autobiographical tradition. It then 

traces the growth and development of the genre since the days of slavery, to the Reconstruction, then 

the Civil Rights Era, and finally to the present-day, offering a classification of the genre that is rarely 

used by literary critics.  The article concludes with a review of the importance placed on Africa by 

African American autobiographers over the years. This is an area that has received little attention by 

literary critics.  
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Introduction  

The African American autobiography holds a position of priority amongst the different forms 

of African American literature. Henry Louis Gates Jr. says that, “Of the various genres that 

comprise the African-American literary tradition, none has played a role as central as has black 

autobiography.” (Bearing, 1991, p.3). 

The reason for this assertion is that not only was the African American autobiography one of 

the earliest forms of written expression by African Americans, but it has over the years 

remained a genre that powerfully speaks of the common experiences of the African American 

community. Nelly McKay asserts that, “Beginning with slave narratives, African-American 

autobiography has been the most effective forum for defining black selfhood in a racially 

oppressive society.” (McKay, 1998, p. 96).  

This article seeks to discuss the main characteristics of the African American autobiography 

and to briefly trace the growth and development of the genre since the days of slavery to the 

Reconstruction, then the Civil Rights Era, and finally to the present-day, offering a 

classification of the genre that is rarely used by literary critics.  

 

1 The article is one of the chapters of an ongoing doctoral research project by the author titled The Image of Africa 

in Selected African American Autobiographies. 

Cite: Mbui, J. K. (2021). Brief Survey of the African American Autobiography; Tradition, 

Development, and Images of Africa. The University Journal, 3(1), 59-68. 
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The Norton Anthology of African American literature categorizes texts using a mix of the 

following: oral versus written texts; historical epochs; and literary movements (Gates Jr. and 

McKay, 2004). Moreover, the only significant book that reviews a large number of the most 

important African American autobiographies lists the texts by the authors, alphabetically 

(Nelson, 2002). 

Over the years, there have been attempts by African Americans to reconnect with their African 

heritage. The literature of the Harlem Renaissance not only celebrated African American 

culture, but also frequently referred to Africa and its relationship with African Americans.  The 

ground-breaking book, Myth of a Negro Past was an anthropological work that was published 

after the Second World War. It set out to prove that African Americans did have a rich cultural 

and spiritual heritage from their ancestors in Africa (Herskovits, 1990). 

Despite the importance of Africa to the African American community, the study of the images 

of Africa in the African American autobiography has received little scholarly attention. 

Although there have been works that have studied the images of Africa in African American 

literature, these have mainly concentrated on fiction, poetry and drama. There is only one recent 

book-length work on the image of Africa in African American literature: 1Black on Black: 

Twentieth Century African American Writing About Africa (Gruesser, 2000). 

Gruesser (2000) on the other hand studies several African American texts from the perspective 

of Ethiopianism, the belief that Africans and people of African descent will one day rule the 

world. Ethiopianism is deeply influenced by the African American literary theory as well as 

post-colonialism. Its main tenets are African Americans and Africans have a common heritage; 

there exists a bright future for people of African descent; black Americans should be associated 

with wealth and power like that of ancient Egypt and Ethiopia; and finally, that African 

Americans are best suited to lead Africans to their glorious future.   

The author studies in detail the works of several novelists, poets and playwrights such as Sutton 

Griggs, Pauline Hopkins, Shirley Graham, Harry Dean, Langston Hughes, Melvin Tolson, 

Richard Wright and Alice Walker. However, only one autobiography, and its author’s 

presentation of Africa is reviewed in the entire book.   

The literary criticism in this article is guided by the African American literary theory and 

autobiographical literary theory. African American literary criticism concerns itself with the 

black experience in America. This experience has ties to Africa and is influenced significantly 

by slavery, racial oppression, as well as the struggle for civil rights by African Americans. 

Charles Bressler says the theory: 

...challenges established ideologies, racial boundaries, and racial prejudice. It also 

acknowledges and incorporated the writings of past African American literature, the 

major historical movements that have influenced African American writings, and both 

historical and current attitudes towards African Americans (Bressler, 2007, p.244). 

Autobiographical criticism concerns itself with the intentions of the writer of autobiography, 

the portrayal of self, the search for identity, and the autobiographical truth in the text. It also 

helps critics examine the strategies autobiographers use to present their life objectively and 

views the autobiography as a reflection of the author’s life and times. The theory helps us 

examine the following aspects of an author: class, race, ethnicity, gender, family history, 

religious and political beliefs, education and nationality.  
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The article is one of the chapters of an ongoing doctoral research project by the author titled, 

‘The Image of Africa in Selected African American Autobiographies.’ 

The African American Autobiographical Tradition 

One of the most distinguishing features of the African American autobiography is that in 

addition to telling their personal stories, African American autobiographers seek to describe 

the common experiences of their community and show how African Americans have dealt with 

oppressive and racist institutions over time. William L. Andrews notes that: 

Perhaps more than any other form of literary form in black American letters, 

autobiography has been recognized and celebrated since its inception as a powerful 

means of addressing and altering sociopolitical as well as cultural realities in the United 

States. (Critical Essays, 1993, p. 1) 

In his Introduction in Bearing Witness: Selections from African American Autobiography in 

the Twentieth Century, Henry Louis Gates Jr, asserts that: 

Through autobiography, these writers could, at once, shape a public “self” in language, 

and protest the degradation of their ethnic group by the multiple forms of American 

racism. Deprived of access to literacy, the tools of citizenship, denied rights of selfhood 

by law, philosophy, and pseudo-science, and denied the possibility as well, even, of 

possessing a collective history a people, black Americans —commencing with the slave 

narratives in 1760—published their individual histories in astonishing numbers, in a 

larger attempt to narrate the collective history of “the race” (Bearing, 1991, p.4) 

It is this characteristic that has made African American autobiographers, through their works, 

spokespersons for their community.  

In addition to using personal experience to discuss the political and social condition of the 

African-American community, another author lists the following additional distinct 

characteristics of the African-American autobiography: “Journey through chaos (oppression, 

racial discrimination, and displacement); description of the instability of blacks’ relationships 

with American institutions (such as slavery, and an oppressive government); erosion of faith 

in the American Dream, and a sense of negativity concerning the quality of black life in 

America.” (Kent,1993, p.166) 

Regarding the American Dream, African American autobiographers seek to show that this 

dream is a mirage and question its optimism in a common prosperous future for all in America. 

This is done through the portrayal of elements of black life characterized by poverty, 

unemployment, crime, and violence.  

Paul John Eakin describes an additional feature of the African American autobiography. This 

is its rejection of the traditional autobiographical tradition of a completed self and the 

description of an exemplary life. Using The Autobiography of Malcolm X as an example, Eakin 

notes that: 

At the end, then, Malcolm X came to reject the traditional autobiographical fiction that 

the life comes first, and then the writing of the life; that the life is in some sense complete 

and that the autobiographical process simply records the final achieved shape. (Eakin, 

1993, p.160) 
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This is emphasized by Henry Louis Gates Jr. when he states that the African American 

autobiography is distinct in that authors typically publish an autobiography as their first book: 

The African American tradition is distinctive in that an author typically publishes as his 

first book, her or his autobiography, establishing her or his presence and career as a writer 

through this autobiographical act—rather than, as for most authors, at or near the end of 

a productive career, or at least after an author’s other works have, as it were, generated 

sufficient interest in the life that has generated the author’s oeuvre. (Bearing, 1991, p.3)   

Some of the most outstanding African American autobiographies have been written by authors 

who are at the onset, rather than sunset, of their careers. Examples include The Narrative of the 

Life of Fredrick Douglass, an American Slave, Black Boy, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, I 

Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Manchild in the Promised Land, Migrations of the Heart, 

The Beautiful Struggle: A Memoir, and Dreams from my Father: A Story of Race and 

Inheritance.  

A review of this tradition would be incomplete without briefly discussing the African American 

female autobiography. This is a tradition within a tradition. It stands out for its portrayal of 

race and gender struggles faced by African American women. McKay argues that although 

African American women share racial and class oppression with African American men, and 

gender oppression with white women, they see themselves differently from these two groups 

because society tends to privilege whiteness and maleness (McKay, 1998).  

Over the years, female African American autobiographers have developed a tradition that has 

allowed them to discuss the collective experience of African American women and address 

issues such as identity, motherhood, gender discrimination, sexual harassment in the home and 

workplace, as well as sexual violence. The central theme of African American women 

autobiographers has been survival in a racist and oppressive society. Whitley also notes that 

the tradition places special focus on familial and communal connections (Whitley, 2002).   

This tradition within a tradition stands out because several female autobiographers focus on 

the role the African continent has played in shaping their identity. These include: Maya 

Angelou, Gwendolyn Brooks, Marita Golden, Condoleezza Rice, and Helene Cooper. This is 

an area that has received little critical attention.  

The Development of the African American Autobiography 

The literary history of African American literature is often categorized into four epochs, to 

correspond with African American history. These epochs are slavery, reconstruction, civil 

rights movement, and the present. This roughly coincides with African history which can be 

divided into pre-colonial times, the colonial period and the struggle for independence, the post-

independence era, and the present day. This article seeks to add to the body of knowledge by 

categorizing the African American autobiography into the four historical epochs. It also 

investigates if the images of Africa in the African American autobiography changes over these 

different epochs.  

The African American autobiography traces its history to the slave narratives that were 

published in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The first of these was A Narrative of the 

Uncommon Sufferings and Surprising Deliverance of Briton Hammonthat was published in 

1760. The slave narratives were written by fugitive slaves and they graphically portrayed the 

horrors of slavery. The other themes that were common in these narratives were the search for 
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identity and freedom, thirst for knowledge and literacy, duplicity of Christian slave owners, 

and sexual violence.  According to William Andrews, the purpose of the slave narratives was 

to affirm the humanity of the former slaves and assert that they too could be reliable transcribers 

of Southern life and black folk character (First Century, 1983).  

With a few exceptions, slave narratives gave little or no mention of Africa, even though this 

was the generation of African Americans that had the closest biological and cultural links with 

their motherland. There are two reasons that may explain this. The first was the deliberate and 

vicious efforts by the slave masters to strip slaves of any form of memory regarding their 

homeland. The second likely reason for the scant mention of Africa in slave narratives is that 

the targeted audience for the texts was the white American public in the Northern states who 

had no interest in Africa. In fact, their main objective in reading the narratives was to find out 

details of the horrors of slavery. Andrews argues that the readers were so intent on this objective 

that they would not even want to know about the individual life of the former slave (First 

Century, 1983).   

The few slave narratives that dealt with Africa include: The Interesting Life and Narrative of 

Olaudah Equiano, or GustavasVassa the African, by GustavasVassa; A Narrative of the Life 

and Adventures of Venture, a Native of Africa: But Resident Above Sixty Years in the United 

State of America, by Venture Smith; A Narrative of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the 

Life of James Albert "UkawsawGronniosaw", an African Prince, by UkawsawGronniosaw; 

The Blind African Slave, Or Memoirs of BoyrereauBrinch, Nicknamed Jeffrey Brace, by 

Jeffrey Brace; and The Life, History, and Unparalleled Sufferings of John Jea, the African 

Preacherby John Jea. 

These narratives were written between 1772 and 1811. They stand out from other slave 

narratives because their authors were all born in Africa and proudly pronounce their African 

heritage in the titles of their narratives. In addition, the authors dedicate the opening chapters 

of their narratives to describe their African homeland. The image Africa portrayed in these 

slave narratives was Africa’s glorious past. This was critical in affirming the identity of the 

slave narrators.  

Reconstruction Era 

During the Reconstruction Era, the African American Community faced the arduous task of 

integrating into American society. For the first few years after 1865, African Americans 

enjoyed unprecedented rights and freedoms including full citizenship, the right to vote and the 

right to stand for public office. It was during this time that Hiram Revels became the first 

African American to be elected to the United States Senate. During the Reconstruction, a total 

of sixteen African Americans were elected to the United States Congress and six hundred 

served in state legislatures. Fredrick Douglass, the most prominent African American at the 

time, was appointed to prominent positions in government, including a stint in the diplomatic 

service as Counsel-General to Haiti.  

These freedoms did not last very long. From 1876, Southern states began passing laws whose 

main aim was to disenfranchise African Americans and institute racial segregation. These 

fraudulent legislative actions were accompanied by racial terrorism directed at African 

Americans in the South. Murder, arson, lynchings, and bombings became common in many 

parts of the American South. It is against this background that two of the most prominent 
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autobiographical works of this period were written: Up from Slavery and the Souls of Black 

Folk.  

Other autobiographies that were published in this period include My Southern Home by 

William Wells Brown, From Darkness Cometh Light by Lucy A. Delaney, A Brand Plucked 

from the Fireby Julia A.J. Foote, and A Northern Negro’s Autobiographyby Fannie Barrier 

Williams.  

The autobiographies written during this time made scant mention of Africa. Dubois briefly 

mentions Africa’s glorious past by referring to Ethiopia and Egypt (Dubois, 1994). Washington 

on the other hand, asserts that African Americans were better off than other black people 

around the world as a result of slavery. He goes on to declare that this is the reason African 

American missionaries were returning to Africa to “enlighten” those who remained in the 

fatherland Although he argues that he is not justifying slavery, he does exactly that when later, 

he says that African Americans got nearly as much as the white man did from slavery. 

(Washington, 1995). 

Civil Rights Era 

The period from 1910 to 1960 saw the emergence of two major literary movements, the Harlem 

Renaissance and the Black Chicago Renaissance. From the 1920s Harlem became a melting 

pot of black culture and writing. The Harlem Renaissance, which was initially known as the 

New Negro Movement saw an upsurge in the publication of poetry, fiction, drama, and essays 

by African Americans. A significant number of these works were published in “The Crisis”, 

the influential journal of the NAACP which was edited by W.E.B. Dubois from 1910 to 1934.  

These literary works highlighted the plight of African Americans in the country, demanded 

civil and political rights, and affirmed the black identity of African Americans. Some of the 

most prominent artists of this movement were Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, Countee 

Cullen, Zora Neale Hurston, and James Weldon Johnson.   

The Black Chicago Renaissance was a creative movement took place from the 1930s to the 

mid 1950s. In addition to prose, poetry, and drama, other art forms such as jazz, blues, and 

gospel music also thrived during this time. The major force behind this movement was Richard 

Wright. He set the pace for other artists such as Arna Bontemps, William Attaway, Margaret 

Walker, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Theodore Ward.  

Some of the best-known autobiographies written by African Americans were published in this 

period. These include: The Big Sea by Langston Hughes, Black Boy, by Richard Wright, Dust 

Tracks on the Road by Zora Neale Hurston, and A Long Way from Home by Claude McKay.  

The Big Sea stands out for its vivid description of the major players of the Harlem Renaissance. 

The book also marked the renewed interest by African American writers in Africa. Hughes 

dedicates an entire section to his visits to several ports in Africa. He describes his first 

impressions of the continent and his shock at not being considered as an African due to his 

light skin. He also discusses the exploitation of Africa by the colonialists and compares it with 

the racial discrimination in America (Hughes, 1940, p.101-103). 

The interest in Africa was characteristic of the Harlem Renaissance as artists took pride in their 

black heritage. It was during this time that Marcus Garvey gained prominence for his campaign 

for African Americans to return to Africa. In a landmark editorial for the Negro World 
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newspaper, “Africa for Africans”, Garvey argued that there was no place for black people in 

America (Garvey, 1995). Although Garvey’s campaign to physically move to Africa failed, he 

was successful in encouraging African Americans to reclaim their African heritage.  

In her essay, ‘Image of Africa in the Literature of the Harlem Renaissance’, Trudier Harris 

asserts that during this period: 

…blacks began to look for sources of pride that did not locate their origins in American    

slavery. They did so by invoking Africa as a source of history as well as a source of pride. 

This is not to suggest that Africa instantly became the universally acknowledged 

motherland to all African Americans, but it is to say that writers and artists of the Harlem 

Renaissance, in their evocations of Africa, whether those evocations were positive or 

ambivalent, made Africa a central space on the cultural landscape of African American 

people. (Harris, 1997) 

The 1960s were a time of great social and political upheaval in the United States. After years 

of living under Jim Crow laws and the re-emergence of white racial terrorism, African 

Americans systematically began to demand political and social rights.  The Civil Rights 

movement inspired millions of African American to take part in sit-ins, public transport 

boycotts, and protest marches in cities and towns across the South. The initial response by the 

authorities was to suppress these protests with brute force. Demonstrations were violently 

disrupted with batons, water cannons, cattle rods, and police attack dogs. There were mass 

arrests and leaders of the movement were frequently intimidated. Eventually the Civil Rights 

Act and the Voting Rights Act were passed in 1964 and 1965, respectively. These laws banned 

discrimination in public spaces and employment as well as granted African Americans full 

voting rights.  

The autobiographies written in this period offered powerful portrayals of black life in America 

and made urgent demands for change and equality. The Autobiography of Malcolm X and I 

Know Why the Caged Birds Sings are the more well-known texts published at the end of the 

decade. However other works such as Coming of Age in Mississippi, Manchild in a Promised 

Land and Soul on Ice were also important contributions to the genre.  

Africa took a central stage on the autobiographical writings of this period. It was during this 

time that African states were attaining independence from their colonial masters. They were, 

therefore, an inspiration to African Americans who were in a midst of a vicious battle for civil 

and political rights.  

In his autobiography, Malcolm X describes how, during his first visit to Africa, he was filled 

with pride when he discovered that the pilots of the plane he was flying in were Africans (436).  

He goes on to describe his joy at meeting African leaders including Kwame Nkrumah. By the 

end of the trip, Malcolm was convinced that African Americans needed to work more closely 

with their African brothers and sisters in the Pan-African movement. He says: 

I was convinced that it was time for all Afro-Americans to join the world’s Pan 

Africanists. I said that physically we Afro-Americans might remain in America, fighting 

for our constitutional rights, but philosophically and culturally, we Afro-Americans 

badly needed to ‘return’ to Africa – and to develop a working unity in the framework of 

Pan-Africanism (X, 2007, P. 465-466).   
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Other African American autobiographies written during this period also contain significant 

references to Africa. Maya Angelou first visited Africa during her time as a cast member of the 

opera “Porgy and Bess”.  She relocated to Cairo, Egypt during her short-lived marriage to 

South African freedom fighter, Vusumzi Make.  Afterward, she moved to Accra, Ghana with 

her son, Guy. Angelou writes extensively about Africa. Her memories of the continent span 

three installments of her six-book autobiography: Singin’ and Swingin’ and Getting Merry Like 

Christmas; The Heart of a Woman; and All God’s Children Need Travelling Shoes. 

The image of Africa portrayed during this period was therefore one of: A Beacon of Hope. 

African Americans desired to have the freedom that Africans had attained. They sought to be 

masters of their own destiny and looked to African countries which seemed to have made an 

important step in this direction through attainment of independence. 

Present Day 

In the last three decades, numerous African Americans have published autobiographies. Some 

of these autobiographies include: Migrations of the Heart: An Autobiography by Marita 

Golden;  The Measure of a Man: A Spiritual Autobiography by Sidney Poitier; My 

Grandfather’s Son by Justice Clarence Thomas; Extraordinary Ordinary People by 

Condoleezza Rice; Dreams from My Father: A Story of Race and Inheritance by Barack 

Obama; A Question of Freedom: A Memoir of Learning, Survival, and Coming of Age in Prison 

by R. Dwayne Betts; The House on Sugar Beach: In Search of a Lost African Childhood by 

Helene Cooper; Buck: A Memoir by MK Asante; The Beautiful Struggle: A Memoir by Ta-

Nehisi Coates; Tough Love: My Story of the Things Worth Fighting For by Susan Rice; Finding 

My Voice: My Journey to the West Wing and the Path Forward by Valerie Jarret; The Truths 

We Hold: An American Journey by Kamala Harris; and Becoming by Michelle Obama  

Africa has featured prominently in the African American autobiographies of the last two 

decades. This may be due to several reasons. Firstly, in 1988, Rev. Jesse Jackson led several 

black leaders in declaring that blacks Americans wanted to be called African Americans. 

Jackson stated that: 

Just as we were called colored, but were not that, and then Negro, but not that, to be 

called black is just as baseless. To be called African Americans has cultural integrity. It 

puts us in our proper historical context. Every ethnic group in this country has a reference 

to some land base, some historical cultural base. African- Americans have hit that level 

of cultural maturity. There are Armenian-Americans and Jewish Americans and Arab-

Americans and Italian-Americans. And with a degree of accepted and reasonable pride, 

they connect their heritage to their mother country and where they are now. (Press, 1988) 

It is this desire to link themselves to a geographical space that may have generated interest in 

Africa by African Americans over the last few years. Secondly, the development and increased 

access to DNA technology that has enabled African Americans to trace the exact country that 

they originated from has stirred increased interest in Africa. Henry Louis Gates Jr. published 

In Search of Our Roots: How 19 Extraordinary Americans Reclaimed their Past. The book 

documents the journey of several African Americans as they trace their family histories all the 

way back to their African ancestors.  (Gates, 2009)  

Examples of recent autobiographies that portray Africa include: Migrations of the Heart, 

Dreams from My Father and The House on Sugar Beach. The authors focus on how Africa has 



 

 

~ 67 ~ 

 

The University Journal          Volume 3 Issue 1 2021      ISSN: 2519 – 0997 (Print) 

contributed to their search for identity. They also address the socio-economic and political 

challenges that continent has faced; such as: corruption, negative ethnicity, and war.  

The image of Africa portrayed in these autobiographies is therefore one of: Unfulfilled 

Promise. In the eyes of present-day autobiographers, the dreams for Africa that the writers of 

the Civil Rights movement had, do not seem to have materialized.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is clear that the African American autobiographical tradition involves the 

narration of the collective history of African Americans, portrayal of the state of economic and 

socio-political affairs amongst African Americans and presenting the image of an incomplete 

self. 

Moreover, the African American autobiography has had a rich history since The Narrative of 

the Uncommon Sufferings and Surprising Deliverance of BritonHammonwas published in 

1760. Over the years, the genre has told powerful personal stories as well as captured the 

collective history of the African American race in America. At different times, Africa has 

featured prominently in the genre. The image of Africa has varied in different epochs of the 

African American autobiography. The images include nostalgic memories of Africa’s glorious 

past; Africa serving as a beacon of hope, especially to African Americans who were advocating 

for civil rights; and finally, the disappointment of Africa’s unfulfilled potential.  
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