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Abstract: Black women’s literary tradition can be traced back to Phillis Weately in the eighteenth 
century down to the boom period.  The Seventies and the Eighties with its remarkable talented writers 
like Paule Marshall, Alice Walker and Gloria Naylor, encompassing the pioneering work of Zora Neale 
Hurston in the Forties. 
Barbara Christian calls it the “development of a tradition” which means that it has been a continuously 
evolving process.  It has evolved the role of black-woman its infantile stage of invisibility to its present 
stage of self-definition and self-assertion. A survey of black women writers’ tradition reveals that women 
writers could discover the positive self in women and give a true picture of womanhood in all its density 
and complexity. Women writers took it up as their bounden duty to discover the black woman’s self 
entrapped in the white society.  The urge to discover one’s self and its relation to the outside world have 
become the important thrust of these novelists. 

 
Alexis De Vean says:  “I see a greater commitment among black women writers to understand self in 
terms of the community that multiplied in terms of the world”. Barbara Christian explains how difficult 
it has been for them to achieve such “covertly self centered point of view”, because of the way in which 
they have been conceptualized by black as well as white society. The Afro-American woman writers like 
Alice Walker, Paule Mashall, Gooria Naylor, Alexis De Vean, in the Seventies and Eighties have been 
able to make the commitment to an exploration of self as central.  It is a tribute to the insights they 
have.  They had to struggle hard to evolve a self, which was deeply afflicted by racism and sexism.  They 
found it harder to give self expression to the un heard voice of their self. Early African-American Women 
novelists like Frances Harper, Fauset, Nella Larsen and Ann Petry indicate their stated intentions and 
their primary reasons for writing their works. 
 
Fancies Harper in her preface to Lola Leroy makes her purpose clear when she writes that her story’s 
mission would be useful if it awakens in the hearts of countrymen, a strong sense of justice and a more 
like a Christian than humanity.   Harper then pleads for the justice for Afro-Americans who in the 1890’s 
were being lined, burnt out, raped and deprived of their rights as citizens in the wake of the failure of 
reconstruction.  Her intention is to impress and to please the white readers by creating a lady-like 
version of the heroine, Iola Leroy, whom the Americans are expected to respect even though she was a 
black. 
 
Jessie Fauset (1884–1961), a woman novelist of the Harlem Renaissance, also writes with a craving for 
white acceptance.  She wants to correct the impression most white people have about black people.  In 
her preface to The Chinaberry Tree (1931), she says that her novel is about “those breathing spells in 
between spaces where coloured men and women work and live and go their ways with no thought of the 
problem”. Both Harper and Fauset were aware of the negative images of the black people that 
predominated the minds of the white Americans.   
 
Nella Larsen (1893-1963) elevates such heroines who wish to “pass” for whites.  They look like whites and 
act like whites she felt that creation of assimilated women and a new bourgeois class in the black 
community would take the race closer to power and white acceptance. Her heroine, Helga Crane in 
Quicksand (1928), identifies herself with the white value, structured so much so that she gets herself 
alienated from the common Negro mass socially and culturally. 
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Hurston was not only the groups’ best woman writer, but one of the first black women writers to 
attempt a serious study of the novels of the black folklore and folk history.   The major themes that 
emerge in the novels of Hurston are the search for black woman’s self-fulfillment through community, 
quest for ideal relationship between man and woman, black sisterhood, and significance of fidelity in 
inter personal relationships. Hurston not only preserves black folk culture but even contributes to the 
definition of woman’s selfhood like Jesse Fauset or Nella Larsen, Hurstan does not employ the ‘passing’ 
theme or the white emulative motive, nor does she show crude bitterness toward the white society 
Hurstan’s women continually quest for personal freedom and self-love by placing themselves in relation 
to the community they live in.  By presenting black women with all the ordinariness of their lives, their 
aspirations, their dreams, Hurston not only rescues them from the stereotypical upper middle class 
bourgeois traps but comes close to probing dimensions representing the general female conditions as 
well.  
 
The book, ‘Their Eyes were watching God’ is a forerunner of diction of the Seventies and Eighties”.  A 
transitional writer, Hurston shows considerable talent in revising the preceding models of black 
womanhood and leading the way a bit further up.  Her writings signaled that the dawn was not far off 
and the new black woman would soon knock at the doors of African-American literature. There was a 
definite shift in the African-American women’s writings towards the process of self-definition beginning 
with Gwendolyn Brooks, Mand Martha (1953).  The protagonist of the novel, a very ordinary black 
woman manages to transform her “little life” into something significant inspite of the limitations set by 
her husband, her family, her race, her class and by society in general. She manages to be her own 
creator.  Thus while presenting a young black girl coming into womanhood, Brooks never employs the 
stereotypes used by her predecessors. 
 
The Afro-American Women’s literary tradition took a qualitative leap into the world of ontological 
transmutation of black women’s existential conditions in America with Paule Marshall’s first novel, 
Brown Girl, Brownstones (1981).  The novel opened the creative float gates and black women’s words 
housed forth from the depths of their souls in an undiminished stream.  The creative outpouring 
indicated the coming age of black women’s literary tradition. Paule Marshall meaningfully engaged 
herself to the task of reconstructing black womanhood.  She is first black woman novelist who sculpts 
back female characters in relation to their culture and community.  Barbara Christian writes.  “She 
(Marshall) veers sharply away from much of the preceding literature which emphasized advance for 
black women in terms of white American Values”.  One of the reasons why she felt impelled to write 
Brown Girl, Brownstones was also to seek corrective measures against the prevalent derogatory image 
about black woman. 
 
Marshall is the first black woman writer who treated the themes like racism, slavery and colonialism 
from a feminist point of view. During sixties there was a perceptible change in the attitude of writers on 
account of the cultural renaissance. For a long time, many blocks deliberately attempted to forget their 
painful past or leave it to the deliberations the white writers.  But after the cultural upheaval African-
American literary traditions took a new direction.  Writers started making conscious attempts to go to 
the roots and re-link the present with the past. This radical change in the attitude of the writers in the 
late sixties manifested especially in the works of Alice Walker. 
 
Alice Walker refers to call herself a ‘Womanist’ because ‘Womansim’, in her opinion expresses women’s 
concern better than feminism. It appreciates woman’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility … and 
women’s strength”.  As a womanist she is certainly concerned with the liberation of all woman kind 
from the psychology of oppression.  But as an African-American woman writer, she is more committed 
to exploring the oppression, the insanities the loyalties and the triumphs of black women”. 
 
What Alice Walker professes in the theory is practiced in her novels. The basic principle that Walker 
highlights is that the change in a person is linked with the change in the society. Walker had given 
expression to the tension that prevailed between the need for Blackman’s self – love and his sense of 
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shame. Toni Cade Bambara Gayle Jones and Toni Morrison had not only defined their cultural context 
as a distinctly African-American one but also probed many facets of the interrelationship of racism, 
sexism and classism in their society.  They challenged the three sources of oppression existing in society.  
They also challenged the prevailing definition of woman in male dominated American Society, especially 
in relation to motherhood and sexuality.    
 
The African-American race was ghettoized, persecuted and viciously out learned from all avenues of 
decency, hope, progress and livelihood.  Racism as a life threatening, non-nurturing force evicts even 
today thus becomes the forum for all types of discussion. Suffering at the hands of both black and white 
men, the African-American Woman had to fight for survival both inside and outside her house.  Thus 
her story, even in modern America, is a fraught with the perils of navigating between the Scylla of 
racism and the Charybdis of sexism.   
 
Gloria Steiner in her introduction to “Quitrageous Acts and Everybody Rebellions”, states this equation 
very tragically thus “Just a male was universal but female was limited, white was universal but black was 
limited”. Nella Larsen’s ‘Quicksand’ presents a mulattos’ awareness of her true identity and her 
determination not to imitate white values.  Hurston was one of the foremost black thinkers to attack 
American Capitalism for creating a tier of socio-economic classes that ranks the black woman at the 
bottom.  Ann Pery’s The Street shows how racial delimitation renders black jobless and how poverty, in 
turn exposes the African-American Woman to sexual exploitation. 
 
Alice Walker’s Meridian, one of the most celebrated novels, reflects her strong belief in the black 
womanist tenets. It tells the story of the black woman in a period of transition, the story of a black 
woman coming to consciousness and a subsequent development of self and search for authenticity. Like 
other black woman novelists of the contemporary period, Toni Morrison analyses the relationship 
between races, genders and class assumptions.  In each of her novels she explores same aspect of the 
oppression afflicting African people.  Alice Walker calls her as “womanist” Released simultaneously with 
Jazz was Morison’s playing in the Dark: Whiteness and literary imagination (1992), a scholarly work 
based on a lecture series she delivered at Harward University.  It reveals Morison’s deeper analytical 
talents as she diagrams the presence of the Africanist personae in the work of white writers while 
proving the problem of living in a rationalized society with its democratic egalitarianism on one hand 
and its ideological dependence on racialism on the other.  Morrison has also written several essays 
which have learning on her fictional art.  They include “What the Black Woman Thinks about Women’s 
Lib’ (1971).  “Behind the making of the Block Book” (1974).  “City Limits”, “Villages Values, concepts of 
Neighborhood in Block Fiction” (1981), “Memory Exaction and writing, (1984).  A knowing, so Deep” (1985), 
“The site of Memory” (1987), “unspeakable things unspoken (1989), and a collection of essays which 
include “Racing Justice”, “Engendering Power”, essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas and “The 
contribution to Social Reality” (1993). 
 
Morrison has also to her credit a play, Dreaming Emme (1986), which is based on the life of the young 
boy Emmett Tie who was killed by a lynch not in Mississippi in 1954.        Universal codes of social and 
psychological praxis as laid down by the dominant white culture were forcibly thrust upon the black 
man.  Thus began the oppressive story of racial discrimination in America.  Women writers contributed 
and highlighted. 
 
Nella Larsen, Ann Petry, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker also talk basic reality of day to day life Afro-
Americans.  The black women faced the reality of double discrimination, of both race and sex.  She was 
doubly burdened, doubly jeopardized person Paula Giddengs (1984:6) explains; In the experience of 
Black Women, (there) is the relationship between sexism and racism.  Because both are motivated by 
similar economic, social and psychological forces, it is only logical that those who sought to undermine 
Blacks were also the most virulent antifeminists. The means of oppression differed across race and sex 
lines, but the wellspring of that oppression was the same.       
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The Afro-American Woman bore a double edged persecution, one as a worker both in the house as well 
as in the fields, two as on object of sexual exploration. In most of the Afro-American novels mentioned 
racism exists at a very subtle or cerebral level, but sexism is generally of vital and immediate interest. 
Francies Ellen Harper’s novel Iola Leroy, shadows, uplifted – portrays a young beautiful Christian 
octoroon who is totally unaware of the Negro blood in her veins and who believes herself to be a white.  
As a white slave holder’s daughter and a southern lady she defends slavery and considers it a necessary 
reality of plantation life. 
 
Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, the desire for blue eyes by a black girl incongruous in itself but all the 
more so because it implies an underlying desire for assioxilation verification and acceptance by white 
people and the frustration and impotence of group of people whose daily prayer for survival is blended 
with a heavy desire for tolerance and freedom. Like quick sand, Jean Tommer’s Cane (1923) explored the 
psychological abuses inflicted upon the black woman. 
 
In conclusion the words by Hernton’s (1965) are a tribute to the Afro-American Woman. Finally after 
nearly four centuries of oppression having been raped, murdered, lynched spat upon, pushed through 
back doors, denied human respect, thought of and treated as sluts and mammies and Negroes, sit only 
to breed and suckle babies, to wash and cook and scrub and sweat, after having been sexually 
depersonalized and taken bodily for the having, the Negro Women of the modern era are just beginning 
to be recognized as human beings, as sexual creatures clothed in their own personal skins, as American 
citizens with public rights and duties, private longings and desires like any other citizen of this republic.  
The great personality who, tried to bring ‘black women’ on ‘white page’ is Toni Morrison. 
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