
19th century african american literature

19th century African American literature is a vibrant and crucial cornerstone of American literary history,
offering profound insights into the experiences of Black individuals during a period marked by slavery,
Reconstruction, and the burgeoning Civil Rights movement. This era witnessed the emergence of
powerful voices that chronicled the pain of bondage, the hopes for freedom, and the persistent struggle for
equality. Exploring this rich literary landscape reveals not only the resilience of the human spirit but also
the multifaceted contributions of African Americans to the nation's cultural fabric. From slave narratives to
poetry and essays, 19th century African American literature serves as an indispensable resource for
understanding the complexities of race, identity, and social justice in America. This article delves into the
key themes, prominent authors, and significant works that define this transformative period.
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The Genesis of African American Literary Expression

The origins of 19th century African American literature are deeply rooted in the oral traditions and the
urgent need to document the brutal realities of slavery. Before the widespread literacy among enslaved
people, stories, songs, and spirituals served as vital forms of cultural preservation and resistance. These early
expressions, though not always formally written, laid the groundwork for the literary movements that
would follow. The very act of creating and sharing these narratives was an assertion of humanity and a



testament to the enduring spirit of a people systematically denied their basic rights.

Early Voices and the Power of the Narrative

The early 19th century saw the burgeoning of written expression among African Americans, often driven
by the need to expose the horrors of slavery to a wider, predominantly white audience. The personal
testimonies of formerly enslaved individuals became powerful tools for abolitionist movements. These
narratives were not merely personal accounts; they were political manifestos, meticulously crafted to
persuade and to humanize. The form itself—autobiographical, often detailing the journey from bondage to
freedom—became a potent genre in 19th century African American literature.

Slave Narratives: Bearing Witness to Brutality and Resilience

The slave narrative stands as a cornerstone of 19th century African American literature. These
autobiographical accounts provided firsthand evidence of the dehumanizing effects of slavery, detailing the
physical, emotional, and psychological abuses endured by enslaved people. More than just a recounting of
suffering, these narratives also highlighted the ingenuity, resilience, and unwavering hope of those who
survived the institution. They were instrumental in shaping public opinion and fueling the abolitionist
cause, offering an authentic voice that countered the propaganda of pro-slavery advocates.

Key Figures in Slave Narratives

Several authors rose to prominence through their compelling slave narratives, leaving an indelible mark on
American literature. Their courage in sharing their stories, often at great personal risk, amplified the
abolitionist message significantly. These writers not only exposed the barbarity of slavery but also
demonstrated the intellectual and artistic capabilities of African Americans, challenging prevailing racist
ideologies.

Frederick Douglass: Perhaps the most iconic figure, Douglass’s narrative, "Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written by Himself," published in 1845, is a masterpiece of
prose and a powerful indictment of slavery. His eloquence and intellectual prowess stunned many
who believed Black people were incapable of such sophistication.

Harriet Jacobs: Jacobs’s "Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl" (1861) offered a unique perspective by
focusing on the specific experiences of enslaved women, including sexual exploitation and the



complexities of motherhood under slavery. Her narrative brought a vital, often overlooked,
dimension to the discussion of slavery.

Sojourner Truth: While not a published author of a formal narrative in the same vein as Douglass or
Jacobs, Sojourner Truth’s powerful speeches, most famously her "Ain't I a Woman?" address, were
transcribed and circulated widely, becoming essential texts in the fight for both abolition and
women's rights.

William Wells Brown: Brown’s "Narrative of William Wells Brown, a Fugitive Slave" (1847) was
another significant contribution, offering a vivid account of escape and the subsequent fight for
freedom. He was also a prolific playwright and novelist, broadening the scope of African American
literary output.

The Post-Emancipation Era: New Challenges and Literary
Avenues

Following the Civil War and emancipation, 19th century African American literature began to explore
new themes and genres. While the end of slavery was a monumental achievement, the Reconstruction era
and the subsequent rise of Jim Crow laws presented a new set of challenges. Writers turned their attention
to the realities of freedom, the struggles for economic independence, the complexities of racial segregation,
and the ongoing fight for civil rights. This period saw an expansion of literary forms, with increased
interest in poetry, drama, and early forms of fiction that depicted the evolving social landscape.

Poetry and the Expression of Emotion and Identity

Poetry became a crucial vehicle for African American writers in the 19th century to express their deepest
emotions, aspirations, and frustrations. The lyrical and often metaphorical nature of poetry allowed for a
nuanced exploration of identity, heritage, and the yearning for freedom and equality. These poems
frequently drew on spirituals, biblical imagery, and the cadences of Black vernacular speech, creating a
distinctive poetic voice.

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper: A prolific poet, essayist, and abolitionist, Harper’s poetry often
addressed themes of slavery, racism, temperance, and women's rights. Her collection "Poems on
Miscellaneous Subjects" (1854) was widely read and influential.



Paul Laurence Dunbar: Dunbar is renowned for his ability to write in both standard English and
Black dialect. His dialect poems, like "When Malindy Sings," captured the spirit and musicality of
everyday Black life, though some critics later debated the impact of using dialect. His formal poems,
such as "Sympathy" (which contains the famous line "I know why the caged bird sings"), explored
themes of oppression and hope with profound depth.

James Monroe Whitfield: A poet and physician, Whitfield’s work often expressed pride in Black
heritage and a call for self-reliance and repatriation. His poem "America" is a powerful example of his
engagement with national identity and racial injustice.

The Rise of African American Women Writers

The 19th century also witnessed the significant emergence of African American women writers who
navigated the intersecting oppressions of race and gender. Their literary contributions were vital in
challenging stereotypes and advocating for social change. These women often drew on their personal
experiences as mothers, activists, and intellectuals to craft compelling narratives and poems that spoke to
the unique struggles and strengths of Black women.

Anna Julia Cooper: A towering intellectual and activist, Cooper’s seminal work, "A Voice from the
South" (1892), is a collection of essays that eloquently argued for the intellectual capabilities and social
importance of Black women. She championed education as a means of upliftment and empowerment.

Ida B. Wells-Barnett: While primarily known for her investigative journalism and anti-lynching
activism, Wells-Barnett also produced powerful written works that exposed racial violence and
injustice. Her journalistic pieces and speeches, later compiled, are essential to understanding the era’s
racial climate.

Edmonia Lewis: Though primarily known as a sculptor, Lewis’s artistic creations often drew
inspiration from her heritage and the experiences of African Americans and Native Americans. Her
sculptures, such as "Forever Free," were powerful visual statements of resilience and liberation.

Key Themes in 19th Century African American Literature

The literature produced by African Americans in the 19th century grappled with a range of profound and
interconnected themes that reflected their lived experiences. These themes not only documented their



struggles but also articulated their aspirations and their evolving sense of self and community in a nation
deeply divided by race.

Slavery and its Aftermath: This is perhaps the most dominant theme, encompassing the brutal
realities of enslavement, the constant threat of violence, family separation, and the psychological
impact of dehumanization. Post-emancipation, writers continued to explore the lingering effects of
slavery on individuals and society.

Freedom and Liberation: The quest for freedom, both physical and spiritual, is a pervasive theme.
This includes the act of escaping slavery, the legal and social battles for civil rights, and the internal
struggle for self-determination and dignity.

Identity and Self-Discovery: Many works explore the complex process of forging an identity in a
society that denied Black people full humanity. This involved reclaiming heritage, asserting self-
worth, and navigating the challenges of being Black in America.

Racial Injustice and Resistance: The persistent reality of racism, discrimination, and violence,
particularly lynching, is a central concern. Writers documented these injustices and simultaneously
articulated various forms of resistance, from subtle defiance to overt activism.

Religion and Spirituality: Religious faith and spiritual practices often served as a source of solace,
hope, and empowerment for African Americans. Biblical allusions, hymns, and spirituals frequently
appear in the literature, reflecting their deep spiritual grounding.

Community and Family: Despite the disruptions caused by slavery, the importance of community
and family ties remained a significant theme. Writers often highlighted the strength derived from
collective support and the enduring bonds of kinship.

The Impact and Legacy of 19th Century African American
Literature

The literature of the 19th century laid the essential groundwork for the rich tapestry of African American
literary traditions that would flourish in subsequent centuries. The powerful narratives of enslaved people
and the articulate voices of post-emancipation writers challenged prevailing notions of race and intellect,
demanding recognition of African American humanity and artistic merit. These works not only served the
immediate purposes of abolition and civil rights advocacy but also contributed enduringly to the American
literary canon, influencing generations of writers and shaping our understanding of American history and
identity.



Frequently Asked Questions

What were the dominant themes in 19th-century African American
literature?
Dominant themes included the horrors of slavery, the struggle for freedom and equality, racial prejudice,
the search for identity and belonging, the importance of family and community, and the preservation of
African heritage and culture.

Who were some of the most influential African American writers of the
19th century?
Key figures include Frederick Douglass (narratives of his enslavement and abolitionism), Harriet Jacobs
(autobiography detailing the brutalities of slavery), Sojourner Truth (speeches on abolition and women's
rights), Frances Harper (poetry and novels on racial injustice), and Paul Laurence Dunbar (poetry capturing
Black dialect and experience).

What was the significance of slave narratives in 19th-century African
American literature?
Slave narratives were crucial. They served as powerful abolitionist tools, exposing the dehumanizing
realities of slavery to a wider audience, challenging racist ideologies, and asserting the humanity and
intellectual capabilities of Black people.

How did African American writers use poetry in the 19th century?
Poets like Paul Laurence Dunbar used poetry to explore both the joys and sorrows of Black life, often
employing dialect to represent vernacular speech while also using standard English for more formal and
political expressions. Frances Harper used poetry for social commentary and protest.

What challenges did 19th-century African American authors face in
getting their work published and recognized?
Authors faced significant challenges including pervasive racism, lack of access to education and publishing
houses, limited economic resources, and the constant threat of censorship or suppression of their voices.
Many relied on abolitionist societies for support.

How did the Civil War and Reconstruction impact 19th-century African



American literature?
The Civil War and Reconstruction brought new themes of freedom, citizenship, and the complexities of
rebuilding society. Literature began to explore the challenges of life after slavery, the struggle for political
rights, and the hopes and disappointments of the Reconstruction era.

What role did religion play in 19th-century African American literature?
Religion was a cornerstone. Spirituals and religious themes provided solace, hope, and a framework for
understanding their suffering and striving for liberation. Many autobiographies incorporated religious faith
as a source of strength and guidance.

Can you explain the concept of 'double consciousness' as it relates to 19th-
century African American literature?
Coined by W.E.B. Du Bois in the early 20th century, the concept of 'double consciousness' reflects the
internal conflict experienced by African Americans of being both African and American. This sense of
viewing oneself through the eyes of a prejudiced white society was a recurring undercurrent in much of
the literature.

How did African American women writers contribute to the literary
landscape of the 19th century?
Women like Harriet Jacobs and Frances Harper brought unique perspectives, often focusing on the specific
brutalities faced by enslaved women, including sexual exploitation and the disruption of family bonds.
They were pioneers in narrative voice and social activism through their writing.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to 19th-century African American literature, each starting with :

1. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
This autobiography by Harriet Jacobs is a powerful and harrowing account of her experiences as a enslaved
woman in the antebellum South. Jacobs vividly details the physical and emotional abuse she endured, her
struggles for freedom, and the complex relationships within the slave system. It offers a unique female
perspective on slavery, highlighting the particular vulnerabilities and resilience of enslaved women. The
narrative is both a personal testimony and a crucial historical document.

2. The Souls of Black Folk
W.E.B. Du Bois's seminal work blends autobiography, sociology, and philosophy to explore the African
American experience in the post-Reconstruction era. Du Bois introduces the concept of "double



consciousness," the internal conflict of being both American and Black. He argues for intellectual and
political uplift, challenging the prevailing notions of racial inferiority. The book is a foundational text in
Black thought and American intellectual history.

3. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave
This autobiography by Frederick Douglass is a foundational text of slave narratives and abolitionist
literature. Douglass masterfully recounts his journey from enslavement to freedom, detailing the brutality
of slavery and his intellectual awakening. His eloquent prose and unwavering moral conviction made a
profound impact on the anti-slavery movement. The book is a testament to the power of education and self-
determination.

4. The Colored American Magazine
This influential monthly periodical, founded in 1900, provided a vital platform for African American
writers, intellectuals, and activists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. It featured essays, poetry,
fiction, and news from a Black perspective, addressing social, political, and cultural issues of the day. The
magazine championed racial pride and uplift, showcasing the diverse talents and aspirations of the Black
community. It played a significant role in shaping Black cultural discourse.

5. Lyrics of Lowly Life
Paul Laurence Dunbar's collection of poetry captures the voice and experiences of ordinary African
Americans with both dialect and standard English verse. His dialect poems, while sometimes criticized for
perpetuating stereotypes, were also celebrated for their authenticity and humor. Dunbar also penned lyrical
poems that explored themes of love, nature, and racial identity. This work solidified his status as a
significant poet of his era.

6. Our Nig
Harriet E. Wilson's Our Nig is often considered the first novel published by an African American woman
in the United States. It tells the story of Alfrado, a young Black woman who endures mistreatment and
abuse as an indentured servant in a white household. The novel offers a poignant and unflinching look at
the complexities of race, class, and gender in a nation grappling with the aftermath of slavery. It is a
pioneering work of American fiction.

7. The Rise of the Colored Novelists
This critical essay, often associated with early Black literary scholars and critics, discusses the emerging
voices and themes within African American fiction during the late 19th century. It examines the
challenges faced by Black writers in establishing their literary presence and the ways in which they used
the novel form to represent their communities and critique racial injustice. The essay highlights the
growing sophistication and diversity of Black literary expression.

8. The Autobiography of Malcolm X
While Malcolm X's autobiography was published in 1965, it draws heavily on his upbringing and
experiences in the early to mid-20th century, reflecting on the legacy of 19th-century racial oppression.
The book chronicles his transformation from a troubled youth to a prominent leader of the Nation of Islam



and later a more complex figure. It offers a powerful and personal account of racial identity, systemic
injustice, and spiritual awakening. The narrative provides crucial context for understanding the ongoing
struggle for Black liberation.

9. The Colored Cadet at West Point
Ulysses S. Grant's nephew, Frederick Douglass Grant, penned this memoir detailing his experiences as one
of the few African American cadets at the United States Military Academy in the late 19th century. Grant
candidly describes the intense racial prejudice, discrimination, and hazing he faced during his time at West
Point. His account is a stark illustration of the barriers Black Americans encountered in pursuing
opportunities in institutions of higher learning and national service. The book is a testament to his
perseverance and the persistent racism of the era.
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