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From the moment Africans in America and their descendents acquired the technology of reading, writ-
ing, and printing in the script and language of the new republic which was to become America, the power
relations that characterized the interaction between the two groups black and white took on new signifi-
cance.

Despite all attempts on the part of the founders of the early republic to maintain the rapacious manipu-
Jation of resources at the expense of all ‘others; the tool of writing became an indispensable device marshaled
in the service of liberation.

Once in the hands of the enslaved population, this newly acquired technology precipitated a process of
transformation of the alien (European culture) into the intimate (the collective African experience in America).
This advance by African Americans generated new strategies among the ruling elite, which enlisted the sci-
erices and increased social and political constraints leveled against the enslaved African population. “We
hold these truths to be self evident,” had framed the rhetorical basis of colonial independence and was en-
coded in the written word. The unalienable rights endowed by the creator remained hidden and obscure by
the select.

Decoding the language and characters of English revealed the inconsistencies of the African experience
on the one hand and the national ideal exemplified in the Declaration of Independence.

The emergence of the new sciences of anthropology or ethnography as it was first called, craniometry
and biology distilled in the European enlightenment served as the new rationale for continued restriction of
rights, power and privilege within the republic.

Power and privilege was the exclusive domain of the ruling Anglo-Aristocracy or the Puritan select. !
Notwithstanding popular sentiment echoed in the literature of Anti-bellum America depicting Africans as
docile, passive and non-demurring, the African in America has shown a persistent fervency toward securing
liberation from oppression. Writing became the pre-eminent tool used to expose the feigned pretensions of
‘justice and liberty for all. '

The historical context out of which African American literature emerges provides an appreciation of the
importance and relevance of continued examination of the role, scope and difficulties African Americans
faced in acquiring and making use of writing as a tool of liberation through literary expression.

It is perhaps no small wonder that the first African American known to have published a book, Phyllis
Wheatley, was manumitted shortly after its appearance in 1767. Reading and writing have historically served
to represent the arrogated machinations of the select that would promote their individual liberties at the
expense of others. :

African American letters must rightly take its place alongside and within the American literary tradition.
It must further be acknowledged that the rich literary tradition of the African American had indeed devel-
oped apart of and apart from the larger canon of American letters. This bifurcation within African American
letters reveals the genesis of divergent views expressed throughout the dialectic history of African American
writings. From the publication of Freedom’s Journal in 1827 to a period of literary and social protest during
the decade of the 1920’s African Americans have grappled with the question of ¢ to what end.”” To what end
should their writings be directed. This was the critical question measured by America’s first successful Black
writer, Charles Waddell Chesnutt. Chesnutt kept a journal from the age of 16 until his death in 1932.There he
would expose his inner urges and pen observations of his experiences and musings. May 29, 1880 Chesnutt
writes, I think I must write a book ... I feel an influence that I cannot resist calling me to task. Besides, I do
not know, but I am as well prepared as some successful writers. ... if I do write, I shall write for a purpose, a
high and holy purpose...>” Here Chesnutt points to a dilemma of his time which was to foreshadow the voice
of protest and cultural nationalism of the 1920’s, namely who shall speak for the African Americans.

When one considers the obstacles facing writers of African descent from the mid 1800’s to the early
1900’s you find a unique point of focus in the person of Charles Waddell Chesnutt. Born 1858 in Cleveland,
Ohio, Chesnutt spent his youth in Fayetteville, North Carolina. He was in a very special position to contem-
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