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20th-Century African American Literature
African American literature refers to literary works produced by writers of African descent in the United States that articulate Black experiences within a historically racist society. 
· While it includes a wide range of genres, it is united by a shared engagement with the social, political, and cultural realities of Black life in America.
· These texts often respond directly to racism, segregation, and historical trauma, while also celebrating Black culture, creativity, and resilience.
Early 20th Century Foundations (1900–1920s)
· In the years following Reconstruction, African Americans faced severe racial oppression despite the formal abolition of slavery. Segregation, economic exploitation, and violence shaped daily life. Against this backdrop, literature became a crucial space for articulating racial injustice and imagining alternative futures.
· The period saw the emergence of Black periodicals and institutions, such as The Crisis magazine, which provided platforms for Black writers and intellectuals. These spaces encouraged literary production and debate.
· A central intellectual tension during this era was the debate between assimilation and racial pride. Should African Americans seek inclusion within dominant white culture, or should they cultivate a distinct Black identity and culture?
The Harlem Renaissance (1920s–1930s)
· Fueled by the Great Migration, which brought large numbers of African Americans to Northern cities.
· The Harlem Renaissance was a major African American cultural, artistic, and intellectual movement centered in Harlem, New York, during the 1920s and early 1930s. 
· Writers sought artistic freedom and emphasized the richness of Black life, culture, and history. For the first time, African American literature gained widespread national and international recognition.
Major Writers & Works
· Langston Hughes – The Negro Speaks of Rivers, jazz poetry
· Zora Neale Hurston – Their Eyes Were Watching God
· Claude McKay – If We Must Die
Key themes of the Harlem Renaissance include the celebration of Black beauty and culture, the recovery of folk traditions, and the use of oral storytelling. Writers drew inspiration from music, religion, and everyday speech.
Protest and Realism: 1930s–1950s 
Historical Context
· Great Depression
· Racism, lynching, urban poverty
· Influence of Marxism and social realism
Major Writers
· Richard Wright’s novel Native Son presents a stark portrayal of racial oppression in urban America. Through the character of Bigger Thomas, Wright exposes how systemic racism produces anger, fear, and violence.

· Gwendolyn Brooks, in A Street in Bronzeville, depicts everyday life in Black urban neighborhoods with empathy and precision, highlighting ordinary struggles and quiet resilience.
· Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man explores the psychological effects of racism. The narrator’s invisibility symbolizes the social erasure of Black individuals within American society.
Key Themes: This period emphasizes alienation, invisibility, and systemic racism. 
Shift in Style: From the celebratory tone of the Harlem Renaissance to harsh realism and protest
Civil Rights & Black Arts Movement (1950s–1970s)
A. Civil Rights Era Literature
During the Civil Rights Movement, literature became closely aligned with activism. Writers addressed moral responsibility, racial injustice, and the emotional effects of racism.
James Baldwin examined race, identity, and sexuality in works such as Notes of a Native Son. His essays confront both white racism and internal tensions within the Black community.
Lorraine Hansberry’s play A Raisin in the Sun portrays a Black family’s struggle for dignity, housing, and dreams, bringing African American experiences to the mainstream American stage.
B. Black Arts Movement
Writers rejected integrationist ideals and sought to create art that spoke directly to Black communities. Amiri Baraka, Nikki Giovanni, and Sonia Sanchez used direct, confrontational language to express anger, pride, and resistance.
Key characteristics include performance poetry, political urgency, and the rejection of white literary standards, advocating instead for a distinctly Black aesthetic.
Note: “White literary standards” refers to the dominant rules, values, and expectations of literature established by Euro-American (white) cultural traditions, which historically defined what counted as “good” literature.
White literary standards emphasize:
· European literary forms
· Standard English
· Detached, universal themes
· Individualism
· Aesthetic neutrality
Late 20th Century: Diversity of Voices (1970s–1990s)
Expansion of Themes and Forms
This period is marked by increasing diversity in themes and perspectives. Writers explore:
· Gender, sexuality, memory, trauma
· Intersection of the different forms of oppression and Black womanhood
· Community and healing
· Oral tradition and storytelling
Major Writers
· Toni Morrison reimagines history in novels such as Beloved, which confronts the trauma of slavery and the haunting power of memory. The Bluest Eye examines internalized racism and beauty standards.
· Alice Walker’s The Color Purple centers Black women’s voices and experiences, emphasizing survival, sisterhood, and self-expression.
· August Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle dramatizes African American life across the 20th century, highlighting history, community, and oral storytelling traditions.

