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important as they are the origins of the Black American autobiographical tradition. As
William Andrews argues in 7o Tell a Free Story: The First Century of Afro-American
Autobiography (1989), these texts are important for both their historical and literary
insights. They provide detailed accounts of slave life and the similarities and
differences actuated by gender, geographic location, and more, as well as establish the
foundations of the Black American literary tradition. The slave narratives are equally
important for their indictment of the contradictory application of democracy and
freedom in American society with respect to Blacks. They present models of agency
and empowerment among Black women in spite of the limitations of the racist and
sexist society in which they lived.

Although Ida B. Wells-Barnett was born a slave in 1862, her autobiography
represents the first generation of Blacks who came of age in post-emancipation
America. Inherexplicitly political autobiography and historical memoir, Wells-Barnett
recounts her life via her contributions to the social movements of her era. Fully
conscious of the utility of presenting a model of political action, Wells-Barnett’s
narrative presents her personal life as merely the subtext to the larger struggle of
achieving equality for Blacks and women. Furthermore, Wells-Barnett’s presentation
of her life in this context is significant because it allowed students to examine the social
mores of American society at the turn of the twentieth century that led her to believe
that her life had to be presented as subtext to be well-received. Thus, students reading
these texts were expected to interrogate American society along with the authors’
representations of their lives.

Wells-Barnett’s stated goals were to educate Black youth about not only her life
and work as a reformer, race leader, and feminist, but also about Black history, in
general. She explains that she was motivated to write her autobiography because “The
history of this entire period which reflected glory on the race should be known. Yet
most of it is buried in oblivion and only the southern white man’s misrepresentations
are in the public libraries and college textbooks of the land.”® Thus, her autobiography
is the story of “herself, her people and her times” and provides an insider’s view of the
period known as the “nadir” for Black Americans and the “Women’s Era” for American
women. Wells-Barnett chronicles her international anti-lynching campaign and
suffrage work as well as her work with the Black Women’s Club Movement, the
Niagara Movement, and Black male political leaders and rivals. In addition to
challenging whites’ misrepresentations of Blacks, Wells-Barnett offers her readers a
new construct of Black womanhood while simultaneously defying the expectation that
marriage and motherhood signaled an end to one’s public life.

Another example of Black women’s agency and empowerment was presented in
the historical memoir, Pauli Murray: The Autobiography of a Black Activist, Feminist,

®Ida B. Wells, Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1991), iii.
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sarding school for her junior year of high school. Jordan is instilled with a sense
ice pride and duty at a very early age. The rearing she experiences from her father,
wille Jordan, a Garveyite, centers on making her a leader, soldier, and fighter, a
itionally masculine upbringing, in order to survive and to achieve the American
m. She presents a unique perspective of what it means to have a gendered
singing as her father sought to ensure that his daughter would become a “prince
ng men.” Therefore, Jordan’s narrative offers insight into a childhood that results
er becoming a prolific writer and anti-racist, anti-sexist scholar-activist. It also
esents one of the forms of socialization that developed as a response to racism in
srican society.

Both Lorde’s and Jordan’s autobiographies conclude when they are young, Lorde
er early twenties and Jordan at age thirteen. Therefore, these readings were
zned with essays authored by the women as adults, along with a documentary, 4
re of Rage (1991), that explores their political ideologies and activism as a way to
sehow their childhood shaped and prepared them for the activism that characterized
- adult lives, as well as how their life’s work shaped the re-telling of their time as
hs.’

The final two readings that reflect Black women’s autobiographical tradition are
“harlayne Hunter-Gault, In My Place (1993), and Assata Shakur, Assata: An
»biography (1987), which explore their involvement in the Civil Rights and Black
'er Movements, respectively. Both narratives present individuals whose
munities were instrumental in shaping the activists they became, and both situate
r activism within a context of responsibility to community. They are not the
ines of the story, merely actors within a larger cast of activists striving for Black
ration.

Hunter-Gault’s aptly titled /n My Place discusses the Civil Rights Movement
in the context of Blacks challenging their place in a segregated society. The
ortance of Brown v. Board of Education is highlighted, as Hunter-Gault provides
ccount of how the decision was implemented. The successful defeat of Plessy v.
zuson’s “separate but equal” mandate was only the beginning of the story. The
sifics of how the system of segregated education was dismantled as she and
alton Holmes integrated the University of Georgia in 1961 provide the backdrop
this narrative. Simultaneously, she presents a perspective of the Civil Rights
sement that is consistent with the current direction of Movement scholarship that
1ses on a bottom-up analysis, in which she positions herself within a community of
vists and supporters, without whom her efforts would not have been possible.

iism: An American Disease in Blackface” and “Man Child: A Black Lesbian Feminist’s Response,”
idre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkeley: The Crossing Press, 1984); “On the
sion of a Clear and Present Danger at Yale” and “Toward a Manifest New Destiny” in June Jordan,
nical Difficulties: African American Notes on the State of the Union (New York: Vintage, 1994).
nformation on 4 Place of Rage, see http://www.wmm.com/filmcatalog/pages/c287.shtml.
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would eventually realize that my experience could be for the best. He knew
that I would be able to help other women get their lives back. He knew I
would help them survive.

Conclusions: “From Margin to Center”

Although many students made a connection between their autobiographies and
those we read in class, some students wrote their autobiographies with no apparent
influence from course readings. One Black female student wrote:

When I came to [the University], I thought I would repeat my patterns of
friendships that I had established in high school; befriend the white girls,
because unless their names are Jenny or Becky, they are bound to screw you
over a lot more. But freshman year taught me something. Not all white girls
are your friends. Not all black girls are your enemies.

While suggesting the beginning of seemingly profound insight, the author failed to
develop an interrogation of the socialization process, and, likely, internalized racism
that led to her initial conclusions. Instead, she continued by stating simply that she
succeeded in making Black friends who accepted her as herself. Had she drawn on the
insights from any of the assigned autobiographies, she would have had a template of
how to probe such an issue to uncover the larger significance to her life and to Black
women’s experiences in general.

Such a lack of perspective led me to an additional course requirement the third
time I taught the class to ensure the continuity of the lessons I wanted students to learn
and to apply to their own autobiographies—an Autobiography Analysis. This paper
required students to analyze their own autobiography in relation to major elements and
strategies used by Black women. I asked that they identify the primary themes and
strategies of their narratives and explain what factors determined the strategies
employed (see Appendix C). This assignment forced students to be more deliberate in
penning narratives that were, in some fashion, influenced by the writings of Black
women autobiographers. One successful example of the applied learning with the new
requirement came from a student who wrote the following:

Like Audre Lorde, who wrote poems in secret for many years before anyone
knew, 1 was afraid to express my talents and gifts, because of fear of
rejection ... I did not fit into that stereotype of being a strong black woman.
Many times this made me feel as though I was not really black.... I did not
have the same resolve that black women are supposed to have. The
stereotype of a strong black woman is someone who does not let people run
over her, and always has an attitude. I was not that at all. It was really
difficult, but after reading Lorde’s autobiography I learned that all black
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1ir’s and Hunter-Gault’s, an account of the centrality of family and community in
‘ing self-defined notions of personhood in opposition to the socially defined
s in which Black people are expected to exist. Like other students, despite his
1, he was able to see his experiences in the lives of the women whose narratives
ad.
—earning U.S. history through the perspective of Black female voices was aunique
vor for all students, regardless of race or gender. Many were shocked and angry
scover that they knew so little about the experiences, contributions, and
wplishments of Black women. Furthermore, they realized that the humanist
onent of the Black feminist framework was inclusive and applicable to their
dual lives even if they were white or male. Students found the autobiographies
ularly useful as they learned to interrogate the identity categories they had been
ized to normalize—whiteness, maleness, heterosexual, and representing the
e class—and to claim their individual and multiple identities as a source of
werment.
Courses of this nature, which focus on the experiences of a marginalized group,
attempt to bring women of color into the traditional curriculum and present the
tance of people of color in American history. In addressing this curriculum
struction, Elizabeth Higginbotham has noted that many attempts to incorporate
n of color into the curriculum fail because these women are “addressed as either
1ts to the ‘generic’ woman or as the ‘exceptional” woman of color.”*® Through
se of Black women’s autobiographies, students learned how each person,
lless of race, ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality, is shaped by historical
astances and what insights those voices can provide in helping us create a more
‘ehensive narrative of American society. In the end, I believe that students took
his class not only an understanding of the nuanced lives of African American
n, but a more informed understanding of our nation’s history as well.

adix A

How does the author provide a critique of society?

What aspect(s) are being critiqued?

How does the author protest discrimination/resist oppression?

To what communities is the author connected and how does she express this
connection?

I 'What characteristics of Black feminism does the autobiography embody?

eth Higginbotham, “Designing an Inclusive Curriculum: Bringing All Women into the Core,” in
Guy-Sheftall, Words of Fire: An Anthology of African American Female Thought (New York:
3ss, 1995), 481.










