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AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE IN

TRANSITION, 1980– 1990

African American Literature in Transition, 1980–1990 tracks Black expres-
sive culture in the 1980s as novelists, poets, dramatists, ûlmmakers, and
performers grappled with the contradictory legacies of the civil rights
era, and the start of culture wars and policy machinations that would
come to characterize the 1990s. The volume is necessarily interdisciplin-
ary and critically promiscuous in its methodologies and objects of study
as it reconsiders conventional temporal, spatial, and moral understand-
ings of how African American letters emerged immediately after the
movement James Baldwin describes as the “latest slave rebellion.” As
such, the question of the state of America’s democratic project as
refracted through the literature of the shaping presence of African
Americans is one of the guiding concerns of this volume preoccupied
with amoment in American literary history still burdened by the legacies
of the 1960s, while imagining the contours of an African Americanist
future in the new millennium.

d. quentin miller is Professor of English at Suffolk University in
Boston. He is the author, editor, or co-editor of fourteen books and
more than thirty articles and book chapters. His recent scholarly books
relevant to this project include The Routledge Introduction to African
American Literature (2016), American Literature in Transition 1980–1990
(2017), Understanding John Edgar Wideman (2018), and James Baldwin
in Context (2019). Forthcoming projects include the textbooks The
Bedford Introduction to Literature (13th edition) and Literature to Go
(5th edition) and The Routledge Introduction to the American Novel.

rich blint is Assistant Professor of Literature and Director of the
Program in Race and Ethnicity at The New School. He is co-editor of
the special issue of African American Review, and his upcoming books
include A Radical Interiority: James Baldwin and the Personiûed Self in
Modern American Culture andDuppy Umbrella and Other Stories. His
writing has appeared in African American Review, James Baldwin
Review, Anthropology Now, The Believer, McSweeney’s, The Brooklyn
Rail, sx visualities, and the A-Line: a journal of progressive thought,
where he serves as editor-at-large.
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AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE IN TRANSITION

Editor Joycelyn K. Moody, The University of Texas at San Antonio

Associate Editor Cassander Smith, The University of Alabama

Across 17 authoritative volumes and featuring over 200 of today’s foremost literary
critics and social historians, African American Literature in Transition offers
a critical and comprehensive revisionary analysis of creative expression by people
of African descent. Reading transtemporally from the origins of “African American
literature” by the ûrst peoples calling themselves “African Americans,” this series
foregrounds change, and examines pivotal moments, years, decades, and centuries
in African American literature and culture. While collectively analyzing both far-
reaching and ûash-forward transitions within four centuries, the multi-volume series
replaces conventional historical periodization in African American scholastic and
literary anthologies with a framework that contextualizes shifts, changes, and
transformations in African American literature, culture, politics, and history.

Books in the Series

African American Literature in Transition, 1750–1800 edited by
rhondda robinson thomas

African American Literature in Transition, 1800–1830 edited by
jasmine nichole cobb

African American Literature in Transition, 1830–1850 edited by
benjamin fagan

African American Literature in Transition, 1850–1865 edited by
teresa zackodnik

African American Literature in Transition, 1865–1880 edited by
eric gardner
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shirley moody-turner
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miriam thaggert

and

rachel farebrother

African American Literature in Transition 1930–1940 edited by
eve dunbar

and

ayesha k. hardison

African American Literature in Transition, 1960–1970 edited by
shelly eversley
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Notes on Contributors

bertram ashe is Jabez A. Bostwick Professor of English and American
Studies at the University of Richmond. Ashe’s research focuses on late
twentieth-century and early twenty-ûrst-century literature and culture.
Twisted: My Dreadlock Chronicles (2015) explores issues of Black male
identity, Black vernacular culture, and Black hair by narrating the
journey of locking his hair while also exploring the history and cultural
resonances of the dreadlock hairstyle in America. He teaches and writes
about contemporary American culture, primarily post-Civil Rights
Movement African American literature and culture (often referred to
as “post-Blackness” or the “post-soul aesthetic”), as well as the Black
vernacular triumvirate of Black hair, basketball, and jazz. His ûrst book
From within the Frame: Storytelling in African-American Fiction (2002)
tracks the development of the African American “frame text,” from
Charles Chesnutt’s The Conjure Woman through John Edgar
Wideman’s “Doc’s Story,” with chapters that focus on Zora Neale
Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man along the way.

danielle bainbridge is Assistant Professor of Theatre at Northwestern
University, where she also holds courtesy appointments in Performance
Studies and African American Studies. Her ongoing book project
Reûnements of Cruelty: Enslavement, Enfreakment, and the Performance
Archive examines the lives of African American sideshow and freak show
performers who were also enslaved. In addition to her academic
research, Danielle is also a creative writer, playwright and web series
host. From 2017 to 2020 she was the researcher, writer, and host of the
PBS Digital Studios web series “The Origin of Everything,” which
focused on highlighting unusual and undertold history and streamed
on YouTube and Facebook Watch. She was the inaugural winner of the
2015 Barry Lopez prize for creative nonûction from Cutthroat: A Journal
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of the Arts and a semiûnalist for the Kore Press 2016memoir award. She
received a 2016 scholarship from the Tin House creative writing work-
shop in Portland, Oregon. Her ûrst play Curio premiered at the
University of Pennsylvania in April 2018 and appeared at the
Edinburgh Festival Fringe in August 2018. In 2020, she served as
a host and recurring talent on two 2021 Daytime Emmy Nominated
web series: PBS Self-Evident and YouTube Originals “Booktube.”

trudier harris is University Distinguished Research Professor in the
Department of English at the University of Alabama. Harris is the
author or editor of more than two dozen books, including Martin
Luther King Jr., Heroism, and African American Literature (2014), The
Scary Mason-Dixon Line: African AmericanWriters and the South (2009),
and Summer Snow: Reûections from a Black Daughter of the South (2003).
Prior to joining the faculty at the University of Alabama, Harris taught
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill for nearly three
decades. Earlier in her career, she was the ûrst tenured African American
faculty member at the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg,
Virginia. She was a member of the English department faculty there
from 1973 to 1979. Harris is a magna cum laude graduate of Stillman
College in Alabama. She holds a master’s degree and a Ph.D. from The
Ohio State University.

d. quentin miller is Professor and Chair of English at Suffolk
University in Boston where he teaches courses on contemporary litera-
ture, African American literature, and ûction writing. Miller is the
author or editor of more than a dozen books, including A Criminal
Power: James Baldwin and the Law (2012), The Routledge Introduction to
African American Literature (2016), American Literature in Transition
1980–1990 (2016),Understanding John Edgar Wideman (2018), and James
Baldwin in Context (2019). Forthcoming books include The Routledge
Introduction to the American Novel and new editions of the literature
textbooks Literature to Go and The Compact Bedford Introduction to
Literature, co-edited with Michael Meyer.

danielle fuentes morgan is Assistant Professor in the Department of
English at Santa Clara University and specializes in African American
literature in the twentieth and twenty-ûrst centuries. Her research and
teaching reûect her interests in African American satire and comedy,
literature, and the arts as activism, and the continuing inûuence of
history on contemporary articulations of Black selfhood. Her writing
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has appeared in a variety of publications, including on Racialicious, Al
Jazeera, and Vulture, and in Post-Soul Satire: Black Identity after Civil
Rights, Humanities, Biography: An Interdisciplinary Quarterly, Pre/Text:
A Journal of Rhetorical Theory, Journal of Science Fiction, and College
Literature. She has served as the Frank Sinatra Faculty Fellow for the
Center for the Arts and Humanities working with W. Kamau Bell
(2017–2018) and Taye Diggs (2018–2019). Her book Laughing to Keep
from Dying: African American Satire in the Twenty-First Century was
published in 2020 with University of Illinois Press as a part of the New
Black Studies Series and was featured in The New York Times “New &
Noteworthy” book review section.

shaundra myers is Assistant Professor of English at the University of
Pittsburgh. Her work has appeared or is forthcoming in American
Literary History and South Atlantic Quarterly. She is currently working
on a book that traces how writers such as Toni Morrison, Octavia
Butler, and Andrea Lee invented narrative forms that refuse the histor-
ical demand to apprehend and determine blackness.

alan nadel, William T. Bryan Chair in American Literature and
Culture at the University of Kentucky, is the author of The Theatre of
August Wilson (2018) and the editor of May All Your Fences Have Gates:
Essays in the Drama of August Wilson (1993) and of August Wilson:
Completing the Twentieth-Century Cycle (2010). He is also the author
of Invisible Criticism: Ralph Ellison and the American Canon (1991),
Containment Culture: American Narratives, Postmodernism, and the
Atomic Age (1995), Flatlining on the Field of Dreams: Cultural
Narratives in the Films of President Reagan’s America (1997), and
Television in Black and White America: Race and National Identity
(2005), as well as over 100 articles, reviews, and notes. His poetry has
appeared in an array of prominent journals, including Georgia Review,
New England Review, Partisan Review, Paris Review, Sewanee Review,
and Shenandoah. He won the 1988 prize for the best essay in Modern
Fiction Studies, the 1993 prize for the best essay in PMLA, and the 2018
Sewanee Review poetry prize.

angelique nixon is a Bahamas-born, Trinidad-based writer, artist, and
scholar-activist. She is Lecturer and Graduate Studies Coordinator at
the Institute for Gender and Development Studies at the University of
the West Indies at St. Augustine. Her research and teaching areas
include Caribbean and postcolonial studies, African diaspora literatures,

Notes on Contributors ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009179348
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-17934-8 — African American Literature in Transition, 1980–1990
Edited by D. Quentin Miller, Rich Blint
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

gender and sexuality studies, tourism and diaspora studies, and trans-
national migrations. Dr. Nixon holds a Ph.D. in English and Graduate
Certiûcate in Women’s Studies and Gender Research from the
University of Florida, where she specialized in Caribbean and African
diaspora literatures and postcolonial, feminist, and gender studies. She
also holds an M.A. in English and Graduate Certiûcate in Women’s
Studies from Florida Atlantic University and a B.Sc in Accounting and
Minors in Humanities and Global Studies from Nova Southeastern
University. She completed a Postdoctoral Fellowship in Africana
Studies focused on “Migrations and Theories of Africana” at
New York University. Angelique’s research, poetry, and artwork have
been published and featured widely. She is the author of Saltwater
Healing – A Myth Memoir and Poems – an art and poetry chapbook
collection (2013). Her scholarly book Resisting Paradise: Tourism,
Diaspora, and Sexuality in Caribbean Culture (2015) won the
Caribbean Studies Association’s 2016 Barbara T. Christian Award for
Best Book in the Humanities. Her current research investigates
Caribbean freedom, social movements, and decolonial poetics at the
crossroads of climate and migration crisis and unsustainable develop-
ment. Angelique has been active in Caribbean movements for social and
environmental justice for over a decade, and is committed to intersec-
tional queer feminist praxis, decolonial politics, and Black liberation.
Currently, she is director of the feminist LGBTI civil society organiza-
tion CAISO: Sex and Gender Justice, Trinidad & Tobago.

kevin quashie is Professor in the department of English at Brown
University where he teaches Black cultural and literary studies.
Primarily, he focuses on Black feminism, queer studies, and aesthetics,
especially poetics. He is the author or editor of four books, most recently
The Sovereignty of Quiet: Beyond Resistance in Black Culture (2012) and
Black Aliveness, or A Poetics of Being (2021). Currently, he is thinking
about a book on Black sentences and Black ideas.

joseph g. schloss is an interdisciplinary scholar who studies Hip-Hop
culture as part of a larger complex of expressive traditions of the African
Diaspora, with a particular focus on the ways that communities use Hip-
Hop to develop new perspectives on social, cultural, and political issues.
A past recipient of the Society for Ethnomusicology’s Charles Seeger
Prize, he is the author of Foundation: B-Boys, B-Girls and Hip-Hop
Culture in New York (2009) and Making Beats: The Art of Sample-
Based Hip-Hop (2004/2014), which was awarded the International
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Association for the Study of Popular Music’s Book Prize in 2005. He
teaches at the City University of New York and Princeton University.

laura vrana is Assistant Professor of English and African American
Studies at the University of South Alabama. She earned her B.A. in
English from Yale University and her M.A. and Ph.D. in English (with
a concentration in African American Literature) from The Pennsylvania
State University, before serving as postdoctoral fellow in African
American and African Diasporic Literature at Rutgers University. She
researches twentieth-century and contemporary Black poetics, especially
works by women writers. Her publications on the subject have appeared
or are forthcoming in numerous outlets, including the journalsMELUS,
Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature, College Literature, The Fight & the
Fiddle, and Obsidian. In addition, her work has appeared or will soon
appear in the edited volumes Some Other Blues: New Perspectives on
Amiri Baraka, Revisiting the Elegy in the Black Lives Matter Era, the
Wiley-Blackwell Companion to the Multi-ethnic Literature of the United
States, theDictionary of Literary Biography vol. 392: Twenty-First-Century
African American Poets, and one other volume in the Cambridge African
American Literature in Transition series.
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Preface
African American Literature in Transition

Joycelyn K. Moody, General Editor

When I accepted the invitation to act as Series Editor for African American
Literature in Transition, Barack Obama had several months more to serve
as President of the United States. The US was in a time of tremendous
transition, we knew, but the extent of the impact of the coming election
and its outcomes on the lives of African Americans, we had yet to learn. In
the years since, dozens of today’s foremost literary critics and social histor-
ians have traced across this authoritative multi-volume series revisionary
analyses of creative expression by peoples of the African diaspora. Reading
transtemporally, African American Literature in Transition foregrounds
change, and examines pivotal moments and eras in African American
history and historiography, literature and culture, art and ideology. The
contributors explore four centuries of far-reaching as well as ûash-forward
transitions, to replace conventional literary periodization with a framework
that contextualizes shifts, changes, and transformations affecting African
American people.
Taken singly or together, the more than 200 chapters of the series

provide not customary synopses of African American literature but unpre-
cedented, detailed analyses – each expansive, in-depth, engaging. Every
contributor ûnds their perfect pitch. Where contributors are musicians,
then, to quote John Lovell, Jr.’s Black Song: The Forge and the Flame,
“music raise[s] both performer and audience far above routine emotion;
the elderly throw away their sticks and dance.”
The central aim of African American Literature in Transition is to

reorient readers’ expectations of the literary critical and appreciative experi-
ence. The series emphasizes the importance of reading intertextually,
transhistorically, and interdisciplinarily. In this way, we foster readers’
comprehension of ways in which legal cases such as the Dred Scott
Decision and Plessy v. Ferguson, for example, were forecast in David
Walker’s 1829 Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World and have
reappeared in Solitary: My Story of Transformation and Hope by Albert
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Woodfox (2019). Truly distinctive, African American Literature in
Transition offers rich demonstrations of how to read Black creative expres-
sion as a sequence of shifting contexts and dynamic landscapes.
I offer sincere gratitude to Ray Ryan at Cambridge University Press for

selecting me to spearhead this project, and to Cassander Smith for seeing it
through with me. I am grateful to Edgar Mendez and Cambridge interns
Caitlin Gallagher and Rebecca Rom-Frank. I appreciate the enthusiastic
support of my family, friends, and colleagues over the years: especially
Lorraine Martínez, Roxanne Donovan, Kimberly Blockett, Barbara Neely,
Cynthia Lockett, Rhonda Gonzales, T. Jackie Cuevas, and Howard
Rambsy II. Colleen J. McElroy and my uncles Charles and Glenn inspire
me in ways they cannot imagine. My son and my parents inûuence
everything I undertake. To the African American Literature in
Transition volume editors and contributors: your dedication to tracing
transitions with me made all the difference.
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